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ABSTRACT
Objective: The study’s main purpose has been to analyze the scientific production addressing the Jean Watson’s 
Human Caring Theory in theses and dissertations, at the national level. Methods: it is a bibliometric study 
composed by 41 theses and dissertations published in the Catalog of Theses and Dissertations from CEPEn, 
the Capes theses and dissertations database, the Public Domain Portal, the TESESENF, and the BDTD, from 
2000 to 2016. Results: over the period from 2000 to 2016, there was verified the largest scientific production 
addressing such topic. The southern region was more prominent in publications, with more studies produced 
at the Universidade Federal de Santa Catarina. There was a predominance of dissertations and nursing 
researchers. Conclusion: considering the period studied, the publications on the studied topic show a non-
expressive quantitative impact. It is suggested to carry out new studies on the subject, in order to support the 
theory applicability towards the care services.

Descriptors: Nursing theory, Nursing  care, Bibliometrics. 
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RESUMO
Objetivo: Analisar a produção científica acerca da Teoria do Cuidado 
Humano de Jean Watson em teses e dissertações, no âmbito nacional. 
Métodos: estudo bibliométrico constituído de 41 teses e dissertações 
publicadas no banco de teses e dissertações do CEPEn, catálogo de teses e 
dissertações disponível no portal da CAPES, no Portal Domínio Público, 
na TESESENF e BDTD, no recorte temporal de 2000 a 2016. Resultados: 

os anos de 2000 e 2016 foram os de maior produção sobre o tema. A região 
sul obteve um maior destaque nas publicações, com maior quantidade de 
estudos produzidos na Universidade Federal de Santa Catarina. Houve 
predominância de dissertações e de pesquisadores da área da enfermagem. 
Conclusão: sugere-se a realização de novos estudos sobre a temática, no 
sentido de auxiliar a aplicabilidade da teoria no ambiente de cuidados. 

Descritores: Teoria de enfermagem, cuidados de enfermagem, Bibliometria. 

RESUMEN
Objetivo: Analizar la producción científica acerca de la Teoría del Cuidado 
Humano de Jean Watson en tesis y disertaciones, a nivel nacional. Método: 

estudio bibliométrico constituido por 41 tesis y disertaciones publicadas en 
el banco de tesis y disertaciones del CEPEn, catálogo de tesis y disertaciones 
disponible en el portal de la CAPES, en el Portal Dominio Público, en la 
TESESENF y BDTD, en el recorte temporal de 2000 a 2016. Resultados: los 
años 2000 y 2016 fueron los de mayor producción sobre el tema. La región 
sur obtuvo un mayor destaque en las publicaciones, con mayor cantidad 
de estudios producidos en la Universidad Federal de Santa Catarina. Hubo 
predominio de disertaciones y de investigadores del área de enfermería. 
Conclusión: se sugiere la realización de nuevos estudios sobre la temática, en 
el sentido de auxiliar la aplicabilidad de la teoría en el ambiente de cuidados.

Descriptores: Teoría de enfermeira, Atención de enfermeira, Bibliometría.

INTRODUCTION
Nursing, as a science searching for consolidation, 

has been based on theories, to support the practice, 
systematizing care, and thus strengthening itself as a 
profession. Accordingly, reflections on theoretical principles 
of nursing characterize an important aspect for the increase 
and demarcation of their professional field, since nursing 
theories enable the argumentation and improvement of 
professional practice and guide the care of human beings.1

It is known that nursing practice, based on theory and 
guided by values and beliefs, influences the way nurses 
observe their activities, organize themselves, communicate, 
make decisions and create an environment for the 
development of care.2 Nevertheless, there is a difficulty for 
nurses to align the care provided with nursing theories.1

The effectiveness of the care provided by nursing requires 
that its foundation be based on a theoretical framework, to 
guide the practice and, in this sense, allow the achievement 
of goals through the chosen theory. Among the nursing 
theories that can assist in patient care, the Human Caring 
Theory stands out, which was developed by Margaret Jean 
Watson in the 1970s, after the publication of the book “The 
Philosophy and Science of Caring”.3

 This theory leads conventional science to integrate 
nursing practices, through an action centered on care, so 

that healing and integrity can be enhanced, based on a care 
practice that contemplates the individual in the physical, 
mental, emotional and spiritual fields.1,4,5 It suggests the 
union between metaphysics and the material world6 and 
allows the integrality between body, mind, and soul, based 
on a transpersonal process,7 in which the nurse and the 
patient connect and embrace each other in spirit, starting 
from authentic and complete attention, transmitting a 
concern with the interior life and with the personal meaning 
of the other. This relationship between the nurse and the 
patient begins with all the attention at the moment of care 
and then radiates to unlimited spiritual connections, which 
lead to subtle and potential healing possibilities.4

