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Abstract

Background: Nursing professional practice in different contexts of care has been widely described in evidence-based
literature. Currently, there is no consensus on a common structure for these descriptions. Understanding and
comparing similar practices is made difficult by the varying nature of descriptions provided in scientific literature.
Purpose of the study: 1) to report research methods found in the scientific literature that were used to describe the
practice of different health professionals; 2) to report on the main concepts used to describe the practice of these
health professionals; 3) to propose a structure for the description of the practice in nursing.

Methods: A scoping review following a five-stage approach: 1) identifying the research question; 2) identifying
relevant studies; 3) selecting studies; 4) charting data; 5) reporting results. The Medline, CINAHL, psychARTICLES,
psyCRITIQUES, psycEXTRA, Psychology and Behavioral Science Collection and psycINFO databases were searched. Each
study was analyzed and extracted data were classified by categories and structures used to describe the health
professional practices.

Results: Forty-nine studies were included. In these studies, quantitative, qualitative or mixed methods were used to
describe professional practice in different health disciplines. Three major concepts were reported most frequently in
describing professional practice: roles, domains and activities. The concepts varied greatly among authors. We found
that to define roles or to characterize a professional practice, activities must be described and organized on the basis
of different domains.

Conclusions: A promising structure for describing nursing professional practice is proposed by the authors of this
review. The structure facilitates the accurate description of all domains and activities performed by nurses in different
contexts of practice, and will contribute to the development of knowledge about nursing practice in different contexts
based on shared concepts.
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Background
Nursing professional practice defines the exercise of the
profession [1, 2]. It is an amalgam of practice standards,
nursing skills and expected professional performance [3].
Professional practice sets the base for nursing exercise at
the conceptual level and allows nurses to ensure quality
of care among different contexts of care [4, 5]. Nursing
professional practice has been widely described at the
conceptual level, both in the scientific literature and by
the bodies that regulate the nursing profession [1, 3, 6].
Though essential, these descriptions use different concepts

and a heterogeneous vocabulary, preventing a clear under-
standing of nursing professional practice. For example, to
present the role of nurses in advanced practice, Gardner
et al. use the professional literature and the legislative
framework of the profession [7], while Reuter-Rice [8] ex-
plains the professional practice of nurse practitioners
within a specific context: pediatric practice [8]. While
summarily guiding nursing professional practice, the
current literature fails to provide real clarification on what
nurses actually do in clinical practice [9].
To date, several studies have focused on describing

nursing professional practice in specific contexts [2]. For
example, Halcomb et al. [10] used a national survey to de-
scribe the demographics, clinical roles and competencies
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of primary care nurses through results presented by clin-
ical activities and domains of practice. A similar structure
was also used by Lukewich et al., who used a cross-
sectional survey [11] to describe the practice of primary
care nurses in chronic disease management. Other au-
thors, such as Phillips et al. [12], preferred a qualitative
design to describe how nurses manage obesity. Results are
presented by role. Very few of these authors base their
description of practices, roles or activities on a frame of
reference. They do not provide a definition of a “role.” It is
up to readers to piece together their own idea of profes-
sional practice from the results they come across. Often
misapprehended, the heterogeneous concepts and vocabu-
lary used to describe nursing professional practice in vari-
ous contexts make it hard to draw comparisons or identify
similarities between them. There are no guidelines or con-
sensus on how to provide a good description of nurses’
practice. Other healthcare disciplines, such as occupa-
tional therapy, physiotherapy and medicine, are also doing
research to describe professional practices and improve
knowledge. We also observed a certain degree of variabil-
ity in the concepts used in these disciplines. The one
exception is Bent et al. in their study on the practice of
occupational therapists, which presents a framework offer-
ing a structure to map professional practice by fields and
tasks [13]. Thanks to its structure and components, their
framework offers a promising perspective for describing
the practices of other health professionals.
At this stage of the development of nursing know-

ledge, it is essential to map out the existing literature to
summarize how professional practice has been described.
This knowledge could be enhanced by existing knowledge
from other health disciplines that also care for patients.
This common structure could then be used to describe
professional practices, enabling a better representation of
them and facilitating knowledge sharing in the nursing
profession and nursing sciences.
The aim of this scoping review was: 1) to report on re-

search methods found in the scientific literature that
were used to describe health professional practices; 2) to
report the main concepts used to describe professional
practice in various health care disciplines; 3) to propose
a structure for the description of professional practice in
nursing. Hopefully, this finding will be used in another
project to describe primary care nurses’ practice with
patients with chronic diseases.

Method
Design
We used the scoping review approach to examine the
scientific literature and to describe the main concepts
used to describe professional practice in various health
care disciplines. This method was chosen because it con-
tributes to the mapping of key concepts underpinning a

research area and the main sources and types of
evidence available [14]. We preferred a scoping review
to a systematic review for the following reasons: 1) a sys-
tematic review would typically focus on a well-defined
question with a limited range of appropriate study de-
signs, whereas a scoping review can address broader
topics and a broader range of study designs; 2) a system-
atic review seeks the answers to questions addressed by
a subset of studies whose quality is assessed, whereas a
scoping review is unlikely to address specific research
questions, and consequently, unlikely to assess the
quality of the studies reviewed [15].
The review was inspired by Arksey and O’Malley’s [15]

five-stage approach and the principles of knowledge syn-
thesis established by Grimshaw [14] : 1) Identifying the re-
search question; 2) Identifying relevant results; 3) Selecting
studies; 4) Charting data; and 5) Reporting results.

Stage 1: Identifying the research question

– What methodologies are used to describe professional
practice in health care-related scientific literature?

– What concepts are used to describe professional
practice in health care-related scientific literature?

