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ABSTRACT
Objective: Reflecting critically on the epistemological aspects of the of knowledge construction 
on Nursing Administration in Brazil. Methods: This is an article of theoretical reflection that 
aims to assess the epistemological aspects of the construction of knowledge about Nursing 
Administration. Results: The knowledge about Nursing Administration has a long way to 
go, as its epistemological repertoire is still timid. In addition, the lack of distinction of this 
knowledge in the communication of research products underestimates the production on 
Nursing Administration, as these products appear diluted in other areas of Nursing (care, 
research, and teaching). Final considerations: Due to the reflections, the need for new 
scientific evidence is highlighted, whose formulation of research questions can contribute 
to the delineation of phenomena that distinguish Nursing Administration as an area of 
research knowledge.
Descriptors: Nursing; Nursing Administration Research; Evidence-Based Nursing; Knowledge 
Bases; Espistemology.

RESUMO
Objetivo: Refletir criticamente sobre os aspectos epistemológicos da construção do saber 
sobre Administração em Enfermagem no Brasil. Métodos: Trata-se de um artigo de reflexão 
teórica que tem por objeto a apreciação dos aspectos epistemológicos da construção do saber 
sobre Administração em Enfermagem. Resultados: O conhecimento sobre Administração 
em Enfermagem tem um longo caminho a trilhar, pois seu repertório epistemológico ainda é 
tímido. Além disso, a falta de distinção desse saber na comunicação de produtos de pesquisa 
subestima a produção sobre Administração em Enfermagem, pois esses produtos aparecem 
diluídos em outras áreas da Enfermagem (assistência, pesquisa e ensino). Considerações 
finais: Em razão das reflexões, ressalta-se a necessidade de novas evidências científicas cuja 
formulação de perguntas de pesquisa possa contribuir para o delineamento de fenômenos 
que distingam a Administração em Enfermagem como área de conhecimento em pesquisa.
Descritores: Enfermagem; Pesquisa em Administração de Enfermagem; Enfermagem Baseada 
em Evidências; Bases de Conhecimento; Epistemologia.

RESUMEN
Objetivo: reflexionar críticamente sobre los aspectos epistemológicos de la construcción del 
conocimiento sobre Administración en al ámbito de la Enfermería en Brasil. Métodos: Este es 
un artículo de reflexión teórica que tiene como objetivo evaluar los aspectos epistemológicos 
de la construcción del conocimiento sobre Administración en Enfermería. Resultados: El 
conocimiento sobre la Administración en Enfermería tiene un largo camino por recorrer, 
ya que su repertorio epistemológico aún es tímido. Además, la falta de distinción de este 
conocimiento en la comunicación de los productos de investigación subestima la producción 
sobre Administración en Enfermería, ya que estos productos parecen diluidos en otras áreas 
de la Enfermería (cuidado, investigación y enseñanza). Consideraciones finales: debido a 
las reflexiones, se destaca la necesidad de nuevas pruebas científicas, cuya formulación de 
preguntas de investigación puede contribuir a la delimitación de fenómenos que distinguen 
a la Administración en Enfermería como un área de conocimiento de investigación.
Descriptores: Enfermería; Investigación en Administración de Enfermería; Enfermería Basada 
en la Evidencia; Bases del Conocimiento; Espistemología.
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INTRODUCTION

Nursing Administration (NA) has come a long way in its transfor-
mations throughout history, having Florence Nightingale’s social 
contributions as the fundamental outsets of its scientific identity(1).

Although the benchmark on the beginning of NA practices 
is commonly attributed to Florence Nightingale, we should also 
mention the Sisters of Charity of the Saint Vincent de Paul Com-
pany from Paris (founded in 1633), with whom Florence based her 
style of thinking about NA, when she was an intern at the Hôtel 
Dieu, occasion on which she made exquisite reflections on the 
management model practiced there: direction and reorganization 
of the hospital; individualization of beds; division of labor; time 
control; creation of regulations and work duties; supervision and 
direction of all care provided at the hospital(2-3).

Therefore, it did not take long for Florence to reveal to the world 
the managerial thinking style of modern Nursing (Nightingale 
model)(3), established through the publication of the book “Notes 
on matters affecting the health, efficiency, and hospital administra-
tion of the British Army” (1858), containing, among other things, 
statistical reports on the results of the management of a military 
hospital at the time of the Crimean War (1854). Certainly the first 
international evidence on an epistemology of NA(1).

