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Original Article

Nursing theories in professional training and practice: perception of 
postgraduate nursing students

Teorias de enfermagem na formação e na prática profissional: percepção de pós-graduandos 
de enfermagem

Maria de Fátima Garcia Lopes Merino1, Paloma Luana de Azevedo Ramos da Silva1, Maria Dalva de Barros de 
Carvalho1, Sandra Marisa Pelloso1, Vanessa Denardi Antoniassi Baldissera1, Ieda Harumi Higarashi1

Objective: to analyze the perception of postgraduate students about nursing theories in professional training 
and practice. Methods: it was a qualitative research with 22 students enrolled in the Theoretical Foundations 
of Nursing Care class of a postgraduate nursing course. Results: the lack of teaching of nursing theories at the 
undergraduate level and the need to insert this object of study in the curricula of the courses were verified, since 
they support and guide nurses’ actions, corroborating the relationship between theory and practice. The theories 
conferred scientific thinking and added value to professional performance, ensuring quality and recognition to 
the profession. Conclusion: the contact with the theories in undergraduate studies is limited and resuming 
the thematic in postgraduation is indicated as opportune. In the perception of the postgraduate students, the 
knowledge on nursing theories allows professionals to extract their essence, scientifically strengthen their 
practice and, thus, recognize them as work guidelines. 
Descriptors: Education, Higher; Education, Nursing, Graduate; Nursing Theory; Nursing Education Research.

Objetivo: analisar a percepção de pós-graduandos acerca das teorias de enfermagem na formação e na prática 
profissional. Métodos: pesquisa qualitativa, com 22 alunos matriculados na disciplina Fundamentos Teóricos 
do Cuidado em Enfermagem de um curso de pós-graduação em enfermagem. Resultados: evidenciaram-se a 
carência do ensino das teorias de enfermagem na graduação e a necessidade de inserção deste objeto de estudo 
nos currículos dos cursos, uma vez que elas sustentam e norteiam as ações do enfermeiro, respaldando a relação 
entre teoria e prática. As teorias conferiram pensamento científico e agregaram valor ao fazer profissional, 
assegurando qualidade e reconhecimento à profissão. Conclusão: o contato com as teorias na graduação 
é limitado, e a retomada da temática na pós-graduação é apontada como oportuna. Na percepção dos pós-
graduandos, o conhecimento das teorias de enfermagem permite ao profissional extrair sua essência, fortalecer 
cientificamente sua prática e, assim, reconhecê-las como norteadoras do trabalho.
Descritores: Educação Superior; Educação de Pós-Graduação em Enfermagem; Teoria de Enfermagem; Pesquisa 
em Educação de Enfermagem.
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Introduction

Nursing has developed its praxis through the 
definition of knowledge based on theoretical and me-
thodological references, which give it scientific visi-
bility, particularly to transcend its technical essence. 
Epistemological contributions, aimed at determining 
the construction of knowledge and guide professional 
practice, demonstrate to professors and students how 
theoretical nursing models can guide critical thinking 
and decision making in this activity(1).

In this context, over time, both theoretical 
formation and nursing practice began to demand 
concepts, values, beliefs, and knowledge from the di-
fferent areas of knowledge, revealing their own theo-
retical models and developing concepts of men, envi-
ronment, and nursing(1-2) to be applied in assistance.

The path of knowledge, combining critical 
thinking and professional creativity, has enabled the 
development of nursing theories. Its relevance in the 
evolution of the profession consisted in distancing 
itself from the empirical aspect to adopt the profes-
sional practice based on scientific knowledge(2). Thus, 
theories present proposals for assistance, revealing 
purposes and limitations, directing care relationships.

In this perspective, theories build parameters 
and assistance models for the professional perfor-
mance. They are essential references in the disciplina-
ry composition of the profession, given their relevance 
to the areas of teaching, research, and care practice. 
They allow to reveal the nuances and tendencies of 
this area of   knowledge, emphasizing its importance as 
a discipline or cross-sectional content in undergradu-
ate and postgraduate nursing courses(1-2).

