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The Nature of Clinical Knowledge
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Knowing the Patient

Patterns and Processes that Inform 

Clinical Reasoning

Infinite Variation of Pattern

Pattern Recognition

Theoretical Knowledge

Empirical Knowledge



Two equally compelling dimensions:
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The Nature of the Knowledge that Nursing Requires

population patterns, 

correlations, and 

tendencies among 

aggregates

individuals in 

context

knowing that which is shared by persons 

in similar situations, and knowing that 

which is particular to the lived 

experience of an individual person

Quantitative 

methods

Qualitative 

methods



Paradigmatic Distinction from Science 
as Nursing Knew It



Early Explorers of 
Qualitative Methods in Nursing



Methodological Roots of Qualitative 
Methods

Natural philosophy
Natural science

Science
Social science 

Anthropology Sociology Psychology

Ethnography Grounded Theory Phenomenology



Nursing’s Epistemological Hardwiring



• Context for the 
conceptual 
understanding of 
a system in which 
all parts interact 
and are 
meaningful to one 
another.

Wholes and Parts



• Context for 
understanding the 
nature of scientific 
claims about human 
health status, health 
experience and health 
care delivery

Commonalities and Differences



• Context for coming to 
know what we know 
and the basis upon 
which we know it 
within an applied 
practice profession.

Experience and Ideas



• Processual

• Systematic

• Flexible

• Infinitely 
Adaptive

Nursing Knowledge

Never static, fixed truths, but rather:



The Standardizing Tone of an Evidence 
Agenda



The Moral Implications 
of a Justice Mandate

• Research as participation , action, intervention



The Relationship Between General & Particular

General knowledge               Particular case



• Health science community

• Social scientist colleagues

• Grant reviewers/journal 
editors

• Paradigmatic thinking

History of Confronting Resistance
for early qualitative researchers



16
Rule-Alignment

Rule Bound Methods



1986: Advances in Nursing Science, 8(3): 27-37.

Methodological Rigidity

1993:  Advances in Nursing Science, 16(2): 1-8.
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Phenomenology Nursing

Bracketing 
Preconceptions

Building on Disciplinary
Knowledge 

Essential Nature of 
Lived Phenomena

Human & Contextual 
Variation

Pure Description Interpretation & 
Explanation



Grounded Theory Nursing

Symbolic
Interaction

Assumptions not 
Predicated on 

Interactional Material 

Basic Social 
Processes

No Presumption of 
Underlying Mechanisms

Individual Account as 
Access to Fundamental 
Explanation for Social 

Behavior

Individual Account as 
Window into 

Possibilities in Shared 
Aspects



Ethnography Nursing

Cultural
Immersion

Seeing Familiar Culture 
in New Ways 

Interconnectedness of 
Whole Cultures

No Preconception of 
Shared Cultural 
Understandings

Challenge Subjective 
Understandings with 

Behavioral Observation

Invite Interpretation
& Explanation



Further Influences

• Funding body requirements (eg
predetermined sample and design; 
assumptions of relevance)

• Social science norms (eg theoretical 
frameworks; saturation)

• Journal manuscript length (depth & richness) 



Resultant Body of Qualitative Material

• Too many small studies

• Confusion over role of 
theory

• Essentializing claims

• Abdication of 
generalization

• Overuse of metaphoric 
representations



Not answering NURSING’s questions

Phenomenological Question

• What is the lived experience 
of pain?

Grounded Theory Question

• What are the stages of 
adaptation to diagnosis of a 
terminal condition? 

Nursing Question

• How will I recognize and interpret 
my patients’ diverse pain 
expressions?

Nursing Question

• What can be learned about 
providing support from patient 
perspectives on the experience 
of being diagnosed with a 
terminal condition?



Applied Qualitative Methodology
The Next Generation



Interpretive Description

• Logic model derived from 
disciplinary epistemology

• Borrows the best of technique 
without the theoretical 
baggage

• Allows for focused reflective 
studies oriented to the 
knowledge needs of the 
discipline



What it adds to the available 
methodological options

• Freedom to depart from methodological rules 
invented for the intellectual projects of other 
disciplines 



• Drawing on nursing epistemology rather than 
borrowed theory

The core structure of 
nursing thought as 
philosophical underpinning



• Creativity in the use of data sources and 
inquiry approaches



• Knowledge translation built into the initial 
design



• Orientation toward a body of more relevant 
and useable qualitatively derived knowledge

Optimal 
Directions

Formal 
Evidence

Patient 
Values & 

Expectations

Clinical 
Wisdom



Putting Qualitative Research to Better 
Use

• Challenging current 
assumptions & ideologies

• Explaining exceptions & 
variance

• Illuminating complexity

• Inspiring empathy

• Filling the gaps where 
population research ( & other 
quantitative findings) cannot go
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Qualitative research as a 
corrective to big science



Explicitly emphasizes both 
commonalities and diversities



35

Allows us to appreciate variance



Invites the researcher to articulate:

• Nature of disciplinary forestructure

• Justification for this particular study at this 
point in time

• Implications of data collection and analytic 
approach choices

• Influence of context on conclusions

• Implications of findings on practice           
insight (including new questions)
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Credibility Criteria that Ring True for 
Nurses

• Epistemological Integrity

• Representative Credibility

• Analytic Logic

• Interpretive Authority



And the work continues…