In Brazil, the epistemological antecedents on the practice 
of NA mention the productions dating from 1947 published in 
the journal “Anais de Enfermagem” [Brazilian Nursing Journal], 
however, they were translations of articles in English and would 
not configure their own identity to integrate the evidence of a 
properly Brazilian epistemology of NA(4).

Nevertheless, there are other historical evidences about NA 
in Brazil and in the world, the object of this scientific production 
is circumscribed to the epistemological aspects of the construc-
tion of ‘knowledge about NA’ in Brazil, whose solidity depends 
especially on the creation of scientific communities that support 
the building process of that knowledge.

OBJECTIVE

To critically reflect upon the epistemological aspects of the 
of knowledge construction on Nursing Administration in Brazil.

NURSING SCIENTIFIC COMMUNITY AND ITS CONTRIBUTIONS 
TO THE EPISTEMOLOGY OF NURSING ADMINISTRATION

There is no doubt about the importance of the teaching staff 
for Brazilian graduate programs. This element plays a fundamen-
tal role both in the training of human resources for the scientific 
community with master’s and doctorate degrees, and in the de-
velopment of research products that meet the knowledge needs 
expressed by Nursing.

According to Nursing History scientists(5), the training process 
of the nursing scientific community in Brazil has gone through five 
generations of nurse researchers, namely: the “pioneers” genera-
tion  (1950-1960), the “self-taught” generation (1960-1970), the 
“academics” generation (1970-1980), the “systematic and collective 
production” generation (1990-2000) and the “researchers with 
international scientific production”  generation (2000 onwards). 

Considering the current scientific scenario, we are possibly in 
the sixth generation of nurse researchers, being considered the 
generation of “technological innovators”.

With regard to NA, the first graduate research in the area 
emerged from the generation of self-taught Nursing researchers 
and dealt with the Ideological and Theoretical Bases of NA, whose 
pioneering work is the thesis defended by Glete de Alcântara in 
1963(6). Although it is important to demarcate its social space, 
NA needs to consolidate its identity in the academy, because 
although the academic discourse promotes this work process, its 
frequency and productivity history does not support this convic-
tion, which seems to be restricted to the ideological domain(4,6-7).

The symptoms of this scientific malnutrition are also felt by 
the international scientific community dedicated to NA and, in 
general, reflect negatively on the development of administrative 
work processes for nurses who tend to use applied research as a 
mechanism of advanced practice in solving managerial problems(8-9).

Regarding the object of the present reflection, it could not be 
different, since the set of references cited therein demonstrates, 
rightly, the situation of this scientific panorama in Brazil, considering 
the concentration of old and polarized productions in a few scholars, 
which can limit the presentation of more in-depth formulations on 
the epistemology of NA. However, this risk must be assumed by the 
authors when considering these gaps as opportunities for Nursing.

So, what would be the aspect for which the NA has not suf-
ficiently produced the interest of researchers to carry out inno-
vative scientific investigations? Certainly, there are no precise 
and Cartesian formulations for something so complex, but the 
appraisals below may indicate some paths. 

It seems that this phenomenon may be linked both to the 
timid interaction between nurses who share the same thinking 
style concerning NA(3), and to the lack of scientific policies that 
encourage the production of research in groups and in networks, 
which seems to be confirmed given the small number of lines 
and research groups dedicated to the study of NA which, in ad-
dition to not following the progress of graduate programs, make 
up less than one-tenth of the total of research groups that bring 
together the nursing scientific community(6-7).  

Certainly, the social interaction among researchers would not 
be the only important variable to be dealt with in this phenom-
enon and also the promotion of spaces for intellectual discussion 
among specialists in NA, to provoke the proposition of programs 
for the development of advanced practices of NA that, among 
other solutions, will strengthen international and collaborative 
relations among research centers and NA graduate programs(7-8).

This phenomenon can be explained according to the assump-
tions about collective thinking, which sees science as a product of 
cooperation among different groups and their styles of thinking(3) 

and, sustained according to the forming attributes of the nursing 
scientific community, which are characterized by the “succession 
of generational groups, each inserted in a specific time and space 
and which, due to the concrete bonds they maintain among their 
members, present similarities regarding their training and scientific 
production, sharing a common historical and social destiny”(5).

