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INTRODUCTION

Nursing, as a scientific discipline and 
a socially relevant profession, faces persis-
tent challenges regarding the consolidation 
of its professional identity. The specialized 
literature shows that defining the object of 
nursing, clarifying its purpose, and delimi-
ting its constitutive domains remain central 
issues in the theoretical and practical deba-
te within the field. Recent studies indica-
te that the professional identity of nursing 
is still undergoing a process of conceptual 
maturation, characterized by fragmenta-
tion and the absence of a unified identity 
axis, which directly impacts clinical practice 
and the training of professionals (SILVA et 
al., 2019).

Narrative and integrative reviews 
point to a scarcity of robust empirical rese-
arch and a predominance of opinion-based 
productions, revealing the need for greater 
theoretical and methodological systemati-
zation to strengthen the identity founda-
tions of the profession. This gap contribu-
tes to ambiguities in understanding the role 
of the nurse, hindering the articulation be-
tween theory and practice and weakening 
the construction of a solid disciplinary core 
(OLIVEIRA et al., 2023).

Additionally, studies analyzing the so-
cial representation of nursing demonstrate 
that the profession is still marked by dis-
torted perceptions and a fragile social ima-
ge. Analyses of discourses and professional 
practices in hospital settings show that the 
figure of the nurse is frequently presented 
in an erroneous way, reinforcing historical 
stereotypes and hindering the social recog-
nition of the complexity and autonomy 
inherent in professional work (ALMEIDA 
et al., 2023). Such distortions impact not 

only the visibility of the profession but also 
the self-perception of professionals and 
students.

Another relevant aspect concerns the 
difficulties in interprofessional communica-
tion and integration. Recent research shows 
that a lack of identity clarity influences the 
positioning of nursing students and pro-
fessionals in multidisciplinary teams, espe-
cially in highly complex contexts. Evidence 
suggests that identity tensions emerge or 
intensify in critical situations, revealing the 
need to strengthen the understanding of the 
role of nursing to improve interprofessional 
collaboration and the quality of health care 
(OLIVEIRA et al., 2023).

The consolidation of nursing as a 
scientific discipline was strongly influen-
ced by classical models and theories, whi-
ch played a structuring role in the organi-
zation of knowledge and in defining the 
profession’s first conceptual frameworks. 
However, these models were developed in 
specific historical contexts, marked by so-
cial, sanitary, and epistemological demands 
distinct from those that characterize the 
contemporary scenario. Thus, although 
they were fundamental to the initial deve-
lopment of the discipline, many of these 
theories do not fully respond to the current 
challenges of professional practice (SOU-
ZA et al., 2021).

Recent literature indicates that the 
evolution of nursing science, especially sin-
ce the second half of the 20th century, has 
increased the complexity of the phenome-
na investigated and demanded new forms 
of theorizing. Theoretical-reflective studies 
demonstrate that the advancement of cli-
nical practice, research, and professional 
training requires more comprehensive con-
ceptual frameworks, capable of integrating 
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different dimensions of care and offering 
more precise and contextualized explana-
tions of the phenomena of interest to the 
discipline (LACERDA et al., 2024). In this 
sense, the importance of epistemology as an 
articulating axis of theoretical development 
is reinforced, allowing nursing to advance in 
the construction of its own updated body of 
knowledge.

Furthermore, contemporary authors 
highlight that current clinical practice re-
quires the articulation between theory, stan-
dardized language, and professional iden-
tity. The use of classification systems, such 
as diagnostic taxonomies and standardized 
interventions, depends on theoretical fra-
meworks that guide clinical reasoning and 
support decision-making. Similarly, profes-
sional identity is strengthened when practice 
is anchored in solid conceptual foundations 
that distinguish nursing from other health 
areas and provide greater clarity to its object 
and purpose (PRIMO et al., 2023).

Thus, the need for the development of 
new conceptual frameworks that integrate 
epistemology, clinical practice, standardized 
language, and professional identity becomes 
evident. These frameworks must be capable 
of responding to contemporary demands, 
characterized by increasing care complexity, 
interdisciplinarity, and the need for robust 
scientific foundations. Theoretical upda-
ting, therefore, does not imply a break with 
classical models, but rather their critical ex-
pansion, to support the evolution of the dis-
cipline and strengthen the role of nursing in 
today’s society.