Studies that address the performance of nur-
ses’ activities based on a certain theory have already 
been conducted(3-5); however, there is a lack of scienti-
fic production regarding theories in the nursing trai-
ning process(6-7). This gap is reinforced when conside-
ring that many studies on theories are researches of 
review, reflection of professionals, and applicability of 
a specific theory in nursing practice(6,8).

Bearing in mind that the knowledge produc-
tion in Brazil permeates all moments of professional 
training and is strongly focused on stricto sensu post-
graduate courses, it reveals the importance of the pre-
sence of nursing models and theories in the training 
of postgraduate students(9-10), in addition to the fact 
that the knowledge provided by the theories during 
professional training needs to enable nurses to re-
think their practice and transform it through the the-
oretical basis. Therefore, seeking to contribute to the 
construction of transformative paradigms in nursing 
training, it is considered pertinent to incorporate the-
oretical models to the nursing educational practice.

For this purpose, this study presented the 
following research question: How do postgraduate 
students perceive the inclusion of nursing theories 
during the nursing training and, later, in their profes-
sional practice?

This study aimed to analyze the perception of 
postgraduate students on nursing theories in training 
and professional practice. 

Methods

It was a qualitative study conducted through in-
terview with students of the Theoretical Foundations 
of Nursing Care class of the postgraduate nursing pro-
gram of a university in the Southern Region of Brazil. 
Study population comprised 22 of the 29 students en-
rolled in the course, with a sample formed from the 
data saturation principle.

The interview script included identification and 
sociodemographic characterization; closed questions 
regarding the training, performance, and professional 
experience of postgraduate students; and open ques-
tions, seeking to understand the subjects’ experien-
ce and perception regarding nursing theories, their 
inclusion in the undergraduate curricular structure, 
and their contributions to professional practice. Inter-
views took place individually and privately, recorded 
and with an average duration of 50 minutes, preser-
ving the anonymity of the interviewees. Data collec-
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tion occurred between June 2016 and March 2017.
Textual transcripts of the interviews were car-

ried out by a single researcher, shortly after the event, 
to be as reliable as possible. Nonverbal communica-
tion observed during the interview was noted in the 
transcript as a comment. The identifiers were exclu-
ded from the transcripts, to ensure the anonymity of 
the subjects, who were named with the letter P and 
the interview number. Participants had access to the 
transcripts, to confirm their speeches, comment, or 
suggest changes.

For data analysis, the thematic categorical 
analysis was chosen(11), a technique that includes or-
dering the transcription data; re-reading and organi-
zation of data; data classification after exhaustive re-
ading or “deepening” on the speech and topic setting; 
and final analysis by understanding the whole pro-
cess. Qualitative research was conducted and repor-
ted based on the consolidated criteria for reporting 
qualitative research (COREQ).

The study complied with the norms of Reso-
lution 466/12 and was approved by the Ethics Com-
mittee in Research involving human beings of the 
Universidade Estadual de Maringá, under protocol Nº 
1,616,045. 

Results

Of the participants, 21 were female (95.4%), 
the majority were in the age group of 20 to 25 years 
(54.4%), followed by the age group over 35 years 
(22.7%). Recent graduates represented 36.4%, and 
63.6% had over four years of professional experience. 
Most postgraduate students (86.4%) came from pu-
blic universities, with all training institutions located 
in the Center-South Region of the country.

After analysis, the two categories designed 
were: “Nursing theories at the undergraduate and 
postgraduate levels: approach to the theme” and 
“Nursing theory: professional identification and con-
tributions to the practice”. 

Nursing theories at the undergraduate and post-
graduate levels: approach to the theme

In this category, postgraduate students recog-
nized the need for valuing theories in the nursing 
training and the importance of including this object of 
study in the curricula of the courses: It is extremely im-

portant to insert theories in undergraduate and postgraduate studies. 