The objectives of Jean Watson’s theory involve human 
growth, in the mental, spiritual, and the aspects of self 
and other consciousness. Therefore, it makes it possible 
for human beings to find meaning in their suffering and 
experiences and to discover internal powers and controls 
and the potentiation of instances of transcendence and self-
recovery.8,9

Reflections on the Human Caring Theory demonstrate 
how much Nursing needs to improve its practice to fill the 
care gap that meets the patient’s needs (these are certainly 
not covered by the biomedical approach) and fulfill the 
mission of their profession and evolve as a science.1

The theoretical basis and the appreciation of humanistic 
aspects can contribute to nursing care and, consequently, 
promote the improvement of the patient’s health status, 
considering the complexity of being, in its biopsychosocial 
and spiritual aspects. Given this perspective, the significant 
contribution of Jean Watson’s theory to support these 
concepts and reinforce more coherent, more empathic and 
true nursing care is evident.1

Therefore, it is relevant to research the knowledge 
produced in postgraduate programs vis-à-vis the Human 
Caring Theory, as this is essential to the training and 
practical performance of nurses, since it encompasses the 
human being in its entirety, considering the body, mind, 
and soul, bringing to light the need for care that involves not 
only the biological, but consider the connection between 
the other dimensions that make up the human being and 
contemplate needs that are sometimes overlooked by 
professionals.

Bearing in mind the aforesaid, this bibliometric study 
was guided by the following question: What is the scientific 
production at the national level addressing the Jean Watson’s 
Human Caring Theory in theses and dissertations?

Hence, this study aims to analyze the scientific 
production addressing the Jean Watson’s Human Caring 
Theory in theses and dissertations, at the national level.

METHODS
It is a bibliometric and descriptive study with a 

quantitative approach, having a documental base consisted 
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of abstracts and full texts of theses and dissertations 
published in Brazil, over the period from 2000 to 2016, 
addressing the Jean Watson’s Human Caring Theory.

To carry out this study, three operational stages were 
considered as follows:

In the first stage, a bibliographic research of scientific 
productions addressing the Jean Watson’s Human Caring 
Theory was carried out and the sample was selected. There 
were made searches for publications on the subject in the 
thesis and dissertation database of the Centro de Estudos 
e Pesquisa em Enfermagem (CEPEn) [Center for Studies 
and Research in Nursing] from the Associação Brasileira 
de Enfermagem (ABEn) [Brazilian Nursing Association], in 
the thesis database of the Coordenação de Aperfeiçoamento 
de Pessoal de Nível Superior (CAPES) [Coordination for 
the Improvement of Higher Education Personnel], in the 
Biblioteca Digital Brasileira de Teses e Dissertações (BDTD) 
[Brazilian Digital Library of Theses and Dissertations], 
in the Base de Teses e Dissertações em Enfermagem 
(TESESENF) [Nursing Theses and Dissertations Base], and 
the Public Domain Portal, over the period from April to 
June 2017.

To select the sample, the term “transpersonal care” 
and “Jean Watson’s theory” were used. Then, the following 
inclusion criteria were applied: publications in the forms 
of dissertations and theses, published in the Portuguese 
language, available in full and published in the period from 
January 2000 to December 2016. Among the exclusion 
criteria, the following stood out: articles, letters to the 
editor, editorial, course completion works, and studies in 
duplicate.

Considering these criteria, the sample consisted of 41 
studies. To make data collection feasible, an instrument 
was used that included the following variables: authorship, 
research level (dissertation or thesis), year of formal 
presentation, theme addressed, geographic region, 
educational institution linked to research, authors’ 
professional training, study type, research approach, 
research development scenario, group participating in the 
study and academic training.

In the next stage, the data obtained were entered into 
a Microsoft Excel 2010 spreadsheet, presented through 
graphical representations and analyzed using absolute and 
relative frequency and the literature regarding the matter.

 

RESULTS 
The sample of the present study was composed of 41 

academic papers (theses and dissertations) addressing the 
Human Caring Theory.

Table 1 shows the data related to the research level 
(dissertation or thesis) and the theme addressed by the 
dissertations and theses regarding the Human Caring 
Theory.