This article aims to present the NSHR 
Model — Nursing as a Science of Human 
Responses, a metamodel that organizes 
the profession into five structuring axes: 

Object, Purpose, Method, Results, and 
Representation.

THEORETICAL FOUNDATION

Epistemology of Nursing

The epistemology of nursing constitu-
tes a fundamental field for understanding 
the nature of the knowledge produced by 
the discipline, encompassing its founda-
tions, methods, objects, and validity criteria. 
Theoretical studies highlight that nursing 
is configured as a science in construction, 
whose body of knowledge demands cons-
tant critical reflection on its origin, structu-
re, and modes of knowledge production, to 
support practices consistent with the scien-
tific principles that guide professional care 
(CARVALHO, 2009).

In this context, the literature shows 
that the epistemological consolidation of 
nursing is intrinsically related to the de-
finition of an identity axis capable of gui-
ding practice, strengthening professional 
autonomy, and providing greater clarity to 
the social representation of the profession. 
Empirical research conducted in hospital 
settings demonstrates that the professional 
identity of nurses is marked by tensions, 
precarious work, devaluation, and weaknes-
ses in identity models, factors that hinder 
social recognition and the affirmation of the 
profession’s autonomy (ALMEIDA et al., 
2023).

Literature reviews reinforce this diag-
nosis by pointing out that nursing presents 
multiple, often fragmented, identity con-
figurations, which highlights the absence 
of a sufficiently clear core identity to su-
pport the epistemological consolidation 
and strengthening of the profession in the 
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field of health. Such studies emphasize the 
need for theoretical deepening and greater 
conceptual systematization so that nursing 
can advance in the construction of a solid 
and coherent identity framework consistent 
with its practices and social purposes (SIL-
VA et al., 2019).

Thus, it becomes evident that the 
epistemology of nursing not only seeks to 
understand the nature of disciplinary know-
ledge but also articulates the need to con-
solidate a clear professional identity capable 
of sustaining the autonomy, visibility, and 
social legitimacy of the profession.

Nursing Theories

The consolidation of nursing as a 
scientific discipline was strongly driven by 
the formulation of models and theories that 
sought to explain and organize the pheno-
mena inherent to care. Theorists such as 
Roy, Orem, Horta, Meleis, Neuman, and 
Watson contributed to the construction 
of robust frameworks, offering conceptual 
schemes that made it possible to understand 
human responses, adaptive processes, basic 
needs, care systems, and existential dimen-
sions of being cared for. These contributions 
were decisive for the structuring of the body 
of nursing knowledge and for the advan-
cement of its identity as a profession and 
science, by providing categories, concepts, 
and propositions capable of guiding prac-
tice and teaching in different care contexts 
(ALLIGOOD, 2018).

However, the literature discussing the 
structure of knowledge in nursing shows 
that a large part of these formulations takes 
the form of grand theories or conceptual 
models with a high degree of abstraction. 
Although they offer a broad framework for 

thinking about the discipline, such theories 
were not originally conceived to deal with 
the totality of the complexity experienced 
in contemporary practice, but to respond 
to specific problems and historical contexts. 
In this sense, authors point out that theo-
ries at a more abstract level, while relevant 
to the organization of disciplinary thought, 
are not, by themselves, sufficient to explain, 
predict, and guide practice in particular situ-
ations, which limits their use as comprehen-
sive integrative structures (ALLIGOOD, 
2018; WIKIPEDIA, 2024).

Recent discussions on nursing theory 
highlight that the so-called “grand theories” 
have a broad scope and a high level of ge-
nerality, serving as benchmarks for the dis-
cipline, but were not designed for direct, 
detailed, and systematic application in all 
care settings. This limits their ability to gui-
de specific clinical decisions and encompass 
the complexity of current health systems, 
marked by high technology, multimorbi-
dity, interdisciplinarity, and diverse social 
demands, when used in isolation. Such 
theories tend to require supplementation 
by mid-range models, protocols, empirical 
evidence, and classification systems, reinfor-
cing the idea that they do not, individually, 
constitute complete integrative frameworks 
for contemporary practice (WIKIPEDIA, 
2024).