Analyzing NA, in the same light, it seems that going through long 
paths until the appearance of generations of scientists dedicated 
to the study of this theme is still necessary. This can be illustrated 
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from a bibliometric study whose result showed that, among 245 
different scientists who guided research products on NA in the 
master’s and doctorate degrees identified in five decades, only 2.9% 
were regular supervisors of research on NA in relation to the others, 
with 57.1% only advising a single research product in this area(10).

Out of curiosity, a study has analyzed the curriculum1 of 245 
supervisors available on the website of the National Council for 
Scientific and Technological Development (CNPq), and stated it 
was observed that the supervisors moved both in the production 
of research involving the Nursing Management Work Process, 
and in the production of research involving other Nursing Work 
Processes (assisting, researching, teaching and participating 
politically)(10).

It is also noteworthy that many research products whose 
object of study dealt with NA often appeared linked to other 
areas of Nursing, which would probably interfere in bibliometric 
analysis on related knowledge production. There is a gap that 
needs attention from Nursing scientists(10).

This link to the care processes seems to result from attempts 
to minimize the dichotomous view on management and care, 
supported by an ideological conception that reverberates the 
social division of Nursing work (lady nurse and nurse), according 
to Nightingale. And the assumptions of the classical and bureau-
cratic theories of administration, which still consider the Nursing 
Management Work Process far from direct and technical care, 
when in fact its product is to provide conditions for care to be 
carried out efficiently and effectively(1-2,9). This dichotomy tends 
to decline under complex thinking paradigms and with nurses 
occupying jobs in the strategic organization chart of healthcare 
organizations, whose experimentation with executive manage-
ment processes sets up potential opportunities for formulating 
new hypotheses about NA(9,11).

Another issue that deserves attention, and that can be consid-
ered a vulnerability in the construction of knowledge about NA, 
seems to be the lack of successions of scientists dedicated to this 
area. This makes it pertinent to revisit Tilghman’s statement in 
Nassi-Calò’s reflections on scientific communication in academic 
theses and dissertations, highlighting that “[...] the only way you 
can assess it whether the graduates of the program became 
successful scientists. If they do, you’ve done a good job. If they 
haven’t, you haven’t”(12). 

In the same line of thought, among the 596 graduates from 
graduate programs identified in the bibliometric study men-
tioned(10), only 50 (8.4%) continued as advisors in the NA area, 
but, in fact, only four (0, 5%) seem to have been successful in the 
development of research products linked to the themes studied 
with their advisors, which may signal weaknesses in cultivating 
knowledge about NA and, consequently, the construction of 
their epistemic repertoire.

Except for the epistemological point of view, gaps in knowledge 
represent an opportunity for those who wish to communicate 
results of research on NA, but their success depends on the 
presentation of evidence that is based on sophisticated research 

designs, including those dedicated to hypothesis testing. Bearing 
in mind that the prevalence of the available scientific repertoire is 
of descriptive studies that gave their share of contribution to the 
NA, as they indicated saturation of slightly varied methods(7,10).

EPISTEMOLOGICAL ASPECTS OF NURSING ADMINISTRATION

Drawing a parallel between the progression of knowledge 
about Nursing and NA is not difficult to be observed, due to the 
phenomena presented, that it endures in a “moment of transition 
between the use of administration principles as a central issue 
in the area and some initiatives of the development process of 
nursing care management/administration theories”(7).

Nevertheless, it should be noted that when consulting the 
Brazilian scientific production in the area, there is still a linguis-
tic shortage regarding the production of concepts about this 
knowledge, something indispensable for understanding the 
phenomena of Nursing Administration.

This gap is so evident that a Brazilian Nursing epistemologist 
declared the need for repeated experiments of epistemological 
methodology in the analysis of the production of nursing knowl-
edge, emphasizing that:

the scientific construction culture lacks validation exercises, 
which can only be achieved in the field of experimentation 
and under requirements of proof or counterproof. Changing 
nomenclature and terminology does not always mean that things 
change. Research and scientific construction can change a lot, 
can shake old concepts and can reveal at least “the invisible 
in the visible”(13).

In fact, a thorough search of all available databases has shown 
that, except for isolated initiatives to present some knowledge 
configuration about NA(14-15), nothing else is relevant in the in-
ternational scenario on epistemology in this field of knowledge, 
except for a brief reflection warning about the need to strengthen 
international relations among research centers on NA based on the 
epistemological justification that only confirms this invisibility(8).

