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To Dr. Rose Nieswiadomy  
May this edition of Foundations of Nursing Research become a tribute 

to your life’s work and may it continue to nurture those who seek 
to understand and promote research in nursing.
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Our main purpose in writing the seventh edition of this book is to promote an interest in nursing 
research. Like Dr. Rose Nieswiadomy, we firmly believe that research is essential to an evidence-
based nursing practice and the growth of the nursing profession. The results of nursing research 

studies improve patient care and demonstrate that nurses are not only caring but also cost-effective pro-
viders of healthcare.

Research can be interesting and exciting. We have tried to present the material in this textbook in an 
inspirational manner that memorializes the voice of our original author, Rose. Nursing students and prac-
ticing nurses have reported that they have actually read the past editions of this book, which is not the case 
for most of their textbooks or other books that they read.

After reading this introductory research book, you will not be expected to have the skills to conduct 
research independently or to critique research reports with a great deal of confidence. However, our goals 
will have been achieved if you:

•	 recognize the importance of research to evidence-based nursing practice.

•	 are willing to use research findings in your practice.

•	 have gained knowledge about the research process.

•	 possess beginning skills necessary to evaluate research findings.

•	 discuss research study results with your colleagues, family, and friends.

•	 begin to think about conducting your own research study in the future.

For those of you just beginning your careers in nursing, the future of the profession depends on you. This 
book is intended primarily for individuals with little research experience, particularly undergraduate 
nursing students. However, many students in graduate programs have used this text to supplement their 
other research textbooks in order to gain a better understanding of nursing research. They have com-
mented that this text explains the research simply and clearly. It is our hope that practicing nurses will also 
use this book as they evaluate study findings for use in practice, and as they begin to conduct their own 
studies.

Features of the Book
The informal writing style has been maintained in this seventh edition of the text. Readers have made 
many positive comments about the writing style. Students have said that they often feel as if they are talk-
ing with the author. The book continues to be learner-friendly, just like the previous six editions. Please 
interact with us as you read this text. Get involved! This is the best way to learn about research.

Readers are referred to websites throughout the book for additional information and resources. Refer-
ences from recent nursing research studies are interspersed throughout this book. These research study 
excerpts are presented to illustrate various aspects of the research process. Most of these studies were con-
ducted in the United States. A number were conducted in other countries.

New terms are highlighted and defined the first time they are discussed. Each chapter in the book 
concludes with a summary of the content presented in that chapter. While Chapter 2 provides an overview 
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of evidence-based practices (EBPs), the newly organized Chapter 3 introduces the reader to ways in which 
EBPs can be promoted. Chapter 4 and the ends of Chapters 6 through 17 with the exception of Chapter 11, 
provide ideas for critiquing the specific parts of the research process found in a research report. Chapter 19 
provides numerous examples of nursing research studies with a focus on healthcare economics. This 
chapter was added because nurses should be aware of the monetary issues involved in healthcare and 
demonstrate that they are not only caring but cost-effective providers of healthcare. Chapter 20 presents 
guidelines for critiquing both quantitative and qualitative study reports.

Appendix B presents a critiquing exercise. To become engaged in this strategy, you are asked to obtain 
a copy of a specific research article then critique this article, using the questions listed.

The Self-Tests at the end of each chapter provide readers an opportunity to see how well they have 
mastered the chapter content. Answers to all of the questions with their rationales are provided at the back 
of the book.

For each chapter, resources include:

•	 Chapter Objectives

•	 Key Terms

•	 Chapter Review

•	 Review Questions

•	 Research Links

•	 Critical Thinking Exercises/Challenges

The knowledge you gain from reading this book will help you to provide evidence-based care for your 
patients/clients. We also hope you will gain a greater appreciation of research and can actually picture 
yourself conducting a research study in the future.
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Chapter 1

Development of Nursing 
Research

Rose Nieswiadomy, PhD, RN, and Catherine Bailey, PhD, RN

	 Objectives

On completion of this chapter, you will be prepared to:

1.	 Identify the importance of research to nursing

2.	 Describe four goals for conducting nursing research

3.	 Compare qualitative and quantitative research

4.	 Describe the various roles of nurses in research

5.	 Summarize the development of nursing research and future priorities

Importance of Research to Nursing
Many people are still unaware that nurses conduct research. A similar statement has been included in each 
of the previous editions of this book. What kind of response do you think you would receive if you were to 
ask 10 friends to describe nursing research? Their answers would probably be quite interesting. My guess 
is that you would hear about some aspect of medical research, such as which drug might be most effective 
for some specific health problem. As nurses, we must seek more opportunities to discuss our research and 
make our research results readily available to the general public.