Table 1 – Distribution of  the scientific production of  theses and 

dissertations produced in Brazil addressing the Human Caring Theory, 

according to the research level and the theme addressed. João Pessoa city, 

Paraíba State, Brazil, from 2000 to 2016.

Given the results, it was possible to evidence the 
publication of 6 theses and 35 dissertations on the Human 
Caring Theory. It is inferred that the studies addressed 
several themes that included from the spiritual dimension 
of care, to music as a therapeutic care strategy.

Concerning the time frame, it was found that the years 
2000 and 2016 presented the largest number of publications, 
with 5 (12.20%) studies, followed by 2009, 2011, 2012 and 
2014 with 4 productions (9.76%), each one. It should be 
noted that the year 2002 did not present any publication on 
the subject, as shown in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1 – Distribution of  the scientific production of  theses and 

dissertations produced in Brazil addressing the Human Caring Theory 

regarding the publication year. João Pessoa city, Paraíba State, Brazil, from 

2000 to 2016.

Considering the regions of the postgraduate programs 
in which the studies were carried out, it was found that 
the south stood out with 17 (41.46%) studies addressing 
this subject, followed by the southeast, with 15 (36, 59%), 
the northeast with 7 (17.07%). It should be noted that the 
midwest and north presented only 1 (2.44%) study, each.

Concerning the higher education institution to which 
the researchers were linked, the largest number of studies 
produced was concentrated at Universidade Federal de 
Santa Catarina, with 8 studies (19.51%), at the institution 
in the southern region, which presented the largest number 
of publications, followed by UFRJ, in the southeast region, 
with 5 (12.20%), as shown in Table 2. 

Table 2 – Distribution of  the scientific production of  theses and 

dissertations produced in Brazil addressing the Human Caring Theory, 

according to the country region and the higher education institution. João 

Pessoa city, Paraíba State, Brazil, from 2000 to 2016.

Table 3 shows that, among published researches, almost 
all of them were in the field of nursing (97.56%), as it is a 
nursing theory. Nonetheless, one of the researchers had a 
background in theology and pedagogy, representing 2.44% 
of the publications. Most publications, 11 (26.83%) were 

descriptive and exploratory, 31 (75.61%) were qualitative, 
21 (48.84%), had hospitals as their scenario. Regarding the 
group participating in the research, the study showed that 
just over half of the publications involved patients, with 15 
(59.41%). 

Table 3 – Distribution of  the scientific production of  theses and 

dissertations produced in Brazil addressing the Human Caring Theory, 

according to the authors’ professional training, study type, research 

approach, research development scenario and group participating in the 

study. João Pessoa city, Paraíba State, Brazil, from 2000 to 2016.

DISCUSSION
Concerning the production of dissertations and theses, 

the results showed an oscillation in the number of studies 
carried out and a low frequency, considering the established 
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time frame.
In a study,10 researchers warn that it is necessary to use a 

theoretical framework in scientific research and report that 
there is a current trend in Brazilian Nursing to use a variety 
of theoretical frameworks, including from other areas of 
knowledge.

Higher education institutions in the south and 
southeast have the largest number of thesis and dissertation 
productions that address theory. 2016 data from the 
Sucupira Platform reveal the existence of 76 nursing 
postgraduate programs, with a greater proportion in the 
southeast region, followed by the northeast and south 
regions. The south and southeast regions account for more 
than 50% of nursing postgraduate programs in Brazil.11

There was a small number of publications addressing 
the topic in the north and midwest regions,11 which shows a 
lack of established nursing postgraduate programs in both 
regions.

A study reports that Stricto Sensu postgraduate programs 
are mostly concentrated in the southeastern region, but 
the south and northeast regions also played an important 
role in the development of the nursing postgraduate 
program in Brazil. In the southeast region, specifically at 
the Escola de Enfermagem Anna Nery [Nursing School], 
from the Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro (UFRJ), 
the first master program appeared in 1972, followed by the 
Universidade de São Paulo (1973), Universidade Federal de 
Santa Catarina and Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do 
Sul (1976), Universidade Federal da Bahia and Universidade 
Federal da Paraíba (1979).12

There was a predominance of the production 
of dissertations when compared to that of theses, 
corroborating with the study13 that analyzed the scientific 
production about moral harassment in dissertations and 
theses in Brazil, and another study14 that analyzed the 
Brazilian scientific production of dissertations and nursing 
theses about the Adult Intensive Care Unit. This fact is 
justified by the number of master and doctorate programs 
offered in Brazil. Data from the Sucupira Platform reveal 
that there are 38 nursing postgraduate programs at the 
doctoral level and 74 at the master level, 51 of which are 
academic master’s degree programs and 23 professional 
master’s degree programs.15