Theoretical analyses, such as those 
employing Meleis’ theory evaluation mo-
del, show that even widely disseminated 
theories, such as Orem’s General Theory of 
Self-Care, reveal localized utility dependent 
on specific application contexts. By dissec-
ting their concepts, assumptions, and pro-
positions, these studies highlight both the 
relevance of the theory in supporting care 
and its limitations in encompassing, in iso-
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lation, the multiplicity of phenomena and 
scenarios that characterize contemporary 
nursing practice (SANTOS et al., 2022). 
Such analyses reinforce the need to articu-
late different theoretical levels and multiple 
frameworks to account for the complexity 
of healthcare.

Given this scenario, authors have de-
fended the importance of more integrative 
conceptual structures, capable of articulating 
epistemology, clinical practice, standardized 
language systems, and professional identity. 
The organization of knowledge into levels 
(metaparadigms, conceptual models, large-
-scale theories, and medium-range theories) 
is presented as a way to give coherence to 
the disciplinary body, but it also highlights 
the fragmentation and the need for theoreti-
cal syntheses that connect these levels arou-
nd a common axis (ALLIGOOD, 2018). In 
this context, the proposition of models that 
consider nursing as a science of human res-
ponses, for example, seeks precisely to offer 
an integrative structure that overcomes the 
isolated action of classical theories and res-
ponds more consistently to the complexity 
of contemporary practice.

Clinical Reasoning and the Nursing 
Process

Clinical reasoning has been recogni-
zed in the literature as a core competency 
of nurses, forming the basis for the develo-
pment of the Nursing Process, for clinical 
decision-making, and for care management. 
Theoretical-reflective studies indicate that 
clinical reasoning involves complex in-
formation processing, integrates scientific 
knowledge, practical experience, and critical 
judgment, and is directly related to the safe-
ty and quality of care provided (COELHO 

et al., 2017; QUARESMA et al., 2019; 
MARQUES; DEN; LEMMENS, 2024).

In this context, different cognitive 
models have been proposed to promote the 
development and improvement of clinical 
reasoning in nursing. The Outcome-Pre-
sent model State Test (OPT) is presented 
as a reflective clinical reasoning framework 
that organizes the nurse’s thinking around 
the comparison between the present state 
and the expected outcome, assisting in the 
identification of diagnoses, care planning, 
and outcome evaluation (PESUT; KUI-
PER, 1999). This model is described as an 
evolutionary development of the Nursing 
Process, offering support to teaching, clini-
cal supervision, and care planning, while si-
multaneously stimulating critical reflection 
on practice (MA; JIANG; LIN, 2023).

The literature also highlights that clini-
cal reasoning, whether mediated by cogniti-
ve models such as the OPT or structured by 
the Nursing Process itself, depends on a cle-
arly defined object and professional purpose. 
By stating that clinical reasoning constitutes 
the basis of the Nursing Process and care ma-
nagement, the authors demonstrate that the 
quality of clinical decisions is directly linked 
to clarity regarding what is understood by 
nursing care, which phenomena are of in-
terest to the discipline, and what results are 
intended to be achieved (COELHO et al., 
2017; QUARESMA et al., 2019). From this 
perspective, reasoning models and procedu-
ral structures are not fully sustainable if they 
are not anchored in a consistent definition 
of the object of nursing and its purpose as a 
science and profession, which reinforces the 
need for integrative conceptual frameworks, 
such as those that understand nursing as the 
science of human responses.
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Professional Identity and 
Representation

The professional identity of nurses 
constitutes a complex construct, influenced 
by multiple historical, social, and cultural 
factors that shape how the profession is per-
ceived and practiced. Studies demonstrate 
that the identity construction of nurses is 
intrinsically related to the historical legacy 
of the profession, socioeconomic condi-
tions, and cultural representations that, over 
time, have attributed specific meanings to 
care and the social role of nursing (ALMEI-
DA et al., 2023). These elements structu-
re ways of being and acting professionally, 
while also defining social and institutional 
expectations about the work of nurses.