In 2006 the American Association of Colleges of Nursing recommended that educational guidelines 
for baccalaureate nurses should assure high quality and safe patient care. The application of research and 
evidence-based knowledge from nursing and the sciences were identified as the basis for practice. Polit 
and Beck (2012) reported that the translation of research into practice is full of challenges, but changes in 
our healthcare system are supporting this effort. Nurses now have an opportunity to show that they make 
a difference in the lives of the American people. However, in other countries, nurses are also emphasizing 
the importance of nursing research.

Part I  Introduction to Nursing Research
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In a conversation about nursing research in the February 2010 issue of Canadian Nurse, Smadu,  
Murphy, and Petrucka remarked that nursing research must become more visible. They stated that 
researchers have a responsibility to familiarize those in practice with research and ensure that it is mean-
ingful in content and process. Ultimately, nurses must take the lead to communicate their results and 
encourage the use of research findings in the practice setting.

Right now, you are probably attempting to convince yourself that nursing research is important (or 
you wouldn’t be reading this textbook). You may be trying to meet educational requirements for a bacca-
laureate degree, or someone has convinced you that you need more knowledge about research.

Sometimes a hard sell is necessary on the first day of an undergraduate nursing research class. The 
folded arms and facial expressions of students suggest that they are not convinced of the importance of 
learning about research.

Research knowledge will help you become an excellent nurse. As you read this book, you will be 
challenged to question every intervention you perform or see performed. Questions to ask include: Am I 
performing this intervention because someone told me to or maybe even because this is the intervention 
that has always been used? What evidence exists that this is the most effective intervention for 
the problem?

If an intervention is not based on research evidence, there is no way to determine that the intervention 
is the optimum one. It is hoped that your instructor or your nurse colleagues, if you are already a nurse, 
will not have to do a hard sell to convince you that research is of utmost importance to the nursing profes-
sion. Your efforts to learn about nursing research will be rewarded in your nursing career in the future.

Definitions of Nursing Research
There is some discrepancy among authors about the definition of nursing research. Polit and Beck (2012) 
have broadly defined nursing research as “systematic inquiry designed to develop trustworthy evidence 
about issues of importance to the nursing profession, including nursing practice, education, administra-
tion, and informatics” (p. 3). Grove, Burns, and Gray (2013) have more narrowly defined nursing research 
as “a scientific process that validates and refines existing knowledge and generates new knowledge that 
directly and indirectly influences the delivery of evidence-based nursing practice” (p. 2). Thus, by their 
narrow definition, to be called nursing research, study results must directly or indirectly affect clinical 
nursing practice.

In this book, the term nursing research is defined as the systematic, objective process of analyzing 
phenomena of importance to nursing. Using this definition, nursing research includes all studies concern-
ing nursing practice, nursing education, and nursing administration. Studies concerning nurses them-
selves are also included in the broad category of nursing research. The term clinical nursing research 
indicates nursing research that involves clients or studies that have the potential to affect the care of clients, 
such as studies with patients or with so-called normal participants. To learn about nursing research and 
how to conduct research, it is important to gain an understanding of what scientific research is all about, 
and why this method of gaining knowledge is valuable to nurses. The scientific method is only one source 
of nursing knowledge. It is, however, generally considered to be the most reliable source of knowledge.

Sources of Nursing Knowledge
Nurses have relied on several sources of knowledge to guide nursing practice. A great storehouse of 
knowledge for nurses has been tradition. Tradition involves the handing down of knowledge from one 
generation to another and leads to actions that occur because “we’ve always done it that way.”

Another source of knowledge for nurses has been found in authority. Experts or authorities in a given 
field often provide knowledge for other people. In the past, nurses looked to physicians for a great deal of 
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their practice knowledge. It has only been fairly recently that nurses have begun to build a unique body of 
nursing knowledge.

