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Questions are often asked about the historical basis 
of nursing and too often people assume that there is 
little more to our evolution than Florence Nightingale. 
This book demonstrates that there is more to nursing 
theorists than many would care to appreciate. 

It is about our heritage, our culture, our body of 
knowledge and most of all about the people who have 
formed and developed theories of nursing. Much of 
their work is based on what they have experienced 
and the circumstances that have existed during their 
lifetime practising, studying and thinking about 
nursing. Their efforts give us purpose and direction 
and most of all make us think about what it is we are 
doing when we say we practise nursing. We should be 
proud of our heritage and our past because by looking 
back and reading what these pioneers in nursing have 
to say we realise the richness of our roots and the 
value of our academic thinkers to the development of 
our profession. 

At times, nursing, although practised over the 
centuries, is little understood and often simplified 
without thinking about what it is that gives us our 
direction and discipline. There are those who believe 
that such theorists are a waste of time; that it is not 
necessary in today’s world to bother about the past. 
There is a danger of too much political interference 
and management direction of what it is we must 
do for the organisation rather than for our patients. 
Specialisation of healthcare is leading us towards 
a medicalised model where nurse specialists and 
advanced practitioners are seen more as mini-doctors, 
medical assistants or technicians.

This is, therefore, a very timely book which should 
be compulsive reading for all nursing students and 
serious professional registered nurses. For students 
it will give an idea of the basis of nursing and the 

different ways it can be interpreted in various settings. 
As for the qualified nurse it is good to have a source 
that can be dipped into to explore aspects of nursing 
forgotten or lost in the ‘rat’ race to meet targets and 
satisfy the whims of others.   

Theories may be viewed as visions giving 
intellectual insight into phenomena, but for maximum 
significance and impact they should be explanatory 
and predictive in nature so as to guide professional 
practice. This book examines 27 theorists and their 
work in a simplified and creative way. The book is 
divided into five discrete but innovative sections and 
readers are encouraged to explore the theorists through 
their biography, a summary of their writing, the 
theories themselves and their application to practice. 
We are then taken on to look at their links to other 
theorists and their influence in general. Key dates are 
given to help trace the significant times that influenced 
the theorist and the text is easy to follow, motivating 
one to read on and learn more.

The approach is ideal for the casual reader because 
of the simplified way the information is presented; 
yet for those who want to explore the subject in 
more depth there are excellent references for further 
reading. 

I am extremely happy to recommend this book 
to all nurses and to those who want an introductory 
guide as to what is the true basis of nursing. I am sure 
it will become an invaluable reference and essential 
reading for all undergraduate and certain postgraduate 
courses. It certainly deserves high recognition and the 
authors should be congratulated on an excellent piece 
of work. 

I strongly urge you to read this book and immerse 
yourself in the historical and essential roots of nursing 
theory and practice.    

Foreword
Sir George Castledine
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This book is for student nurses and midwives, and 
all those qualified nurses and other professionals 
interested in an introduction to the theories of nursing. 
Understanding the thoughts of the pioneers discussed in 
this book will help clarify where nursing is now, how it 
arrived there and where it is likely to go next.

Modern nursing entails caring about people in 
a competent manner. It involves treating people as 
partners in evidence-based care. Most nurses would 
agree with this, but few would stop there. It is not far-
fetched to imagine that 10 registered nurses in a room 
would generate 10 different definitions of nursing.  
Most will talk about care, compassion and competence. 
Many will talk about skills, knowledge and evidence. 
Others may talk about partnership, recovery, dignity and 
respect. More may focus on the practical application of 
basic nursing skills, such as addressing the activities 
of living. Some would talk about eliminating problems 
whereas others would see their role as enhancing 
strengths. The notion of basic nursing care would no 
doubt be central to a lot of these discussions, although 
it would be unlikely that any two nurses would come to 
absolute agreement over what that may entail. 

This state of affairs is highly unsatisfactory to 
the novice nurse. It is therefore important to try and 
demystify nursing theory and this is why this book 
has been produced. The book traces the origins of 
nursing theories through their founders and, as such, 
personalises them. The result is a story instead of a 
dry decontextualised academic text. For example, it 
becomes instantly understandable why Faye Abdellah 
went into nursing when you consider her background. 
She witnessed helplessly as the Hindenburgh scorched 
its victims and vowed to become a nurse there and 
then. Hers was a vocation borne of a desire to do more 
to help. Her story becomes instantly more interesting 
given that surely most nurses enter the profession with 
a similar desire. 

The personal aspect is therefore a strength of this 
book. The reader is given the context within which our 
selected nursing theorists worked and can relate to them 
better as a consequence. This may help where the theory 
under discussion can seem distant and difficult. Nursing 
theory has evolved through many stages, some of which 
are more comprehensible than others. As an extreme 
example Martha Rogers, discussed in Section Four, 
developed a theory of nursing in space. This appears 
ridiculous when decontextualised. We urge you to read 
the chapter yourself and see if you still hold the same 
opinion afterwards.