Stage 2: Identifying relevant studies
A review of the literature in specific health disciplines
was conducted. For a comprehensive view of profes-
sional practice descriptions, health disciplines other than
nursing were also searched. Our research strategy (key-
words, MESH, databases) was developed by the authors
of the scoping review, as they have significant and rele-
vant experience in synthetic methodology and literature
review. Occupational therapy, physical therapy and
medicine were the three disciplines chosen, due to the
similarity of practical contexts (providing direct care to
patients) and populations in terms of professional prac-
tice. Within those disciplines, any context of practice
was considered, to provide a better understanding and
description of what is found in the health literature. The
databases of Medline, CINAHL, psychARTICLES, psy-
CRITIQUES, psycEXTRA, Psychology and Behavioral
Science Collection and psycINFO were searched. Key-
words used were: practice analysis, role delineation, profes-
sional practice, role, nurse, nursing, occupational therapy,
physical therapy, medicine, physician, mixed methods,
qualitative descriptive study and quantitative descriptive
study. A search strategy using Medical Subject Headings
(MESH) and text words was developed for each keyword
and database. In view of the changing nature of profes-
sional practices, the 2003–2014 time span was chosen,
highlighting contemporary descriptions anchored in the
past ten years. We limited our search to studies published
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in English or French. See Additional file 1 for more de-
tailed information on the database search strategy.
Only studies meeting the following criteria were included

in the scoping review: 1) Quantitative, qualitative or
mixed-method research used to describe the professional
practice; 2) Health disciplines: nursing, occupational ther-
apy, physical therapy and medicine and 3) Any context of
practice. Editorials, commentaries, case reviews, study
replication or study which did not present content about
how the authors describe the professional practice were
excluded.

Stage 3: Selecting studies
The search query identified 231 articles. After reviewing
the titles, abstracts and admissibility criteria, a total of
49 papers met all inclusion criteria and were kept for the
review (see Fig. 1). A summary of the eligible studies is
provided in Table 1.

Quality appraisal
As with all scoping exercises, the aim was to map the
current literature with regard to the description of pro-
fessional practice in the four selected health disciplines,
rather than to assess the quality of the particular studies
chosen [15, 16]. As suggested by reference authors
Arksey & O’Malley [15] and Grimshaw [14] , a quality
appraisal of included literature is not required when
performing a scoping review. To be included in our
study, the only quality criterion a paper had to satisfy
was to have been peer-reviewed.

Stage 4: Charting data
The 49 papers retained for the scoping review were read
and summarized by MEP. The research team generated
a template for data extraction. MEP analyzed each paper

and did the data extraction according to Arksey &
O’Malley’s [15] recommendations. Synthesis and inter-
pretation of the extracted data were done to highlight
the methodologies and structures used to describe pro-
fessional practices [15]. Data were classified by author,
year of publication, study location, study population,
context of care, study aim, methodology, structure and
concepts used to describe the professional practice. MEP
examined which concepts related to professional prac-
tice were presented in the results and how they were
organized. For each paper, the logic of the structure of
the description was extracted based on the terms used
by the authors and the description of practices provided
(e.g., role, activity, domain, intervention, task). Structures
used were analyzed, interpreted and summarized. Meth-
odologies were also classified by category and sub-
category. For each paper, the co-authors discussed the
methodology and structure used for the description of
the practice, until a consensus was reached. MF, FG, and
MCC participated in validating the papers and analyzing
the methods and structures extracted from them. They
also played a mentoring/coaching role throughout the
process.

Results
The Results section represents Stage 5 of the scoping
review approach, namely reporting results. The latter
are presented in two parts.

Research methods used to describe professional practice
quantitative methodologies (n = 31)
Quantitative descriptive studies were found useful in
the literature. Such studies examine responses obtained
through self-report questionnaires in population surveys

Fig. 1 Flow diagram
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Table 1 Summary of studies included (N = 49), categorized by health discipline and key concepts measured

Author(s) Country Design Participants (n) Key concept measured

Role Domain Activity Task Intervention Ability Knowledge Skills Responsibility Attitude

Nursing (n = 31)

Feltovich et al. (2010)
[56]

US Practice analysis Nurses working in infection prevention
(n = 3771)

X X

Garbin et al. (2013)
[19]

US Practice analysis Nephrology registered nurses (n = 940) X

Gardner et al. (2013)
[7]

Australia Practice analysis Advanced practice nurses (n = 660) X X X

Long et al. (2013)
[52]

Australia and
New Zealand

Practice analysis Paediatric intensive care unit nurse
educators (n = 15)

X X X X

Muckle et al. (2009)
[63]

US Practice analysis Nurse anesthetists (n = 3805) X

Muckle et al. (2012)
[46]

US Practice analysis Nurse anesthetists (n = 9003) X

Ortelli et al. (2006)
[47]

US Practice analysis Academic nurse educators (n = 2217) X X

Pellino et al. (2003)
[62]

US Practice analysis Pain Management orthopaedic nurses
(n = 41)

X X

Ramirez et al. (2006a;
2006b) [22, 23]

US Practice analysis Nurse practitioners providing care in
the emergency department (n = 582)

X X

Reuter-Rice (2013)
[8]

US Practice analysis Acute care pediatric nurse practitioners
(n = 291)

X X

Rice et al. (2007)
[57]

US Practice analysis Advanced practice psychiatric and
mental health nurses (n = 28)

X

Roberts et al. (2013)
[58]

US Practice analysis Orthopaedic nurses (n = 1194) X

Shuriquie et al. (2008)
[48]

Jordan Practice analysis Medical-surgical staff nurses and
practical nurses (n= 348)

X X X X

Strasser et al. (2006)
[18]

US and Canada Practice analysis Occupational health nurses (n = 5586) X X X X

Webb et al. (2008)
[55]

US Practice analysis Legal nurse consultants (n = 369) X X X X

Willens et al. (2010)
[50]

US Practice analysis Pain management nurses (n = 585) X X

Bottorff et al. (2005)
[26]

Canada Qualitative
description

Genetic nurses (n = 22) X X X

Hopkins et al. (2012)
[29]

England Qualitative
description

Epilepsy specialist nurses (n = 19) X X X
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Table 1 Summary of studies included (N = 49), categorized by health discipline and key concepts measured (Continued)

Poghosyan et al.
(2012) [33]

Armenia Qualitative
description

Nurses (n = 43), staff (n = 29) and
head nurses (n = 14)

X

Susilo et al. (2013)
[37]