Nurses have also used trial and error as a means of discovering knowledge. If one approach did not 
work, another one was used. When a certain approach was found to be effective, the trial-and-error pro-
cess ceased. Frequently, the reasons behind the failure or success of a certain method were not determined. 
The goal was “if it works, we’ll use it.”

Scientific Research
Several features characterize traditional scientific research. The researcher uses systematic, orderly, and 
objective methods of seeking information. The scientific method is based on empirical data, which are data 
gathered through the sense organs. Information is gained in the form of data or facts that are obtained in 
an unbiased manner from some aspect of the real world. The researcher tries to exercise as much control as 
possible over the research situation, to minimize biased results. Various means of exercising such control 
are discussed throughout this book. The researcher’s opinions and personal biases should not influence 
the findings of a study.

Many similarities exist between scientific research and the problem-solving approach familiar to 
most nurses. Both processes involve identifying a problem area, establishing a plan, collecting data, and 
evaluating the data. These two activities, however, have very different purposes. Problem solving 
attempts to seek a solution to a problem that exists for a person or persons in a given setting. The pur-
pose of scientific research is much broader. Scientific research seeks to obtain knowledge that can be 
generalized to other people and to other settings. For example, the nursing staff might be concerned 
about the best approach to use in teaching Mrs. Smith, a blind patient, how to operate an insulin pump. 
This would be an example of an immediate problem that needs a solution. Scientific research, in con-
trast, would be concerned with the best approach to use in teaching blind people, in general, how to 
operate insulin pumps.

Purposes of Nursing Research
Research may be classified as basic or applied according to the general purpose of each study. Basic 
research is concerned with generating new knowledge; applied research is concerned with using knowl-
edge to solve immediate problems.

Basic research is conducted to develop, test, and refine theories and generate new knowledge 
(Kerlinger, 1986; Oman, Krugman, & Fink, 2003; Polit & Beck, 2012). Sometimes it is said that basic 
research seeks knowledge for knowledge’s sake. Whether basic research seeks to generate or develop 
theories, an immediate application of the results usually does not occur. In fact, years may pass before the 
social usefulness of the results of the research is determined or acknowledged. Basic research often uses 
laboratory animals as subjects. The following example of a basic research study was conducted with the 
use of syringe pumps that are used to deliver medications through intravenous lines. One of the objec-
tives of the study was to assess the effect of different syringe pump settings on the flushed amount.

Applied research is directed toward generating knowledge that can be used in the near future. It is 
often conducted to seek solutions to existing problems (Grove, Burns, & Gray, 2013; Polit & Beck, 2012). We 
have found that the majority of nursing studies have been examples of applied research that focus on 
addressing issues in nursing practice.

The distinction between basic and applied research is really not as clear-cut as it may seem. Sometimes 
the findings of basic research are applied rather quickly in the clinical setting, whereas applied research 
findings actually lead to basic studies. The distinction between basic and applied research may have more 
to do with financial support for the project than with the purpose of the study. In this sense, basic research 
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may imply that the researcher is provided support to work on a particular project without having to indi-
cate the immediate practical usefulness of the findings.

Funding of Nursing Research
The federal government provides the most money for research in this country. Nurses receive the largest 
amount of government funding through the National Institute for Nursing Research (NINR). The budget 
enacted in 2015 for this institute was $140.9 million; and the proposed 2016 budget was more than $144.5 
million. More information on this topic can be found on the NINR website.

Other sources of funding for nursing research include private foundations, corporations, and profes-
sional organizations, such as Sigma Theta Tau International, Honor Society of Nursing. This organization, 
in conjunction with its chapters and grant partners (corporations, associations, and foundations), provides 
more than $200,000 annually for nursing research through grants, scholarships, and monetary awards. 
This information is located on the Sigma Theta Tau International website. The American Nurses Founda-
tion (ANF) awarded more than $185,000 in research grants for the 2013 cycle. This information is located 
on the ANF website.

Goals for Conducting Nursing Research
The importance of nursing research cannot be emphasized enough. Some of the goals for conducting 
research are (a) to promote evidence-based nursing practice, (b) to ensure the credibility of the nursing 
profession, (c) to provide accountability for nursing practice, and (d) to document the cost-effectiveness of 
nursing care.