This knowledge provides support for nursing, gives greater insight 

into practice, directing care in principles that guide and organize the 

Nursing Process and professional action (P8). The theories build the 

scientific and structural basis that supports the practice through con-

cepts, fundamentals, objectives, and contextualization. They refer to a 

science based on studies of researchers who dedicated their professio-

nal trajectory to understanding the needs of the human being, seeking 

to perfect and guide nursing care (P11).
In spite of this perception, the participants em-

phasized the little contact with the theories during the 
undergraduate course, revealing a timely resumption 
of the subject matter in the postgraduate course in 
progress, highlighting the possibility of a theoretical 
deepening on a theme up to then little explored by 
them, during their academic training: By better studying 

nursing theories, I perceive the importance of their inclusion in un-

dergraduate curricula, since the students will have contact with di-

fferent ways of assisting the individual and collectivity, providing a 

better care, holistic (P5). Now I see that nursing theories scientifically 

support the practice. Good training is required during undergraduate 

to provide professionals better prepared to work with the population, 

offering quality care and improving their health (P12).
It was verified that the identification of future 

nursing professionals with the theories that support 
the profession could be compromised by the deficient 
approach on the subject during their training: I have had 

brief and superficial contact with some theories in undergraduate 

studies. The greatest depth was given through this class, which allo-

wed the identification of the scientific publications that focus on the 

different theories and fomented a more critical discussion about them 

(P9). During the undergraduate course, I do not remember having 

seen theories in more depth, but now I miss it (P1). The contact with 

nursing theories, before this postgraduate course, was minimal and 

superficial. I only had contact with Wanda Horta’s theory at under-

graduate level (P5). 
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Nursing theory: professional identification and 
contributions to the practice

Based on the deepening of knowledge about 
this subject, postgraduate students were able to ex-
tract the essence of the theories and their value for the 
“professional performance”, noting that they guide the 
nurses work and defining them as a support for the 
applicability of their actions: They give us a direction to work, 

thus facilitating nursing care (P1). Knowing the theories, we can re-

cognize them in our practice, as nurses. We realize that each one has 

a specific object but complement each other in a more comprehensive 

care directing our work (P3).
Since one of the implications of nursing theo-

ries is to support professional practice, postgraduate 
students have recognized the possibility of drawing a 
parallel between them and their application in profes-
sional practice, which remains supported by the va-
rious theories: I believe Wanda Horta’s theory is easier to imple-

ment in the daily routine at the hospital. Some theories are better for 

study or for a specific practice, but for daily use in the hospital I find 

this more appropriate (P14). Orem and the Self-Care Theory are more 

commonly used. Currently, with the increase of chronic diseases and 

rehabilitation techniques, patients need more attention for self-care 

(P8). I relate to Leininger and Orem. As my assistance takes place at 

home, self-care and knowing/respecting the culture of the other are 

important allies in the relationship with the individual, family, and 

community (P4).
The knowledge of nursing theories for postgra-

duate students also contributes to the organization of 
nursing services, promoting the development and im-
plementation of the Nursing Care Systematization. Co-
ordinated actions subsidize the performance of care, 
ensuring quality and recognition as a profession, with 
a body of knowledge: I consider the theories fundamental. 

Basing care in a theory qualifies the nurses’ work process (P7). The 

knowledge of theories supports nursing, giving greater insight into 

practice, guiding care in scientific principles, leading to an organized 

care process (P9). We need this scientific foundation to apply it at 

work. It is a protection for nurses, a way to give visibility to the work, 

besides providing conditions for a systematized assistance (P21). The 

knowledge of the theories improves the care provided, organizes the 

care, and contributes to the patient’s prognosis. These factors provide 

higher quality to my care (P12). 

Discussion

The limitation of this research comprises the 
study location, which was carried out in a single te-
aching institution, thus preventing the generalization 
of the findings. Nonetheless, the results are conside-
red valid, as they reflect similar conditions verified in 
larger surveys(3,6,12-13).

The limited exposure of undergraduate stu-
dents to nursing theories in nursing programs may 
limit their knowledge of the subject, hindering its in-
corporation into their learning, hence interfering in 
the development of their competencies(9,12). Therefore, 
knowing the theories during training contributes to 
minimize a deficit in the theoretical understanding of 
nurses and allows to develop a coordinated thought in 
their actions, assisting in the professional practice(1).