Indonesia Qualitative
description

Nurses in informed consent (n = 27) X X X X

Kucera et al. (2010)
[31]

Australia Narrative
account

Nurses (n = 142 story) X X

Salmela et al. (2012)
[34]

Finland Phenomenology Nurse leaders (n= 17) X X

Stewart et al. (2013)
[36]

UK Phenomenology Critical care nurses (n = 5) X X X

Hunter et al. (2010)
[43]

Australia Mixed methods Nurses working with older people in
long term care: (registered nurses
(n = 48) and nurse managers (n = 16))

X X X X

Van Soeren et al.
(2011) [42]

Canada Mixed methods Nurse practitioners in hospital setting
(n = 46)

X

Medicine (n = 6)

Schuster et al. (2013)
[59]

Japan and US Practice analysis Physicians in cardiovascular disease risk
factor management (n = 48 Japanese
and 53 US physicians)

X

Ball et al. (2010) [24] Australian and
New Zealand

Qualitative
description

General practice physician educators
(n = 20)

X X X X

Booij et al. (2013)
[25]

Netherlands Qualitative
description

Physicians in treatment of Huntington’s
disease (n = 15)

X

Schoenborn et al.
(2013) [35]

US Qualitative
description

Physicians during care transitions of
older adults (n = 18 physicians, 11
home healthcare administrative and
field staff, 4 social workers, 3 nurse
practitioners, 3 physician assistants,
and 1 hospital case manager)

X X

Johansen et al. (2010)
[30]

Norway Narrative
account

Physicians providing cancer care X X X

Kee et al. (2012) [39] Australia Qualitative
description

Direct observation of emergency
department consultations (n = 130 h)

X X

Occupational therapy (n = 4)

Bent et al. (2005) [13] US Practice analysis Occupational therapists (n= 2675) X X X

Dalton et al. (2013)
[27]

Canada Qualitative
description

Occupational therapists caring for
children with physical disabilities

X X

Habib et al. (2013)
[28]

Bangladesh Qualitative
description

Occupational therapists and disaster
management (n = 6)

X X

Australia Occupational therapists (n= 462) X X X
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Table 1 Summary of studies included (N = 49), categorized by health discipline and key concepts measured (Continued)

Turpin et al. (2012)
[38]

Qualitative
description

Physical therapy (n = 7)

Dimick et al. (2009)
[44]

United States,
Canada, Australia
and New Zealand

Practice analysis Physical therapists providing hand
therapy (n = 760)

X

Dockter et al. (2008)
[75]

US Practice analysis Advanced practitioners in women’s
health physical therapy (n = 176)

X

Donato et al. (2004)
[64]

US Practice analysis Physical therapists practising in primary
contact care settings (n= 119)

X

Gorman et al. (2010)
[61]

US Practice analysis Acute care physical therapists (n = 254) X X X

Perry et al. (2008) [54] US Practice analysis Neurologic physical therapists (n = 187) X X X X

Swisher et al. (2008)
[49]

US Practice analysis Cardiovascular and pulmonary physical
therapists (n = 89)

X X X

Masley et al. (2011)
[32]

US Grounded
theory

Physical therapists working in acute
care (n = 18)

X

Multidisciplinary (n = 1)

Curchoe et al. (2008)
[45]

US, Saudi Arabia
and Canada

Practice analysis Health professionals working in
infection prevention (n = 3771, 825
nurses)

X X
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and are defined as practice analysis or role delineation
studies.

Practice analysis or role delineation (n = 31)
The terms “practice analysis” and “role delineation” appear
in studies with similar goals in the literature [8, 17, 18].
They are used to signify that one does more than simply
analyze a task [18]. We observed that papers using “role
delineation” focused on differences in practice between
two complementary professions [19] or between profes-
sionals with different levels of experience [20], while stud-
ies using “practice analysis” drew a portrait of practice in
general [17, 21]. In view of the objectives of this scoping
review, the term “practice analysis” was preferred.
A common approach emerged in cross-sectional surveys

conducted for studies using practice analysis. It can be
summed up in eight steps: 1) develop a panel of experts;
2) determine the demographic variables of the population
of interest; 3) identify which practice element to describe
(e.g., roles, tasks, activities) with the help of a panel of
experts and the literature; 4) classify tasks or activities
according to the domains identified; 5) determine the
measurement scale; 6) develop the questionnaire; 7)
pre-test; and 8) conduct the survey. The steps used
vary slightly from one study to another. The statistical
methods used included descriptive or regression analysis
[7], variance analysis [19] and factor analysis [22, 23].

Qualitative methodologies (n = 16)
All the qualitative studies examined sought to describe
or explore professional practice [24–39]. For example,
Bottorff et al. [26] set out to depict the roles of nurses
involved in genetic clinical services for adults; they
used semi-structured interviews with 22 nurses across
five Canadian provinces. Other authors used a phe-
nomenological approach [34, 36], grounded theory [32]
or narrative [31].
Data collection methods varied from one study to an-

other. Some used telephone interviews with open-ended
questions [24, 26, 32], while others used face-to-face in-
dividual interviews [25, 28, 30, 32, 35, 37], focus groups
[29, 33, 36, 37], narrative [31], observation [39] or self-
administered questionnaires [38]. Sometimes multiple
data sources were used [33, 37].
Data analysis was similar in selected studies. Thematic

analysis was either inductive [24, 29, 30, 32, 33, 38] or rela-
tive to a framework [13, 34, 36, 40]. Researcher triangula-
tion was also done in certain studies [24, 29, 32, 35–38], as
was analysis validation with participants [32, 33, 37]. Finally,
for all the studies examined, data were presented by theme
or category, supported by verbatim [25, 27, 28, 32, 37], ex-
amples [31, 36] or figures [34, 36].