Promote Evidence-Based Nursing Practice
The major reason for conducting nursing research is to foster optimum care for clients. Evidence-based 
nursing practice (EBNP) means that nurses make clinical decisions based on the best research evi-
dence, their clinical expertise, and the healthcare preferences of their patients/clients. Although EBNP 
may be based on factors other than research findings, such as patient preferences and the expertise of 
clinicians, the aim of EBNP is to provide the best possible care based on the best available research. 

Basic Research
Kawakami et al. (2013) conducted a study concerning 
the effects of flow rate, occlusion alarm settings, syringe 
sizes, and syringe pump models on bolus amounts. In 
the presence of different alarm settings, the researchers 
used either 10 ml or 50 ml plastic syringes that were 
connected to a 100 cm extension tube then collected 
the bolus with a syringe at the end of the extension 
tube. The infusion was started at flow rates of 3 ml or 10 
ml per hour and a stopcock was used to release the 
bolus of fluid from the extension tubing when the occlu-
sion alarm sounded. After releasing the occlusion (with 
the stopcock) the amount of flushed fluid was higher 

with high occlusion alarm settings compared with low 
alarm settings. When a 50 ml syringe was used, the 
bolus was significantly larger than when a 10 ml syringe 
was used. The researchers concluded that the use of a 
smaller-sized syringe, a lower alarm setting, and the use 
of pumps with protective functions against accidental 
bolus reductions are associated with decreased inad-
vertent bolus amounts if the occlusion is inappropriately 
released. These findings are especially important for 
nurses caring for patients who must depend on accu-
rately titrated doses of vasoactive drugs for blood pres-
sure control in intensive care units.
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To back up the importance of EBNP, Sigma Theta Tau International, Honor Society of Nursing, and 
Blackwell Publishing initiated a journal in 2004 titled, Worldviews on Evidence-Based Nursing. It is a quar-
terly peer-reviewed journal.

The nursing profession exists to provide a service to society, and this service should be based on accu-
rate knowledge. Research has been determined to be the most reliable means of obtaining knowledge.

Ensure Credibility of the Nursing Profession
In the past, nursing was frequently thought of as a vocation rather than a profession. In fact, the struggle to 
gain professional status has been long and difficult. One of the criteria for a profession is the existence of a 
body of knowledge that is distinct from that of other disciplines. Nursing has traditionally borrowed 
knowledge from the natural and social sciences, and only recently have nurses concentrated on establish-
ing a unique body of knowledge that would allow nursing to be clearly identified as a distinct profession. 
Through research, nurses can demonstrate what they do that distinguishes them from other groups in the 
healthcare field.

Nurses must demonstrate to the general public that nursing makes a difference in the health status of 
people. In 1999, for the first time, the nursing profession was included in the Gallup Poll that ranked pro-
fessionals in regard to honesty and ethical standards. Since then, nurses have ranked highest every year 
(except for 2001, when firefighters scored higher following the terrorist attack on the World Trade Center 
towers on September 11). Nurses must build on this ranking and the admiration of the general public and 
continue to show what is unique about their services.

Provide Accountability for Nursing Practice
As nurses have become more independent in making decisions about the care of clients, this independence 
has brought about a greater need for accountability. There is an old saying that every privilege is accompa-
nied by a corresponding duty. The privilege of being independent practitioners brings with it the duty of 
being accountable to those who receive our care. Although nurses have generally been glad to achieve 
some degree of independence from the medical profession, in some ways life was easier when physicians 
were considered to be responsible for all aspects of healthcare. At that time, if a nurse made an error in 
providing care, the physician (and sometimes the hospital) was held responsible. The idea of a lawsuit 
being brought against a nurse was almost unthinkable. In today’s culture, the public has higher expecta-
tions for nurses to be accountable for more of what they do.

To be accountable for their practice, nurses must have a sound rationale for their actions, based on 
knowledge that is gained through scientific research. Nurses have the responsibility of keeping their 
knowledge base current, and one of the best sources of current knowledge is the research literature. The 
ability to critique research articles and determine findings that are appropriate for practice is a skill that is 
needed by all nurses.