There were few studies found on the relevan-
ce of including the theories in the nursing training 
process, either as an object of study or as a training 
moment, to allow nurses to rethink their practice and 
transform it through a theoretical basis. In this pers-
pective, the theme of this research, concerning the 
teaching of nursing theories in undergraduate and 
postgraduate courses, plays an important role in pro-
fessional training, in the development of nursing prac-
tice, and in the care provided to the patients.

Analyses of the interviews enabled to extract 
some aspects to be decoded and discussed, based on 
previous studies on this topic.

Extreme ages were verified among postgra-
duate students, with “young” and recent graduates 
at the same level, in the postgraduate course, as “ol-
der” and more experienced professionals in the area. 
The decrease in the average age of students in stricto 
sensu postgraduate courses has been previously re-
ported(14), emphasizing that many students choose to 
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enroll in these courses shortly after graduating, even 
without having previous professional experience in 
their area of   training.

Regarding the training institutions of the par-
ticipants, they were public and private education 
institutions, and their specific knowledge of nursing 
theories presented similarities. This data is endorsed 
by the National Curricular Guidelines for Undergra-
duate Courses, which determine similarities between 
curricula of different institutions. Nevertheless, even 
in accordance with the guidelines, there are different 
configurations of the curricula and their adaptation to 
the local reality of each institution, reflecting distinc-
tive approaches in the choice of theories that subsidi-
ze the students’ training(13). It is noteworthy that the 
theoretical models used in the training of academics 
have undergone changes over the years, contributing 
to a greater formative plurality, regarding the use of 
nursing theories(1,9).

As for the theme “Nursing theories at under-
graduate and postgraduate levels: approach to the 
theme” for postgraduate students, nursing theories 
are extremely relevant to subsidize the profession and 
should contribute to guide the professional practice, 
besides recognizing that the primary purpose of nur-
sing knowledge is to enrich its practice. In their narra-
tives, it was observed the importance they give to the 
teaching of theories as scientific contribution to their 
actions. This perception of the participants is in line 
with the results of other studies, with this research as 
a motto(4,5,13).

All participants reported that, even if only su-
perficially, at some point in their professional training, 
they had contact with at least one nursing theory.

These are relevant statements, considering that 
nursing theories provide the student with support for 
the practice and facilitate the knowledge of the scien-
tific roots of the profession. Its introduction, from 
the undergraduate level, should give deepening on 
nursing and its theoretical concepts, with continuity 
throughout their formation(9,14). The theories and their 
possibilities of implementation, in the view of under-

graduate students, are the reason that distinguish one 
discipline from another and clarify the assumptions 
and values   that guide and define the nature of prac-
tice(2), reaffirming their contribution to professional 
development. Previous studies(9,12) demonstrated that 
most of the students interviewed considered the te-
aching of theories in the undergraduate course ap-
propriate to the professional practice, improving the 
quality of care.

Although postgraduate students have raised 
questions about the lack of this approach in the ins-
titutions responsible for their professional training, 
they also emphasized the importance of a more in-
-depth focus on theories at the postgraduate level, 
highlighting the importance of resuming the subject 
for nurses, fostering the construction of scientific kno-
wledge.

From the start of undergraduate courses, the 
teaching of nursing theories, research, and practice 
has been superficial, not always being presented in its 
entirety to the students, which can result in a decre-
ase in their importance for future nursing professio-
nals(9,15).

The observation that nursing students’ know-
ledge of theories is vague has also been evidenced in 
previous studies(9,12,16), thus demonstrating a partial 
incorporation or absence of the use of conceptual 
theories or models in their professional actions. Mo-
reover, students showed that, due to the weakening of 
approaches on theories in the curricular bases of the 
courses, professors face challenges in sharing with the 
students values   and beliefs pertinent to the profes-
sion, risking that what constitutes the science of nur-
sing might be lost and that its unique contributions to 
the profession are overshadowed(17).

Furthermore, in this perspective, there is a 
risk of placing theories in less important conditions, 
making the students’ knowledge deficient in terms 
of theoretical and conceptual understanding of nur-
sing(9). Nevertheless, there was a positive response 
from academics when presenting theoretical models 
and their association with practice, as performed in 
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other studies(9,12). In this condition, as knowers of their 
metaparadigms, students understand their importan-
ce and, as a knowledge-based professional, become 
better able to choose the most appropriate theory to 
the care process(2).