Before the imperative need to boost scientific knowledge 
about NA – until we reach an epistemic repertoire capable of 
designating its own theoretical formulations - its theoretical view 
shares from other knowledge, in view of the conceptual formula-
tions that can handle the Nursing Management Work Process.

In a 1988 publication(16), international nursing epistemolo-
gists defined nursing epistemology as the study of the origin of 
its knowledge, structures, and methods; patterns of knowledge 
created and used by peers; as well as criteria used to validate their 
knowledge. In this perspective, the epistemology of NA has as its 
object of investigation the ‘knowledge about NA’, which can be 
understood when focused on the plan of scientific knowledge 
construction about this knowledge.

In the epistemological domain, Nursing knowledge in Brazil 
began its path as a solid field in the context of graduate Nurs-
ing programs created in the 1970s, progressing its knowledge 
repertoire over the first three generations of Nursing scientists, 
until it reached its sovereignty as a knowledge area along with 
CNPq and Coordination for the Improvement of Higher Education 
Personnel (CAPES), respectively in 1986 and 2007(5).

1	 These curriculums were assessed through Lattes platform - http://lattes.
cnpq.br/ - which is a Brazilian national database for the production and 
curriculum of scholars.
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Therefore, the ‘knowledge about NA’ in Brazil 
has its roots in the “self-taught” Nursing research-
ers generation(5), based on the thesis written 
by Glete de Alcântara, already mentioned, on 
‘Labor Market and Fields of Work’(6), potentially, 
the initial study for epistemological discussion 
on Nursing Management.

From then on, other research products about 
NA emerged over the other generations of Brazil-
ian Nursing scientists, until there was a scientific 
repertoire capable of initiating reflections on 
the epistemology of knowledge in this area.

Considering the assumptions of nursing 
epistemology, the first contribution on NA 
epistemology in Brazil that analyzed “knowl-
edge patterns created”(16) is evidenced in the 
“lines of research and nursing priorities”(17), 
with the distinction of this knowledge in the 
“Management of Health and Nursing Services” 
line which involves studies on ideological and 
philosophical theories and principles of health 
and nursing administration, as well as the man-
agement of the structure, process, and results 
of health and nursing care.

When we turn our attention to the subject of 
“lines of research and nursing priorities” in another 
research product(13), a Brazilian Nursing epistemolo-
gist stated that she had encountered difficulties 
in the workgroup on lines of research regarding 
the meaning of “Organizational” category, which 
contains the line on “Management of Health and 
Nursing Services”, showing complexity in tuning 
the NA standards in the epistemological plan.

Although the ‘knowledge about NA’ already 
had its distinction among Nursing knowledge 
products, the aforementioned epistemologist 
urged researchers on the need to subject lines 
of research to experimentation, “since the pur-
pose is not to reach the truth, only the reliable 
results, and until there are answers from the 
cultivation of the lines of research”(17).

In search of these “answers from the cultiva-
tion of lines of research” and anchored by the foundations about 
epistemological constructs of the “subject-object relationship” 
presented by the epistemologist in evidence(17), 34 volumes of 
the “Catalog of Theses and Dissertations” were appreciated, avail-
able at the Center of Studies and Research in Nursing (CEPEn) of 
the Brazilian Nursing Association (ABEn), which aim to identify 
“knowledge standards created”(6,16). 

This appreciation of the experimentation and cultivation of 
‘knowledge about NA’ by Brazilian nurses in the context of graduate 
studies stricto sensu illuminated reflections on the scientific configu-
ration of the knowledge bases produced in just over half a century 
(1963-2016) of research. In this way, revealing evidence about the 
first products of an NA epistemology capable of representing, until 
then, the state of the art of this production and sustaining its own 
concepts, as demonstrated in the schematic perspective of Figure 1.

The schematic representation of Figure 1 expresses the con-
struction of ‘knowledge about NA’ in Brazil outlined according 
to the assumptions of the epistemology of NA in three domains 
configured as follows: ‘ Knowledge Repertoire’, ‘Theoretical Ap-
preciation’ and ‘Enunciation of Units of Knowledge’(16).

The domain ‘ Knowledge Repertoire’ portrays the context of the 
first epistemological distinction of NA in Brazil, being through the 
enunciation of the concept “Management of Health and Nursing 
Services”, identity nature, and differences in relation to other con-
cepts of the same tree(17). Based on this ontology, the Brazilian NA 
now has a reference object to declare research formulations with 
the awareness of this concept in the constriction of its knowledge 
repertoire(16). 