Document the Cost-Effectiveness of Nursing Care
Because of nursing’s humanistic and altruistic traditions, it has been difficult for nurses to consider 
the cost-effectiveness of nursing care. The goal has been to help people achieve or maintain health, 
regardless of cost. But the reality of the healthcare picture has forced nurses to think in monetary 
terms. Some nurses have acquired additional educational preparation in business and finance to help 
them better understand the financial aspects of healthcare. With the increased cost of healthcare, all 
disciplines within the healthcare field have been called on to demonstrate their value in a dollar-and-
cents fashion.



6  Chapter 1

Consumers are now more aware of the cost of healthcare and are asking for explanations of ser-
vices they receive. These consumers need to be made aware of the importance of nursing care in main-
taining the health of well clients and promoting patient outcomes among those who are ill and 
recovering.

Nursing services can consume a large percentage of a hospital’s budget. With prospective payment 
systems dictating the amount of reimbursements that hospitals receive, nursing care services are being 
closely examined. If nursing care can be shown to be cost-effective, hospitals will look to other sources for 
saving money before considering the curtailment of nursing services. If effective nursing care enables 
patients to leave hospitals in better condition and in less time than predicted, hospitals will make more 
profit or lower operating budgets will be needed for nonprofit hospitals. To determine that nursing care is 
effective, research is needed. Unfortunately, only a small percentage of a hospital’s budget is allocated for 
nursing research.

Many studies in the literature demonstrate the cost-effectiveness of nursing care. In a classic study 
cited many times, Brooten et al. (1986) examined early hospital discharge and home follow-up care of very-
low-birth-weight infants. They found that follow-up care by a nurse specialist is safe and cost-effective. 
This type of care potentially decreases iatrogenic illness and hospital-acquired infections, enhances parent–
infant interaction, and significantly reduces hospital costs for care.

As cost savings have become a serious concern in healthcare, nurses need to have an appreciation for 
the ways in which the economic market forces have an impact on nursing. Nursing research efforts may 
contribute positively to the financial well-being and healthcare of members of society.

Quantitative and Qualitative Research
Nurse researchers conduct both quantitative and qualitative categories of studies. Quantitative research is 
concerned with objectivity, tight controls over the research situation, and the ability to generalize findings. 
Quantitative research studies are typically designed to collect numerical data, which are statistically ana-
lyzed to study research questions or hypotheses (LoBiondo-Wood  & Haber, 2014). For example, the 
researcher could be looking for relationships or differences among variables or testing for the effectiveness 
of interventions. Qualitative research is concerned with the subjective meaning of experiences to individ-
uals. Qualitative research usually occurs in a natural setting with a small number of research participants 
who are willing to share their information about a phenomenon in a narrative format (LoBiondo-Wood & 
Haber, 2014).

In the past, nurse researchers have primarily conducted quantitative research. Quantitative research 
has been the traditional scientific approach used by many other disciplines. Some people do not consider 
qualitative research to be scientific. Others view quantitative research as hard science and qualitative 
research as soft science. Still others view both research approaches as scientific.

The number of nurse researchers who conduct qualitative research has increased. In 1985 Madeleine 
Leininger wrote that there were approximately 50 qualitative nurse researchers. Although the exact num-
ber of nurses conducting qualitative research more than 25 years later is not known, the numbers have 
increased dramatically.

The difference between quantitative and qualitative research can be illustrated by considering patients 
who experience chronic pain. Quantitative research would be concerned with the level of pain that these 
people were experiencing and how to reduce it, whereas qualitative research would be concerned with 
what it means to be living with chronic pain. This book focuses more on quantitative research than on 
qualitative research. However, the book does provide an overview of qualitative research and specific 
qualitative designs are described.
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Nurses and Research
The membership of the American Association of College of Nursing (AACN) approved a research position 
statement in October 1998, with revisions approved in 1999 and 2006. This statement lists research expecta-
tions and outcomes for graduates of baccalaureate programs, master’s programs, practice-focused doc-
toral programs, research-focused doctoral programs, and postdoctoral programs.

Nurses prepared at the baccalaureate level should be able to understand and apply research findings 
from nursing and other disciplines in their clinical practice. They should be able to work with others to 
identify potential research problems and collaborate on research teams.

Masters-prepared nurses should be able to evaluate research findings and develop and implement 
evidence-based practice guidelines. They should identify practice and systems problems that require 
research, and collaborate with scientists to initiate research.