Mixed methods (n = 2)
Two studies were identified that used mixed methodolo-
gies [41]. Both were sequential, one exploratory [42] and
one converging [43].
Hunter and Levett-Jones [43] used a combination of

questionnaires, individual interviews and an examination
of documents explaining roles. Van Soeren et al. [42] did
the same, but began with a qualitative component (indi-
vidual interviews and focus groups) describing and clas-
sifying the activities of nurse practitioners. As for data
analysis, Hunter and Levett-Jones [43] integrated both
types of data for the analysis and presentation of results.
Van Soeren et al. [42] used quantitative data to support
data collection in the qualitative phase. For qualitative
data, content analysis was used based on a theoretical
model. Quantitative analyses were descriptive and done
so as to compare groups of activities [42, 43].

Main concepts: conceptualizing and operationalizing
professional practice
As seen in Table 1, several key concepts were used to
describe professional practice in health disciplines. Ten
studies used a more conceptual definition of professional
practice [7, 31, 44–50], while others were more oper-
ational [7, 8, 13, 17–20, 22, 23, 44–60]. As an example,
Bevans et al. [20] define clinical research nurses’ profes-
sional practice in five specific domains of activities : 1)
Study Management, Care Coordination and Continuity,
Contributing to the Science and Human Subjects Pro-
tection. Those domains allow knowing the specific activ-
ities realized by nurses. In the same way, Clark et al. [17]
give a list of more than 100 activities to describe what
nurses in palliative care do. At the opposite, Hopkins
and Irvine [29], describe professional practice of epilepsy
specialist nurses with four core values: 1) holistic care;
2) Time for patient; 3) Continuity of care and 4) Pro-
active/responsive. After reading these core values, it is
hard for the reader to clearly imagine what the nurses
do exactly with patient.
The three most relevant concepts for nursing practice

(and those most used by nursing organizations)—role, do-
main and activity—form the basis of a promising structure
for the description of professional practice. Table 2 pre-
sents the concepts we retained, their definition as under-
stood by the authors of this scoping review, and examples
from a clinical primary care context.

Professional role
Thirty studies examined sought to describe profes-
sional practice in terms of the role of professionals in
a given context [7, 8, 18, 20, 21, 24–39, 43, 45, 48, 49,
51, 55, 58, 61, 62]. However, very few studies elaborated
on what a role is, conceptually [7, 20, 31, 45, 49, 58, 62].
They focused on describing a role in terms of how it is
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defined in professional literature and the legislative frame-
work [7, 58, 62]. In quantitative and mixed-method stud-
ies, role is not measured per se. It emerges as a theme
through the description of activities, tasks or interven-
tions. It is a perceived role, rather than a role defined by a
professional practice standard.

Domain
To describe the role of professionals, fifteen authors
determined the domains in which they practise [7, 13,

22, 23, 26, 29, 38, 42, 47, 48, 50, 55, 56, 61, 63]. The
activities that comprise a practice can be found by
first establishing the domains in which a professional
practises [13]. For example, Bent et al. [13] identified five
domains in which occupational therapists practise their
profession, then set out their multiple tasks in the different
domains. In the literature review, we noticed that for the
most part domains are not evaluated directly. They are used
to explain scope of practice, but also to group the tasks, ac-
tivities or interventions comprising a professional practice.

Activity
The concept of activity is central to the description of a
professional practice. Nearly all authors, except for Ball
et al. [24], Habib et al. [28], Hopkins & Irvine [29],
Masley et al. [32] and Stewart et al. [36], describe profes-
sional roles or practices through a census of activities.
Activities [20, 44, 47, 49, 56, 59, 62] also imply interven-
tions [58, 64] and tasks [23, 30, 33, 34, 37–39, 47]. The
authors mentioned do not seem to differentiate among
the three concepts (activity, intervention, task), nor do
any provide a conceptual definition of the term they use.

Structure of professional practice
From our analysis of the literature, a pattern emerges
when describing professional practice. This pattern is
presented in Fig. 2. Most authors refer to the concepts

Table 2 Concepts, definitions and examples related to nursing
professional practice

Concepts Definitions Examples

Role Function assumed by the nurse,
modulated by professional norms,
a legislative framework, a scope of
practice and a social system.

Primary care nurses for
patients with chronic
conditions

Domain Set of activities of the same
nature requiring specific
knowledge and expertise.

Patient care management

Activity Actions undertaken by the nurse to
help a patient go from a current
state of health to the one
described in expected results.

- Providing nursing care
- Referring the patient to
community resources

- Performing intervention
plan

- Communicating with
the patient’s healthcare
providers

Fig. 2 Structure for the description of professional practice in nursing (adapted from Bent et al.) [13]
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of role, domain and activity. However, use of those con-
cepts in describing professional practice varies greatly
among authors but not necessarily among health discip-
line. Though activities are clearly identified, the concepts
of roles and professional practice are poorly defined.
There is confusion in the literature between the con-
cepts of role, activity, intervention and task.

Discussion
Methodologies used
This scoping review examined different ways of captur-
ing professional practice through research using quanti-
tative, qualitative and mixed methods. The results show
consistency in how practice is described across various
studies in specific health domains.
Practice analysis is an approach that uses cross-sectional

surveys in a specific population of professionals. This im-
plies the study of either roles, knowledge, behaviours,
skills, activities and tasks, or the interventions of this
group of professionals [51, 52, 61]. This methodology is
commonly used by bodies that grant licences to practise
[21, 44, 53–55, 61, 63]. The practice analysis perspective
provides a way to describe current large-scale practices.
The descriptive data so generated can contribute to the
development of a theoretical practice framework [13, 21].
However, sampling methods as well as low response rates
may limit the generalization of results [18] and can lead to
under- or over-reporting certain activities [65]. Finally, the
greatest challenge of practice analysis is to find strategies
to ensure an acceptable response rate [66].
In contrast, using qualitative methodology to describe

professional practice allows an in-depth description of a
practice, in a natural clinical setting, from the perspective
of professionals. The use of various data sources enhances
the description and improves the validity of the results pre-
sented. In some cases, the qualitative data generated enable
the construction or validation of a model describing profes-
sional practice [29, 31, 32, 34–37]. Qualitative methodology
provides a more inductive description of professional prac-
tice. However, the results make it difficult to implement
recommendations for practice as a whole, because the con-
cepts used are specific to a unique context of practice.
Mixed-method design brings comprehensiveness, depth

and richness to the description of professional practice
[41]. The qualitative and quantitative data generated by
the different phases are complementary. Quantitative de-
scriptions provide an overall view of practice by describing
professional activities in terms of proportion and fre-
quency. Qualitative descriptions provide depth and high-
light the various points of view of the actors concerned.
However, conducting mixed-method research can be
time-consuming, and tends to require multiple financial
and professional resources [41].