The domain ‘Theoretical Appreciation’, on the other hand, repre-
sents the mechanism used in the identification of phenomena arising 

Source: Adapted from Carvalho(13,17); Meneses, Sanna(6).
Figure 1 - Epistemological Perspective of the Construction of Knowledge on Nursing Admin-
istration in Brazil, São Paulo, 2020
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from ‘knowledge about NA’, which must happen in a subject-object 
relationship, since from the point of view of scientific research: 

knowledge arises from the Subject’s attempts (cognoscente 
consciousness) to define the Object (things or ideas) or, according 
to its purposes, so that it can name the objective aspects (facts 
or phenomena) of interest. The nature of knowledge depends 
on the relationship between the two elements. The Subject’s 
function is to apprehend the Object or, better to say, what 
results from it. The object’s function is to be apprehended by 
the Subject. However, as it is in the nature of knowledge that 
the two elements remain separate, then it is assumed that, on 
the level of knowledge, the Subject apprehends an image of 
the Object. Thus, in its condition of ‘image’, the gnoseological 
material seems as if occupying a third sphere (that of ‘image’) 
intermediating the two already mentioned. And since the sphere 
of ‘image’ provides a possible approximation between the two 
elements (Subject and Object), it is understood that the result of 
knowledge corresponds, effectively, to an approximate truth(13).

Considering that the epistemology of NA has as its object of 
exploration the ‘knowledge about NA’, and that in epistemology 
the conception of truth is translated into language and terminol-
ogy, the great challenge of this reflection is to make the image of 
this object present to the senses and understandable to human 
intelligence, as it was intended to do with the presentation of the 
domain ‘Enunciation of Units of Knowledge’. This domain is part of 
the “Structure of Knowledge on Nursing Administration”, which is 
composed by three large groups of representation of NA hierarchi-
cally constituted, “Ideological and Theoretical Bases”, “Intervention 
Methods” and “Resource Management Practices”. These, in turn, 
concentrate their respective “Units of Knowledge” according to the 
epistemological pertinence identified in the observed phenomena.  

From an epistemological point of view, the units of knowledge 
configure an identity profile about how the phenomena of Nursing 
Management may be recognized or associated with new phenomena, 
or even instead of configuring themselves as responses about the phe-
nomena, configuring themselves as objects of questioning about NA.

Contributions to the Nursing field

Referring to the Nursing epistemological assumptions - 
knowledge standards created and used by their peers (16) - the 

epistemological representation of ‘knowing about NA’, presented 
in Figure 1, reflects the universe of knowledge about Nursing 
Management built over more than half a century of research, 
whose conception was almost always reactive to the social scenario 
experienced and, therefore, in a collective sense, constituting 
the ontological and epistemological foundations of this area (10).

For that purpose, obviously, the main contribution of this 
reflection is that, in the image sphere, the distinction of the units 
of knowledge of ‘knowing about NA’ has an effect as a basis of 
thinking to contemplate the Nursing Management and, maybe, 
in the future to build new epistemological evidence that can 
direct the proposition of theories about the phenomena of 
Nursing Administration.

Study limitations

The scarcity of regular scientific productivity, little diversified 
and concentrated in rare scholars, presents itself as the variable 
that can limit the presentation of more in-depth formulations 
on the object of this reflection. 

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

Undoubtedly, we have made progress in research activities 
with nuclei and groups of researchers engaged in the cultivation 
of lines of research on NA, but we still lack the support of more 
in-depth knowledge and the effectiveness of research results 
that are expressed by robust evidence and by transformations 
in NA practices.

Certainly, the configuration of the ‘knowledge about NA’ 
will produce some effect, which is the understanding and the 
epistemological scope of this knowledge or critical thinking 
about Nursing Management, in addition to being an object of 
appreciation for future reflections.

After all, the objective of all science is to coordinate our ex-
periences and elevate them to a logical and explainable system 
and, unquestionably, to an epistemological immersion in the 
‘knowledge about NA’ that presents a description of the terms 
of the archetype scheme of that knowledge and that can say 
better about what is thought to be NA, under the view of Brazil-
ian nursing scientists.
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Endnotes
1	  These curriculums were assessed through Lattes platform - http://lattes.cnpq.br/ - which is a Bra-
zilian national database for the production and curriculum of scholars.