Graduates of practice-focused doctoral programs are prepared for the highest level of nursing practice 
expertise and use advanced leadership knowledge and skills to evaluate and translate research into prac-
tice. Thus, they are also prepared to collaborate with scientists on new health policy research opportunities 
that evolve from the translation and evaluation processes.

Graduates of research-focused doctoral programs are prepared to conduct independent research. They 
are expected to plan and implement an independent program of research and begin to involve others (stu-
dents, clinicians, and other researchers) in their research interest area.

Finally, postdoctoral study provides a time for graduates of research-focused doctoral programs to 
fully develop their research skills. They are able to develop their research program with the help of formal 
mentoring by senior investigators.

Roles of Nurses in Research
Overall, nurses can assume many roles in association with research projects. Some of these roles include 
the following, and are described in the ensuing sections:

1.	 Principal investigator
2.	 Member of a research team
3.	 Identifier of researchable problems
4.	 Evaluator of research findings
5.	 User of research findings
6.	 Patient/client advocate during studies
7.	 Subject/participant in studies

Nurses can and should serve as principal investigators in scientific investigations. To be a principal 
investigator, special research preparation is necessary. It might be possible for a beginning researcher to 
conduct a small-scale survey study, but preparation beyond the baccalaureate, or even the master’s level, 
is necessary for independent investigator status in most nursing studies.

Nurses can serve as members of a research team. They may act as data collectors or administer the 
experimental intervention of the study. As nurses increasingly participate in research, it is possible that 
interest and enthusiasm to conduct their own investigations may grow. In 1982 Rittenmeyer wrote that 
research would become a higher priority as knowledge of the benefits of research increased. She predicted 
that by 1990 research would be part of the nurse’s normal workload. Unfortunately, the 20th century closed 
without her prediction coming true. Maybe the 21st century will begin the magic millennium.

Nursing research does seem to be gathering momentum because bedside nurses and healthcare lead-
ers are trying to validate the impact of nursing on patient outcomes and the healthcare system in general. 
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We can only hope that the trend continues, as evidence-based practice becomes the standard for 
nursing care.

All nurses, from associate degree to doctoral-level preparation, have the responsibility of trying to 
identify areas of needed research. Nurses at the bedside are particularly well situated to identify patient-
related researchable problems.

Nurses should be involved in the evaluation of research findings. As research consumers, nurses have 
the obligation to become familiar with research findings and determine the usefulness of these findings in 
the practice area. Beginning researchers should critique research articles, first with the help of an experi-
enced researcher and eventually on their own. They may gain knowledge in a structured research course 
(either in their basic nursing education program or in a continuing education course). The evaluation of 
research is not an easy task. This book will help you to acquire some of the skills needed to critique research 
articles and reports.

Through the years, nurses have tended to carry out nursing procedures and provide nursing care “the 
way we’ve always done it.” Change is difficult to bring about, but research findings have no value if they  
are not put into use. After evaluating research findings, nurses should use relevant findings in their practice. 
The primary goal of nursing research, as mentioned earlier, is quality nursing care of clients. However, nurses 
must be judicious in their use of research findings. The results of one small study conducted with a sample of 
15 volunteers, for example, would not provide sufficient evidence for a change in nursing practice.

Research utilization and evidence-based nursing practice (EBNP) are related because both processes 
emphasize research findings. However, research utilization focuses on the implementation of findings 
from specific research studies. The goal of research utilization is to see that the findings of research studies 
are actually put into action in nursing practice. EBNP is broader and involves searching for the best evi-
dence to use in nursing practice, which includes searching for the best research evidence available.

All nurses have the responsibility to act as advocates when their patients/clients are involved in 
research. This advocacy involves making sure that the ethical aspects of research are upheld. Nurses 
should help answer questions and explain about a study to potential participants before the study begins. 
They also might be available during the study to answer questions or provide support to study 
participants.

Some of the questions that research participants need to have answered include: Why is the study 
being conducted? Who is conducting the study? Who is going to be in the study? What kinds of tests and 
treatments are involved? How long will the study last? (Habel, 2005). Nurses should serve as valuable 
resources for information about clinical trials, both in healthcare settings and in the community.