Regarding the category “Nursing theory: pro-
fessional identification and contributions to the prac-
tice”, questions were reported concerning the rela-
tionship between the knowledge of the postgraduate 
students about the theories and their application in 
professional experience.

Participants understand that nursing the-
ories subsidize the care promotion, leading the 
professional’s action to the patient as a complete 
being, living in society, with habits and customs of 
their own. Supported by scientific knowledge, nurses 
can provide them with qualified and directed care, 
respecting individual aspects.

Given its characteristics, nursing theories deve-
lop concepts, models, and assumptions applicable in 
practice and that facilitate professional activities, jus-
tifying the importance of supporting daily care in the-
ories that have applicability, assist the population, and 
subsidize care(4). Their use provides scientific charac-
ter to the profession(9,12), strengthens the care process, 
and favors actions directed at the human being, within 
a certain context, contributing to restore their health.

For decades, there has been an understanding 
of the importance of different forms of nursing know-
ledge for the desired integration between theory, re-
search, and practice(2,9). Associating them with nursing 
education gives the students a philosophical point of 
view of nursing(9), providing their involvement in the 
field of assistance to promote integration, so that the 
students’ formation maintains a constant relationship 
of teaching combined with the professional practice 
environment(18).

The use of the care systematization stood out 
among the postgraduate students, as they could deve-
lop this method in the professional performance with 
ease. Supported by a theory, students provide the pa-

tient with an assistance based on a structured plan-
ning, organization, and execution of actions.

Care systematization is an activity that organi-
zes professional work regarding method, personnel, 
and instruments, enabling the operationalization of 
the Nursing Process. Its development is built by nur-
ses committed to care, seeking to provide autonomy 
to the professionals and giving them greater security 
through registries conducted, besides ensuring the 
continuity of work(3). Therefore, using the Nursing 
Care Systematization improves the care provided by 
the professionals(19).

Although the postgraduate students associated 
their practice with different theoretical currents, the 
greatest affinity they reported was with the theory of 
Basic Human Needs, quoted by half the interviewees. 
Students’ proximity to Horta’s theory may be related 
to the theorist’s pioneering in the Nursing Process 
in Brazil and to the experiences of implementing the 
Nursing Care Systematization from the 1990s, which 
contributed to the scientific advancement of nursing 
practice(3), both in the field of care and of education. 
This approach of theories guides nurses in the plan-
ning of their activities, as reported in another study(6,9).

For the various concepts of nursing, there are 
different models and theories that can act as the basis 
for the clinical practice of some nurses. Among nur-
sing theories, some are more used than others, such 
as the adaptation, self-care, unitary human beings, ho-
listic, and Wanda Horta’s Basic Human Needs theory 
– the most used in Brazil(2).

Results of the present study indicate that most 
of the students related the practical activities of nur-
sing to a specific theory – in this case, Horta’s theory, 
which presents a care plan and, more than a model, 
is a philosophy that can correlate theory and practice 
and assist in the improvement of nurses’ actions.

It is also worth highlighting the scarce scienti-
fic production concerning this subject, focused on the 
teaching of theories, which could contribute to our 
findings, instead of studies that only address specific 
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theories. This discussion resumes the need to broaden 
and emphasize theories in nursing curricula, both at 
undergraduate and postgraduate level.

In the perception of the postgraduate students, 
despite the limitations of this subject in their forma-
tion, the teaching of nursing theories in undergradu-
ate studies and its deepening in the postgraduate are 
essential conditions for recognizing the profession 
and valuing the scientific knowledge for the know 
how to know, know how to do, and know how to be a 
nurse and its inclusion in social practice. 

Conclusion

There has been a limited contact with theories 
in undergraduate studies. The resumption of this the-
matic at the postgraduate level is indicated as oppor-
tune. In the perception of the postgraduate students, 
the knowledge of the nursing theories allows the pro-
fessional to extract its essence, to scientifically streng-
then their practice, thus recognizing them as work 
guidelines.
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