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The Evolution of Nursing Research

Marcia A. Petrini

(Graduate School of Health and Welfare, Yamaguchi Prefectural University)

Nursing research began with Nightingale but lay rather dormant for many years as nurses
allowed physicians to dominate and guide their practice. In the mid-20t century, nursing entered
universities, one hundred years after Nightingale had advocated. University disciplines are based
on scientific research to steer the discipline. Therefore, nursing began to define nursing through
research and study of practice. Movement of nursing education into an academic setting also
required an analysis of how to integrate what had become an apprenticeship program into one with
academic rigor and professional development of the art and skills of nursing.

Nurses analyzed nursing practice; define nursing, tested practice for outcomes. Research
in nursing began generally with survey studies to determine baseline information and then began
to change educational methods based on research from their colleagues in education, educational
psychology, and psychology. Curriculums were revised to include not only basic science courses with
laboratories such as biology, chemistry, microbiology, organic chemistry and mathematics , but also
social sciences such as sociology, anthropology, languages, ancient history, art, music, and most
recently economics and computers.

Nursing research has left many survey research studies behind and moved to more
complex studies related to effective clinical practice with specific types of patients, development of
programs based on the survey studies to improve nursing practice, nursing practice environments
that allow for better outcomes for patients and staff. Research methodology is not strictly based on
computer based analysis and quasi-experimental studies but also on other types of research such as
historical, descriptive, developmental, case and field, correlational, causal-comparative and action
research. Qualitative research looking more at why and how for policy making, hypothesis
generation, cognitive testing and evaluation of outcomes has made significant contributions to the

recognition of nursing as an academic discipline.
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