Depending on their specific objective, it is up to re-
searchers to choose the method that is best suited to their
research question. The mixed-method design seems an
interesting approach that contributes richness and com-
plementarity to the description.

Main concepts and structure used to describe
professional practice
We found that how the concept of role is envisioned can
be compared to the conclusions of Biddle [67], Biddle
and Thomas [68], Meleis [69], Roch and Ouellet [70]
and O’Rourke [5]. Biddle and Thomas [68] argued that,
conceptually, a role is a function taken or assumed by a
person, supported by an ensemble of norms that define
what the behaviour of that person must be in that pos-
ition [67, 68]. This approach is also taken by Meleis [69],
who adds that a role is created by knowledge linked to
the profession and by interactions among actors in a so-
cial system. Both explanations are along the same lines
as Roch and Ouellet [70] and O’Rourke [5], who explain
that a role is a function modulated by the legislative
framework of the profession, the practice area, training,
specificities of the patients cared for, and organizational
expectations in the practice setting [5, 70]. Such a role
can be defined by the activities assumed by one person,
modulated by professional norms, a legislative frame-
work, a scope of practice and a social system. That is the
definition we have chosen to use.
We found that to define roles or to characterize a profes-

sional practice, activities must be described and organized
on the basis of different domains [7, 8, 13, 18, 20, 26, 34,
44, 49, 50, 55, 56, 62]. A domain represents the scope of a
professional’s role [26]. For nurses, the domain of prac-
tice generally consists of evaluating health condition,
determining and ensuring nursing care and treatment
plan, and providing nursing and medical care and treat-
ment in order to maintain and restore the health of a
human being [4].
Creating a domain allows us to group activities. How-

ever, it seems apparent that the concepts of activity and
task coincide with the concept of intervention reported
by Gordon [71], Sidani & Braden [72] and Burns &
Grove [73]. Specifically, Gordon [71] explains that an
intervention is an action undertaken by the nurse to
help a patient go from a current state of health to the
one desired [71]. Sidani & Braden [72] add that an inter-
vention refers to a treatment, therapy, procedure or action
carried out by a professional for a client in a specific
situation. Finally, Burns & Grove [73] add that this can be
an activity. In light of the literature reviewed and the
theoretical currents cited, we conclude that the concepts
of activity, intervention and task are synonymous. The
concept of activity is used from here on.
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This hierarchical representation of professional prac-
tice extracted from our analysis of the studies is similar
to that presented by the National Board for Certification
in Occupational Therapy [74] and used by Bent et al.
[13]. The latter propose a model on which to structure
professional practice [13]. This model, adapted to the
findings of the present review, is particularly appropriate
for the nursing profession. It suggests a general structure
for future descriptions of nursing practice, regardless of
context of practice. This implies that professional prac-
tice should be defined by domains with which activities
are associated. Bent et al. [13] also suggest that know-
ledge should also be part of this structure, since it is
required for the completion of activities in each domain.
Our study allowed us to improve on the model proposed
by Bent et al. [13] by recognizing the conceptual nature
of the notions of role and domain, while also showing
that what gets measured in a clinical setting are activities.
Bent et al. [13] recognized the crucial presence of specific
knowledge for each activity. In addition to knowledge, it
have been found in literature that skills, attitudes, respon-
sibilities and context of practice all have an impact on the
performance of activities and on the quality of that
performance [18, 21, 44, 51–55, 58, 61, 63, 64, 75]. These
elements enrich the description of practice and were
added to the model proposed by Bent et al. [13] as
seen in Fig. 2.
The most important contribution of this review for the

nursing profession is a comprehensive and innovative
way to describe professional practice. Nursing practice
covers a large number of roles, domains and activities.
This vast range of possibilities poses a significant barrier
to developing a comprehensive description of the reality
of nursing practice. The evidence-based, hierarchical
structure proposed will advance the description of profes-
sional practice and contribute knowledge based on similar
concepts. This will help in comparing, evaluating and
reporting domains and activities in different contexts of
care in comparable countries. The ultimate outcome
could be a uniform comprehension of nursing expertise
and its emerging contribution to health care.

Strengths and limitations
This scoping review allowed us to report and better
understand different ways of describing professional
practice in the health-related literature through the con-
cepts of roles, domains and activities. Despite rigorous
analysis and the synthesis process used, certain limita-
tions must be considered. First, the selection and ana-
lysis of articles were done by the primary author only;
however, the selection criteria were respected rigorously
and analysis was done systematically following Arksey &
O’Malley’s five-stage approach [15]. Also, the process
described in this paper is sufficiently transparent to

allow the research to be replicated. Second, the quality
of the articles examined was not evaluated, save for the
“peer-reviewed” criterion. However, the main objective
of this review was to report methodologies and concepts
used to describe professional practice, not to conduct a
synthesis of their results, as would be required in a
systematic review [76]. Also, certain health disciplines
were not included in the literature review. Nonetheless,
given the number of papers included and the similarities
in the descriptions of practice, a certain consistency in
language is apparent. Most of the studies examined were
from the field of nursing. This indicates a common
structure in the nursing literature that points toward a
certain consensus.

Conclusion
In nursing, as in other health professions, professional
practice is a complex concept linking practice standards,
performance standards and deontological values [3, 5, 70].
In all the disciplines, study authors claim to be describing
a professional practice, but rarely do they do so thor-
oughly. Describing activities grouped into various domains
does not equate to describing a professional practice, but
only one or another of its components. Compared to
other professions, the scope of practice in nursing is large
and multifaceted [3, 6]. The structure presented in this
scoping review will enable the accurate description of all
domains in which nurses practise along with the activities
they perform. Future descriptions should consider the
conceptual and operational definition of roles. To provide
an accurate picture of the complexity and richness of
nursing expertise, activities performed must be clearly
identified and integrated into practice domains. To ensure
understanding of the descriptions provided, it is essential
to provide a faithful depiction of the context of nursing
practice. Ideally, any description of practice must be
supported by a clear schematic representation of the
author’s perception of professional practice.