Literature shows that nursing carries 
deep historical marks, such as gender stere-
otypes, religious influences, and disciplinary 
models inherited from military traditions, 
which have contributed to the formation 
of a fragmented professional identity. These 
marks, instead of strengthening the profes-
sion’s visibility, often reinforce stereotypical 
images that hinder social recognition of 
the complexity and autonomy of nursing 
work (PEREIRA; CAMPOS; OLIVEIRA, 
2014). The absence of a unified identity 
narrative, capable of integrating these mul-
tiple influences, contributes to the mainte-
nance of a subordinate social position and 
the persistence of professional invisibility.

Literature reviews indicate that the 
professional identity of nursing is plural and 
sometimes contradictory, reflecting the di-
versity of contexts of practice and the mul-
tiplicity of social expectations attributed to 
the profession. This identity fragmentation, 
while revealing the richness and breadth of 
the field, also highlights the lack of an ar-
ticulating axis that supports professional 

autonomy and strengthens the social repre-
sentation of nursing (SILVA et al., 2019). 
Thus, the consolidation of a cohesive iden-
tity narrative emerges as a strategic necessity 
for strengthening the profession, especially 
in a contemporary scenario that demands 
epistemological clarity, social visibility, and 
political recognition.

The NSHR Model

The ECRH Model is a conceptual fra-
mework that defines nursing as an applied 
science of human responses, organizing its 
practice into five structuring axes.

Axis 1 — Object:

What nursing cares for → Human 
responses

Human responses are multidimensio-
nal phenomena—physiological, emotional, 
social, spiritual, behavioral, and functio-
nal—that emerge from the interaction be-
tween person, environment, health, and care.  
This axis defines the scientific field of nur-
sing and delineates its practice as distinct 
from other health professions.

Axis 2 — Purpose:

Why does nursing exist? → Modula-
ting human responses

Modularity means transforming, 
adjusting, promoting, reducing, pre-
venting, or optimizing human res-
ponses, focusing on adaptation, safe-
ty, comfort, autonomy, and well-being.  
This axis establishes the purpose of pro-
fessional practice and guides clinical 
decision-making.
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Axis 3 — Method:

How nursing thinks and acts → Cli-
nical reasoning + Nursing process + Standar-
dized language

The method integrates:

•	 interpretive and continuous clini-
cal reasoning

•	 Nursing Process (data collection, 
diagnosis, planning, implementa-
tion, evaluation)

•	 standardized languages (NANDA-
-I, NIC, NOC, CIPE)

•	 cognitive models (e.g., OPT – 
Outcome-Present) State -Test

This axis operationalizes the purpose 
and ensures scientific rigor, systematization, 
and precision.

Axis 4 — Results:

What nursing delivers → Measurable 
changes in human responses

The results are evaluated using objec-
tive indicators, especially the NOC indi-
cators, which allow for measuring clinical 
progress, therapeutic impact, and the effec-
tiveness of nursing interventions.

Axis 5 — Representation:

How nursing presents itself to the 
world → A profession of knowledge

This axis addresses the symbolic, poli-
tical, and communicational dimensions of 
nursing, including:

•	 professional identity

•	 public narrative

•	 autonomy

•	 social presence

•	 advocacy

•	 institutional communication

Representation is a constitutive part of 
the practice and essential for the social re-
cognition of the profession.

Figure 1 below presents a diagram of 
the NSHR Model - Nursing as the Science 
of Human Responses, containing the five 
axes of the conceptual structure that de-
fines nursing as a science applied to human 
responses. The central linking term betwe-
en the concepts/constructs is the human 
response.

DISCUSSION

The NSHR Model — Nursing as a 
Science of Human Responses — is part of 
the contemporary movement of theoreti-
cal renewal in the discipline, engaging with 
classical nursing theories but differentiating 
itself by proposing an integrative structure 
capable of responding to the epistemolo-
gical, practical, and identity demands of 
the present day. The literature demonstra-
tes that, although traditional models have 
played a fundamental role in consolidating 
nursing as a science, many of them were for-
mulated in specific historical contexts and 
do not fully encompass the contemporary 
complexity of care (SOUZA et al., 2021). In 
this sense, the NSHR emerges as a proposal 
that articulates tradition and innovation, of-
fering a conceptual synthesis that integrates 
epistemological foundations, clinical practi-
ce, and professional identity.