Advances in knowledge production have been realized 
mainly by the production of studies enrolled in master 
and doctorate programs.12 The contributions of nursing 
postgraduate programs concerning the production of 
studies that address nursing theories, especially the theory 
of nursing, emphasizing the Jean Watson’s theory, explained 
here. It is known that nursing theories are the foundation 
of the profession and need to be studied and implemented. 
Furthermore, the production of theses and dissertations 
addressing the Human Caring Theory provides greater 
visibility of this topic, as in most studies the benefits of 
applying this theory for assistance are verified, emphasizing 

the need for clinical use. In turn, the Human Caring Theory 
addresses aspects not studied in other theories, such as 
attention to the patient’s spiritual dimension, something so 
important for those receiving care. 

The spiritual dimension and music as a therapeutic 
strategy were the main themes addressed in theses and 
dissertations on the Human Caring Theory. Jean Watson’s 
theory presents itself as a relevant guiding vehicle for 
spiritual assistance in nursing, so that it is necessary to carry 
out studies that help professionals to meet this dimension.16

A study shows that music is a light technology related to 
nursing care because it promotes comfort, well-being and 
the formation of bonds, aimed at a humanized conception 
of care, and allows the possibility of meeting between 
the nurse-patient. When using music as a resource to 
humanize care, one must take into account the presence 
of the nursing team, in a genuine attitude of attention and 
care,17 as proposed by the Human Caring Theory.

There was a variety of types of research present in the 
theses and dissertations on the theme, with emphasis on the 
descriptive and exploratory study. Thus, authors point out 
the need to produce studies with a higher level of scientific 
evidence, such as experimental studies and systematic 
reviews to support clinical nursing practice, since nursing 
theories associate theory with practice and contribute to 
the decision-making process.14

As this theory is very subjective, it needs to be explored 
from the perceptions, knowledge and points of view of 
the actors involved, thus, qualitative research can provide 
assistance in the acquisition of relevant information 
that needs to be explored by the researched. This type of 
research method seems to be the preferred method when 
applying nursing care theories and models.

Watson herself highlights the use of qualitative 
methods for conducting studies that address the Human 
Caring Theory. Added to these are the interpretative 
and qualitative-quantitative methods combined to the 
detriment of the quantitative rationalist research method 
used exclusively. Therefore, the theory of transpersonal 
care can use a variety of methods to explore the meanings 
of human existence, disease, care and the capacity for 
healing.8,9

Most scientific productions were carried out in a 
hospital, demonstrating the concern of researchers to 
assist in the care of hospitalized patients, due to the illness 
itself and the conditions in which the patient is currently 
experiencing.

Similar data were found in a research.18 In it, it was 
observed that environments such as outpatient clinics 
and homes were also mentioned, which demonstrates 
the applicability of the theory not only in the hospital 
environment, expanding its use by nursing.

The populations studied are in accordance with the 
theory under study, which considers effective care through 
the transpersonal relationship between patient, professional 
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and family, thereby developing a climate of harmony and 
trust necessary for adequate care.1

In transpersonal care, each one feels a connection with 
the other, within the spirit, therefore, it transcends time and 
space, opening up new possibilities of healing and human 
connection on a deeper level than physical interaction. In 
this sense, transpersonal nursing has the ability to focus 
awareness and intentionality on caring, and not on curing 
the disease.19

CONCLUSIONS
Takin into consideration the number of nursing 

graduate degrees in Brazil, this bibliometric review shows 
that, even when present, theses and dissertations that 
address the Human Caring Theory are still incipient. 
Hence, it is evident the need to encourage master’s and 
doctoral students to work with nursing theories, as well as 
to consider performing new studies on transpersonal care, 
bearing in mind that they help nurses to perform the care 
contemplating the human being in its entirety.

Jean Watson’s theory reinforces a more harmonious, 
authentic, and empathetic nursing practice. Hence, it is 
necessary to rescue its approach in the training of health 
professionals, as well as in postgraduate programs.

Bearing in mind the aforesaid, it is expected to expand 
scientific production and consequently the discussions 
in regards to the Human Caring Theory, so that this 
encourages new ways of thinking about the nursing care 
paradigm, bringing to the fore the transpersonal care, as 
defended by Jean Watson. 
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