Additional file

Additional file 1: Detailed search strategy. (DOCX 18 kb)

Authors’ contributions
All authors meet the criteria for authorship and have approved the final article.
MEP was responsible for the conception, design, data collection, data analysis
and drafting of the manuscript. MCC, MF and FG contributed substantially to
every step of the scoping review and the drafting of the manuscript.

Data sharing statement
We are willing to share our raw data either on request or through a repository
once the funding institutions have agreed to do so.

Funding
This research was done in the course of the first author’s doctoral studies.
She received funding from Canadian Institutes of Health Services Research,
Fond de recherche en Santé du Québec, Quebec Nursing Intervention

Poitras et al. BMC Nursing  (2016) 15:31 Page 10 of 12

dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12912-016-0154-6


Network, and the Transdisciplinary Understanding and Training on Research
on Primary Health Care Program.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no conflict of interest.

Ethical approval
Not applicable.

Author details
1Faculté de médecine et des sciences de la santé, Université de Sherbrooke,
Québec, Canada. 2Département des sciences de la santé, Université du
Québec à Chicoutimi, Québec, Canada. 3Centre intégré universitaire de santé
et de services sociaux du Saguenay-Lac-Saint-Jean, Hôpital de Chicoutimi,
305, Saint-Vallier, Chicoutimi G7H 5H6, Québec, Canada.

Received: 26 November 2015 Accepted: 17 May 2016

References

References with an * are those included in the scoping review.
1. Girard F, Linton N, Besner J. Professional practice in pursing: a framework.

Nurs Leadersh. 2005;18:1–8.
2. Hoffart N, Woods CQ. Elements of a nursing professional practice model.

J Prof Nurs. 1996;12:354–64.
3. American Nurses Association. Nursing's social policy statement: The essence

of the profession. Nursesbooks. org. 2010.
4. Canadian Nurses Association. Framework for the Practice of Registered

Nurses in Canada. Ottawa: Canadian Nurses Association.2007. https://www.
cna-aiic.ca/~/media/cna/page-content/pdf-en/framework-for-the-pracice-of-
registered-nurses-in-canada.pdf?la=en.

5. O’Rourke MW. Rebuilding a professional practice model: the return of role-
based practice accountability. Nurs Adm Q. 2003;27:95–105.

6. Ordre des infirmières et infirmiers du Québec (Internet). Le champ d’exercice
et les activités réservées des infirmières. Montreal. 2013 (cited 2016 May 20).
Available from http://www.oiiq.org/pratique-infirmiere/champ-dexercice-et-
activites-reservees.

7. Gardner G, Chang AM, Duffield C, Doubrovsky A. Delineating the practice
profile of advanced practice nursing: a cross-sectional survey using the
modified strong model of advanced practice. J Adv Nurs. 2013;69:1931–42*.

8. Reuter-Rice K. Acute care pediatric nurse practitioner: a practice analysis
study. J Pediatr Health Care. 2013;27:410–8*.

9. Henderson J, Koehne K, Verrall C, Gebbie K, Fuller J. How is primary health
care conceptualised in nursing in Australia? a review of the literature. J Pediatr
Health Care. 2014;22:337–51.

10. Halcomb EJ, Salamonson Y, Davidson PM, Kaur R, Young SA. The evolution
of nursing in Australian general practice: a comparative analysis of workforce
surveys ten years on. BMC Fam Pract. 2014;15:52.

11. Lukewich J, Edge DS, Vandenkerkhof E, Tranmer J. Nursing contributions to
chronic disease management in primary care. J Nurs Adm. 2014;44:103–10.

12. Phillips K, Wood F, Kinnersley P. Tackling obesity: the challenge of obesity
management for practice nurses in primary care. Fam Pract. 2014;31:51–9.

13. Bent MA, Crist PA, Florey L, Strickland LR. A practice analysis of occupational
therapy and impact on certification examination. OTJR. 2005;25:105–8*.

14. Grimshaw J. A knowledge synthseis chapter. Ottawa: University of Ottawa; 2010.
http://www.cihr-irsc.gc.ca/e/documents/knowledge_synthesis_chapter_e.pdf.
Accessed 29 Apr 2016.

15. Arksey H, O’Malley L. Scoping studies: towards a methodological framework.
Int J Soc Res Methodol. 2005;8:19–32.

16. Brien SE, Lorenzetti DL, Lewis S, Kennedy J, Ghali WA. Overview of a formal
scoping review on health system report cards. Implement Sci. 2010;5:1–12.

17. Clark J, Berry P, Mcsteen K, Fabrey L. Reviewing and revising the blueprint
for the advanced practice hospice and palliative nurse certification examination:
a national practice analysis. J Hosp Palliat Nurs. 2009;11:362–9*.

18. Strasser PB, Maher HK, Knuth G, Fabrey LJ. Occupational health nursing:
2004 practice analysis report. AAOHN J. 2006;54:14–23*.

19. Garbin MG, Chmielewski CM. Job analysis and role delineation: LPN/lvns
and hemodialysis technicians. Nephrol Nurs J. 2013;40:225–40*.

20. Bevans M, Hastings C, Wehrlen L, Cusack G, Matlock AM, Miller-Davis C, et
al. Defining clinical research nursing practice: results of a role delineation
study. Clin Transl Sci. 2011;4:421–7*.

21. Baghi H, Panniers TL, Smolenski MC. Description of practice as an ambulatory
care nurse: psychometric properties of a practice-analysis survey. J Nurs Meas.
2007;15:62–76*.