By defining human responses as the 
object of the discipline and the modula-
tion of these responses as the purpose of 
care, the NSHR Model aligns with episte-
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Figure 1 – Diagram of the NSHR Model – Nursing as a Science of Human Responses.
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mological discussions that defend the need 
for conceptual clarity to support the auto-
nomy and scientific legitimacy of nursing. 
Studies on the epistemology of care indicate 
that the profession requires frameworks that 
articulate theoretical foundations and prac-
tical action, allowing for an understanding 
of what nursing does, why it does it, and 
what results it produces (SANTANA et al., 
2016). This articulation is essential to stren-
gthen professional identity, since the litera-
ture points out that nursing has historically 
lacked a unified narrative that explains its 
object and its social contribution (CARVA-
LHO, 2013).

The professional identity of nursing is 
recognized as a dynamic construction, in-
fluenced by historical, social, and cultural 
factors, and marked by fragmentations that 
hinder the visibility and appreciation of the 
profession (IGOR, 2010). Integrative re-
views show that identity clarity depends on 
the existence of conceptual models capable 
of organizing disciplinary thought and gui-
ding practice, contributing to the autonomy 
and social recognition of nurses (BELLA-
GUARDA et al., 2011). The NSHR (Edu-
cational Framework for Human Resources) 
directly contributes to this process by offe-
ring a clear narrative about what nursing 
is—the science of human responses—what 
it does—how it modulates those respon-
ses—and what it delivers—measurable and 
socially relevant results.

Furthermore, recent studies highli-
ght that contemporary theoretical models 
strengthen the visibility and autonomy of 
nursing by systematizing care, broadening 
the understanding of the professional role, 
and promoting evidence-based practices 
(JUNIOR et al., 2025). The NSHR con-
verges with this perspective by proposing 

a framework applicable not only to clinical 
practice but also to management, educa-
tion, and research, responding to the need 
for references that support the complexity 
and diversity of nursing practice settings.

Thus, the NSHR Model stands out 
by offering an integrative and contempo-
rary structure that articulates epistemology, 
practice, and identity, while strengthening 
professional autonomy and expanding the 
applicability of the discipline in multiple 
contexts. Its proposal contributes to over-
coming historical fragmentations and con-
solidating a disciplinary narrative consistent 
with the demands of nursing in the 21st 
century.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

This article presented the NSHR 
Model — Nursing as a Science of Human 
Responses — as a theoretical-conceptual 
proposal capable of responding to histori-
cal and contemporary challenges of the dis-
cipline. The literature review revealed that 
nursing still faces identity weaknesses, con-
ceptual dispersion, and difficulties in articu-
lating epistemology, practice, and professio-
nal representation. These elements, widely 
documented in recent studies, reinforce the 
need for integrative structures that offer cla-
rity about the object, purpose, and modes of 
action of the profession.

In this context, the NSHR Model 
stands out as an original contribution to the 
epistemology of nursing by proposing a me-
ta-framework organized into five structuring 
axes—Object, Purpose, Method, Results, 
and Representation. By defining human 
responses as the object of the discipline and 
the modulation of these responses as the 
central purpose of care, the model offers a 
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clear identity axis capable of guiding clini-
cal reasoning, supporting decision-making, 
and strengthening professional autonomy. 
This definition contributes to overcoming 
historical fragmentations and consolidating 
a disciplinary narrative consistent with con-
temporary demands.

Furthermore, by integrating clinical 
reasoning, the Nursing Process, standar-
dized languages, and cognitive models, 
NSHR provides a robust methodological 
framework that favors the systematization 
of practice and the measurement of results. 
Its cross-cutting applicability—encompas-
sing clinical practice, management, educa-
tion, and research—reinforces its potential 
as an instrument for organizing knowledge 
and improving the quality of care.

Finally, by articulating epistemology, 
practice, and identity, the NSHR Model 
contributes to strengthening the social re-
presentation of nursing, expanding its visi-
bility and legitimacy as a knowledge-based 
profession. Its adoption can favor the con-
solidation of nursing as an applied science 
of human responses, offering solid con-
ceptual foundations for disciplinary advan-
cement and for the development of future 
research that deepens, tests, and expands its 
assumptions.

The NSHR, therefore, not only syn-
thesizes essential elements of nursing’s theo-
retical tradition but also projects the discipli-
ne towards a horizon of greater conceptual 
clarity, autonomy, and social relevance.
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