Another strength of this book is its structure. While 
we appreciate that none of these theorists would likely 
consider him or herself part of any particular school of 

thought, for the purpose of introducing the general ideas 
discussed above we have separated the book into five 
discrete sections. 

l Section 1. How did we get here? (The context for 
the development of the nursing profession)

l Section 2. How do I do the job? (Development of 
the knowledge and skills required in nursing)

l Section 3. How do I know what people need? 
(Understanding the problem by reviewing the 
patients’ deficits and strengths)

l Section 4. Grand theories (How does this all fit 
together?)

l Section 5. What do you want me to do to help? 
(Working in partnership)

At this point it is important to clarify that this 
delineation is arbitrary and only used for the purpose of 
introducing these topics. No theory is just about what is 
needed to become a nurse or how to diagnose a nursing 
problem. Likewise partnership is impossible without 
some sort of theory as to how these aspects of care fit 
together. All the theorists discussed in this book could 
quite easily fit into some of the other sections and it 
is absolutely fair to say that all these nurses belong in 
Section 5. Nevertheless in order to understand where all 
these ideas come from it is a useful framework to begin 
discussion.

Section One
Section One discusses the pioneers such as Florence 
Nightingale and Mary Seacole who carved out the role 
of the nurse and professionalised it. These stories may 
surprise you. For example, Florence Nightingale’s story 
is about great leadership and political awareness as well 
as the more traditionally held image of the lady and the 
lamp. This section is more about action and political 
history than theorising, but it is important to understand 
these antecedents. All of the following theorists also 
utilise political acumen and clearly directed action.

Section Two
Section Two gathers together those theorists whose 
primary concern was to understand what skills and 
knowledge were required to do the job. This is 
important to understand since many current guidelines 
and codes of conduct refer to competencies. What 
then, are competencies and where did they come from? 
Carper is considered early in this section, focusing 
on ‘Fundamental patterns of knowing’. This is an 
interesting story of serendipity given that Carper never 
envisaged her paper would have the lasting impact 
it has. Maria Pollard points out that Carper’s paper 
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appeared at a time of great change in nursing, and the 
reader will notice this is an enduring theme throughout 
the book. Nursing has always been in flux, and the more 
enduring theories tend to capture something of that flux 
within the Zeitgeist.

Section Three
A cursory critical analysis of the chapters in Section Two 
reveals that all these authors also elucidate how they 
envisage the patient (the term ‘patient’ is maintained 
here where appropriate). Section Three specifically 
concentrates on this area. It introduces those theorists 
whose focus is on how to conceptualise problems for the 
purpose of taking action. In other words, how do I know 
what’s wrong with this person in order to use the skills 
discussed in the previous section? Arguably the most 
famous of these theories is that of Roper, Logan and 
Tierney. Their model of the activities of living endures, 
and it is interesting to note that this journey also started 
with a quest to understand the nature of nursing, in this 
case Nancy Roper’s PhD study answering the question, 
‘What is nursing?’ in 1976.  

Section Four
Section Four is the most difficult to understand. The 
theorists included here have taken all the ideas discussed 
in the preceding sections and attempted to integrate 
them into a coherent whole. The origins of holism are 
here, and these authors have been referred to as ‘grand 
theorists’. This is because they attempt to explain 
everything. These authors have been criticised for 
trying to do too much. Nevertheless some of the most 
innovative and enduring ideas belong to these people. 
For example, we currently take for granted the idea 
of holism underpinning all interventions, but it first 
appears fully developed within nursing in the writings of 
Martha Rogers. Despite being criticised for some overly 
abstract thinking, her work is undoubtedly influential, 
certainly among many other theorists discussed here, 
and is therefore important to understand.

Section Five
Section Five goes on to discuss those theorists who have 
done most to integrate all the components discussed in 
the four previous sections and apply them in practice. 
As discussed above all the theories could fit into this 
section as the application of the theories inevitably 
involves some sort of partnership in action. However, 
these theorists have explicitly made this notion central 
to their theories. Barker, for example, is probably 
the most influential writer in mental health nursing 
at present, and the core of his approach is genuinely 
person-centred. Everything else flows from being with 
the individual.

Each section begins with an overview of the chapters 
within, summarising salient points and identifying 

common themes. All the chapters follow a standard 
structure. A short profile of the theorist with key dates 
is provided at the beginning. A short biography then 
introduces the reader to the theorist. A summary of 
special interests follows where it is necessary to elaborate 
on these. This leads onto an outline of their writings, 
before each theory is articulated in detail. The following 
part of the chapter then looks at instances of how this 
theory has been put into practice and what influence 
this process has had on the wider nursing community. 
Readers are then shown where they can find out more. 
Links to other theorists are highlighted. This gives the 
reader the option to follow a cross-referenced path 
through the book instead of the traditional linear path. 
In fact it is highly recommended that the reader does this 
in order to develop a more coherent understanding of the 
interconnected nature of these theories.

Of course the people in this book are not the only 
important nursing theorists. For example, many of the 
most important mental health nurse theorists, such 
as Tom Kitwood and Carl Rogers, are not nurses. 
Other major theorists, such as Jean Watson and Susan 
Kleiman, have not been included, despite being nurses. 
This is because a lot of their ideas are addressed in the 
book by the theorists discussed here. We understand 
that some may not agree with our choices. Nevertheless 
this book is about many of the people who have shaped 
nursing and midwifery as it is today. By the end of it you 
will have an overview of some of the greatest nursing 
leaders, clinicians and theorists to date. We hope they 
inspire you to become one of them.