22. Ramirez E. Psychometric Testing: Nurse Practitioner Treatment Competency
Instrument (NPTCI) As Applied In Advanced Emergency Practice [e-book].
Texas Woman's University; 2006*

23. Ramirez EG, Tart K, Malecha A. Developing nurse practitioner treatment
competencies in emergency care settings. Adv Emerg Nurs J. 2006;28:
346–59*.

24. Ball LE, Hughes RM, Leveritt MD. Nutrition in general practice: role and
workforce preparation expectations of medical educators. Aust J Prim
Health. 2010;16:304–10*.

25. Booij SJ, Engberts DP, Rödig V, Tibben A. A plea for end-of-life discussions
with patients suffering from Huntington’s disease: the role of the physician.
J Med Ethics. 2013;39:621–4*.

26. Bottorff JL, Mccullum M, Balneaves LG, Esplen MJ, Carroll J, Kelly M, et al.
Establishing roles in genetic nursing: interviews with canadian nurses. CJNR.
2005;37:96–115*.

27. Dalton C, Hoyt-Hallett G. Enablement through provision of assistive technology:
case reports of two children with physical disabilities. Br J Occup Ther. 2013;76:
108–1*.

28. Habib M, Uddin J, Rahman SU, Jahan N, Akter S. Occupational therapy role
in disaster management in Bangladesh. WFOT Bulletin. 2013;68:33–7*.

29. Hopkins J, Irvine F. Qualitative insights into the role and practice of
epilepsy specialist nurses in England: a focus group study. J Adv Nurs.
2012;68:2443–53*.

30. Johansen ML, Holtedahl KA, Rudeback CE. A doctor close at hand: How GPs
view their role in cancer care. Scand J Prim Health Care. 2010;28:249–55*.

31. Kucera K, Higgins I, Mcmillan M. Advanced nursing practice: a futures model
derived from narrative analysis of nurses’ stories. Aust J Adv Nurs. 2010;27:43–53*.

32. Masley PM, Havrilko C, Mahnensmith M, Aubert M, Jette D. Physical therapist
practice in the acute care setting: a qualitative study. Phys Ther. 2011;91:906–19*.

33. Poghosyan L, Poghosyan H, Berlin K, Truzyan N, Danielyan L, Khourshudyan
K. Nursing practice in a post-Soviet country from the perspectives of Armenian
nurses: a qualitative exploratory study. J Clin Nurs. 2012;21:2599–608*.

34. Salmela S, Eriksson K, Fagerström L. Leading change: a three-dimensional
model of nurse leaders’ main tasks and roles during a change process.
J Adv Nurs. 2012;68:423–33*.

35. Schoenborn NL, Arbaje AI, Eubank KJ, Maynor K, Carrese JA. Clinician roles
and responsibilities during care transitions of older adults. J Am Geriatr Soc.
2013;61:231–6*.

36. Stewart L, Rae A. Critical care nurses’ understanding of the NHS knowledge
and skills framework : an interpretative phenomenological analysis. Nurs Crit
Care. 2013;18:23–31*.

37. Susilo AP, Van Dalen J, Scherpbier A, Tanto S, Yuhanti P, Ekawati N. Nurses’
roles in informed consent in a hierarchical and communal context. Nurs Ethics.
2013;20:413–25*.

38. Turpin M, Rodger S, Hall A. Occupational therapy students’ perceptions of
occupational therapy. Aust Occup Ther J. 2012;59:367–74*.

39. Kee R, Knott J, Dreyfus S, Lederman R, Milton S, Joe K. One hundred tasks
an hour: an observational study of emergency department consultant
activities. Emerg Med Australas. 2012;24:294–302*.

40. Youngman S. The developing role of the renal diabetes nurse. EDTNA-ERCA
J. 2004;30:169–72.

41. Creswell JW. Designing and conducting mixed methods research. 2nd ed.
Thousand Oaks: Sage; 2011.

42. Van Soeren M, Reeves SC. The role of nurse practitioners in hospital settings:
implications for interprofessional practice. J Interprof Care. 2011;25:245–51*.

43. Hunter S, Levett-Jones T. The practice of nurses working with older people
in long term care: an Australian perspective. J Clin Nurs. 2010;19:527–36*.

44. Dimick M, Caro C, Kasch M, Muenzen P, Fullenwider L, Taylor P, et al. 2008
practice analysis study of hand therapy. J Hand Ther. 2009;22:361–75*.

45. Curchoe R, Fabrey L, Leblanc M. The changing role of infection prevention
practice as documented by the certification board of infection control and
epidemiology practice analysis survey. Am J Infect Control. 2008;36:241–9*.

46. Muckle TJ, Plaus KA, Henderson J, Waters E. Professional practice analysis:
determining job relatedness of the Certification Examination for Nurse
Anesthetists. J Nurs Regul. 2012;3:55–61*.

Poitras et al. BMC Nursing  (2016) 15:31 Page 11 of 12

https://www.cna-aiic.ca/~/media/cna/page-content/pdf-en/framework-for-the-pracice-of-registered-nurses-in-canada.pdf?la=en
https://www.cna-aiic.ca/~/media/cna/page-content/pdf-en/framework-for-the-pracice-of-registered-nurses-in-canada.pdf?la=en
https://www.cna-aiic.ca/~/media/cna/page-content/pdf-en/framework-for-the-pracice-of-registered-nurses-in-canada.pdf?la=en
http://www.oiiq.org/pratique-infirmiere/champ-dexercice-et-activites-reservees
http://www.oiiq.org/pratique-infirmiere/champ-dexercice-et-activites-reservees
http://www.cihr-irsc.gc.ca/e/documents/knowledge_synthesis_chapter_e.pdf


47. Ortelli TA. Defining the professional responsibilities of academic nurse
educators: the results of a national practice analysis. Nurs Educ Perspect.
2006;27:242–6*.

48. Shuriquie M, While A, Fitzpatrick J. Nursing work in Jordan: an example of
nursing work in the Middle East. J Clin Nurs. 2008;17:999–1010*.

49. Swisher AK, Sciaky A, Campbell AA, Lowman JD. Cardiovascular and
pulmonary physical therapy specialty practice: determining the current
status. Cardiopulm Phys Ther J. 2008;19:11–6*.