Nurses may act as subjects or participants in research. Many nurses are involved in a long-term survey 
study, the Nurses’ Health Study, being conducted by researchers at Harvard Medical School. The study was 
designed to examine some of the health risks that pose special threats to women. Nurses were chosen  
as participants, according to Frank Speizer, the principal investigator, because the study called for subjects 
knowledgeable about health issues in order to obtain more accurate reporting on exposure and diseases 
than the general population could provide(“Massive Nurses’ Health Study,” 1983, p. 998). The study  
was begun in 1976 and was originally intended to last for 4 years, but with additional funding the study has 
continued for over 39 years. In 1989 a new cohort of younger nurses was added to the study in what is called 
Nurses’ Health Study II. Hundreds of publications have resulted from the data obtained in these studies.

History of Nursing Research
Nursing research was slow to develop in the United States, as well as in the rest of the world. Some of this 
slow growth is related to the development of nursing education. Despite her skill in independent scientific 
investigation, Florence Nightingale derived the foundation for modern nursing education from the 
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military tradition, which emphasized the concept of authority. The authoritarian system of training 
deterred the development of inquiring minds (Simmons & Henderson, 1964). Many schools of nursing 
throughout the world have been influenced by British nursing education and have relied on tradition and 
authority, as did British schools.

Nursing research was able to develop and expand only as nurses received advanced educational prep-
aration. The growth of nursing research seems to be directly related to the educational levels of nurses. 
Although the first university-based nursing program in the United States was begun in 1909, the number 
of such programs increased very slowly. In the early part of the 20th century, nurse leaders were more con-
cerned with increasing the number of nurses and establishing hospital-affiliated nursing schools than with 
establishing university programs.

Because nurses were not prepared to conduct research, members of other disciplines conducted many 
of the early nursing studies. Beginning with a 1923 study, titled the Goldmark Report, non-nurses became 
involved in studying nurses and nursing. Sociologists were particularly interested in the “learning, living, 
and working” experienced by nurses (Abdellah & Levine, 1965, p. 4). Research conducted by sociologists 
and behavioral scientists added to their respective bodies of knowledge but did not necessarily expand 
nursing’s body of knowledge (Henderson, 1956).

As nurses received advanced educational preparation and became qualified to conduct research, many 
of the studies they conducted were in nursing education because before 1950 most nurses received their 
advanced degrees in education. However, even during the early half of the 20th century, the need for clini-
cal nursing research was evident. In an article in the American Journal of Nursing in 1927, Marvin proposed 
many research questions involving procedures. What was the safest, simplest, quickest method of prepar-
ing a hypodermic? How long should the hands be scrubbed, by what method, and with what kind and 
strength of soap? By the 1950s, interest in nursing care studies began to rise. During the late 1970s, practice-
related research expanded rapidly.

Although Florence Nightingale recommended clinical nursing research in the mid-1800s, most nurses 
did not follow her advice until more than 100 years later. Some of the studies that she recommended, such 
as those concerning environmental health hazards, are being conducted today. It is only in recent years that 
Nightingale has come to be appreciated for the extraordinary woman that she was. If nurses had begun 
sooner to follow their first leader’s example, nursing would be much further along in establishing a body 
of nursing knowledge. However, there is reason for optimism as both the number and quality of nursing 
studies have increased dramatically.

The historical development of nursing research has many noteworthy events, including:

1850s � Florence Nightingale studied nursing care during the Crimean War. She called for research 
that focused on nursing practice. Nightingale admonished nurses to develop the habit of 
making and recording observations systematically. She used statistics to clearly illustrate 
her findings.

1902 � Lavinia Dock reported a school nurse experiment that was begun by Lillian Wald. Nurses 
gave free care to school children and visited the homes of sick children.

1906  Adelaide Nutting conducted a survey of the educational status of nursing.

1909  The first university-based nursing program was established at the University of Minnesota.

1923 � A well-known study of nursing and nursing education was conducted by the Committee 
for the Study of Nursing Education and funded by the Rockefeller Foundation. The 
results, known as the Goldmark Report, recommended advanced educational prepara-
tion for teachers, administrators, and public health nurses, and were instrumental in the 
establishment of early collegiate nursing schools at Yale, Vanderbilt, and Western Reserve 
(now Case Western Reserve) universities.




