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Abstract
Conceptual frameworks of nursing were immersed in the curriculum and practice of nursing in
the last half of the 20th century and served as the core of what it meant to be a professional
nurse. In the early part of the 21st century, the concurrent development of measures to test these
conceptual frameworks took place with disappearance of conceptual frameworks from curriculum
and practice. Professions of science use theory and conceptual frameworks to establish
discipline-specific knowledge and societal position. Nursing must consider the implications of
relinquishing conceptual frameworks within the growth of machine intelligence and service.
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Over the last 15 years, I have spent a
significant amount of time developing and testing
instruments to measure theories and conceptual
frameworks nurses report and believe are
important. I learned these theories and conceptual
frameworks in nursing school and was expected
to integrate them in every aspect of my nurse
training in the late 1980s and early 1990s. I did
not completely understand the theories and
frameworks at first, but, as I studied them more
and searched for these concepts within
relationships, the system, and my patient care as
a nurse, they helped me understand nurses’
professional premise. Theories and conceptual
frameworks helped me abstract the significance
of nursing practice. They encultured me into a
profession that thought about the patient
response holistically and how I might help the
patient navigate toward health.

Yet now, as I am beginning to link these
frameworks to outcomes, I find that the
frameworks have all but disappeared. In fact,
many nursing schools are no longer teaching
nursing theories or conceptual frameworks. The
focus of these schools is evidence-based
practice, informatics, robotics, and other important
aspects and complements of care. However, if the
profession of nursing is reduced to an endless
series of tasks, regardless of task importance,
then we are easily replaced. Machine learning
and robots are proving to be much better at
completing tasks than humans.

Perhaps the loss of theories and conceptual
frameworks from academic instruction is due to
the fact that many in nursing regard theories and
conceptual frameworks as trivial and
unmeasurable. In this way, nursing is unlike many
other fields of science, where the focus is
measuring and testing theories. Gravity, evolution,
and radioactivity were only theories until they
were tested and quantified. By surrendering its
theories and conceptual frameworks, nursing has
inadvertently stepped closer to becoming
obsolete. Conceptual frameworks are the
foundation of caring; they contribute to the
scientific method of inquiry; and, most importantly,

they are measurable, which means they have the
potential to demonstrate the inimitable care that
human nurses provide. In order to save the
profession of nursing, researchers must be able
to show that the human factor matters—that
caring matters. This initial work in measuring
caring is documented in two books: Assessing
and Measuring Caring (Watson, 2009) and
Measuring Caring (Nelson & Watson, 2012).

Without conceptual frameworks, scientists,
like me, are unable to measure the unique
approach to clinical practice that nursing as a
profession contributes to patient care and that
robots are unable to provide. Nursing needs to
reevaluate its relationship with theories and
conceptual frameworks. If we cannot demonstrate
and measure how a human nurse is better than a
robot, then nursing will no longer exist.
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