50. Willens JS, Depascale C, Penny J. Role delineation study for the American
Society for Pain Management Nursing. Pain Manag Nurs. 2010;11:68–75*.

51. Brown CG, Cantril C, Mcmullen L, Barkley DL, Dietz M, Murphy CM, et al.
Oncology nurse navigator role delineation study. Clin J Oncol Nurs.
2012;16:581–5*.

52. Long DA, Young J, Rickard CM, Mitchell ML. Analysing the role of the PICU
nurse to guide education of new graduate nurses. Nurse Educ Today. 2013;
33:388–95*.

53. Berger NK, Carr JJ, Erickson J, Gourash WF, Muenzen P, Smolenak L, et al.
Path to bariatric nurse certification: the practice analysis. Surg For Obes
Relat Dis. 2010;6:399–407*.

54. Perry SB, Rauk RP, McCarthy A, Milidonis MK. Competency-based validation
of neurologic specialty practice. J Neurol Phys Ther. 2008;32:62–9*.

55. Webb LC, Hallas M. 2007 legal nurse consultant practice analysis. J Leg Nurs
Consult. 2008;19:7*.

56. Feltovich F, Fabrey LJ. The current practice of infection prevention as
demonstrated by the practice analysis survey of the Certification Board of
Infection Control and Epidemiology Inc. Am J Infect Control. 2010;38:784–8*.

57. Rice MJ, Moller MD, Depascale C, Skinner L. APNA and ANCC collaboration:
achieving consensus on future credentialing for advanced practice psychiatric
and mental health nursing. J Am Psychiat Nurs Assoc. 2007;13:153–9*.

58. Roberts D, Hughes M. What Do orthopaedic nurses Do?: implications of the
role delineation study for certification. Orthop Nurs. 2013;32:198–206*.

59. Schuster RJ, Ye Z, Ogunmoroti O, Terwoord N, Ellison S, Akira F, et al.
Physician cardiovascular disease risk factor management: practice analysis in
Japan versus the USA. Qual Prim Care. 2013;21:51–60*.

60. Takesuye R, Brethauer S, Thiringer JK, Riffenburgh RH, Johnstone PAS. Practice
analysis: techniques of head and neck surgeons and general surgeons
performing thyroidectomy for cancer. Qual Manag Health Care. 2006;15:257–62.

61. Gorman SL, Hakim EW, Johnson W, Bose S, Harris KS, Crist MH, et al. Nationwide
acute care physical therapist practice analysis identifies knowledge, skills, and
behaviors that reflect acute care practice. Phys Ther. 2010;90:1453–67*.

62. Pellino TA, Willens JS, Polomano RC, Heye ML. The American Society of Pain
Management nurses role-delineation study. Orthop Nurs. 2003;22:289–97*.

63. Muckle TJ, Apatov NM, Plaus K. Guest editorial. A report on the CCNA 2007
professional practice analysis. AANA J. 2009;77:181–9*.

64. Donato EB, Duvall RE, Godges JJ, Zimmerman GJ, Greathouse DG. Practice
analysis: defining the clinical practice of primary contact physical therapy.
J Orthop Sports Phys Ther. 2004;34:284–304*.

65. Blais A, Durand, C. Le Sondage. Recherche Sociale : La problématique de la
collecte des données. 3rd ed: Québec. Presses de l'Université du Québec:
2007.

66. Dillman D. Mail and internet Survey’s : the tailored desing method. New
York: Wiley; 2000.

67. Biddle BJ. Recent development in role theory. Annu Rev Sociol. 1986;12:67–92.
68. Biddle J, Thomas E. Role theory : concepts and research. New York, London,

Sydney: Wiley; 1966.
69. Meleis AI. Role insufficiency and role supplementation: a conceptual framework.

Nurs Res. 1975;24:264–71.
70. Roch G, Ouellet N. Approches stratégiques pour situer les rôles en pratique

infirmières avancées au Québec. L’infirmière clinicienne. 2010;7:7–17.
71. Gordon M. Nursing diagnosis; process and application. 3e ed. St-Louis. 1994.
72. Sidani S, Braden J. Design, evaluation, and translation of nursing interventions.

Oxford: Wiley; 2011.
73. Burns N, Grove S. The practice of nursing research: conduct, critique, and

utilization. St-Louis, Missouri. 2005.

74. National Board for Certification in Occupational Therapy Inc. National study
of occupational therapy practice: final report. New York: Professional Examination
Service; 1998.

75. Dockter M, Abraham K, Coe JB, Boissonnault J. Technical report of specialty
practice in women’s health physical therapy. J Womens Health Phys Therap.
2008;32:12–25*.

76. Coad JE, Shaw KL. Is children’s choice in health care rhetoric or reality?
a scoping review. J Adv Nurs. 2008;64:318–27.

•  We accept pre-submission inquiries 

•  Our selector tool helps you to find the most relevant journal

•  We provide round the clock customer support 

•  Convenient online submission

•  Thorough peer review

•  Inclusion in PubMed and all major indexing services 

•  Maximum visibility for your research

Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central 
and we will help you at every step:

Poitras et al. BMC Nursing  (2016) 15:31 Page 12 of 12


	Abstract
	Background
	Methods
	Results
	Conclusions

	Background
	Method
	Design
	Stage 1: Identifying the research question
	Stage 2: Identifying relevant studies
	Stage 3: Selecting studies
	Quality appraisal
	Stage 4: Charting data

	Results
	Research methods used to describe professional practice quantitative methodologies (n = 31)
	Practice analysis or role delineation (n = 31)
	Qualitative methodologies (n = 16)
	Mixed methods (n = 2)
	Main concepts: conceptualizing and operationalizing professional practice
	Professional role
	Domain
	Activity
	Structure of professional practice

	Discussion
	Methodologies used
	Main concepts and structure used to describe professional practice
	Strengths and limitations

	Conclusion
	Additional file
	Authors’ contributions
	Data sharing statement
	Funding
	Competing interests
	Ethical approval
	Author details
	References
	References with an * are those included in the scoping review.

