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INTRODUCTION:
UNDERSTANDING
THE HEART OF
MODERN NURSING

The practice of nursing
h a s  a l w a y s  b e e n
d e e p l y  r o o t e d  i n
compassion,  empathy,
a n d  t h e  h u m a n
connection  between
caregiver  and  patient.
Yet, for many decades,
the healthcare industry
leaned  heavily  toward
a  biomedical,  task-

o r i e n t e d  m o d e l ,
focusing  primarily  on
curing  diseases  rather
than  caring  for  the
whole  person.  Amidst
this shift, one visionary
figure  emerged  to
bring the soul back into
nurs ing:  Dr.  Jean
W a t s o n .  H e r
groundbreaking  work,
k n o w n  a s  J e a n
Watson  nurs ing
theory  philosophy
a n d  s c i e n c e  o f
c a r i n g ,  h a s
t rans fo rmed  how
nurses  around  the
w o r l d  v i e w  t h e i r
profession. Rather than
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seeing  nursing  merely
as  a  series  of  clinical
procedures,  Watson’s
theory elevates it to a
deeply  philosophical
and  scientific  practice
centered on authentic,
transpersonal  caring
relationships.
In  this  article,  we will
explore the essence of
Watson’s  theory,  its
core concepts, the ten
carative  factors  (now
c a l l e d  c a r i t a s
processes),  and  how
this framework applies
to  modern  nursing
practice.  Whether  you
are a nursing student,
an  educa to r ,  o r  a
seasoned  practitioner,
understanding  the
science of caring can
deepen  your  practice
and  enhance  patient
outcomes.

THE ORIGINS AND
DEVELOPMENT OF
WATSON’S

THEORY

J e a n  W a t s o n ,  a
distinguished  nurse
theorist, professor, and
author,  first  published
her theory in  the late
1970s.  She  developed
the  philosophy  and
science of caring  as
a  response  to  the
dehumanizing  trends
s h e  o b s e r v e d  i n
healthcare.  Watson
believed that caring is
the essence of nursing
and  that  it  must  be
grounded  in  bo th
philosophical  inquiry
and  empirical  science.
Her work draws heavily
f r o m  e x i s t e n t i a l
p h e n o m e n o l o g y ,
Eastern  and  Western
spiritual traditions, and
t h e  h u m a n i s t i c
psychology  of  Carl
Rogers  and  Abraham
Maslow. Watson argues
that caring is not just a
feeling  but  a  moral
i dea l  t ha t  can  be
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studied, practiced, and
measured.  Over  the
years,  her  theory  has
e v o l v e d ,  a n d  t h e
original  ten  carative
factors  were  later
refined  into  ten
caritas  processes—a
more  contemporary
a n d  a c t i o n a b l e
framework.

CORE CONCEPTS
OF THE THEORY

To  fully  grasp  Jean
Watson  nurs ing
theory  philosophy
a n d  s c i e n c e  o f
caring,  it  is  essential
to  unders tand  i t s
foundational  concepts.
These  inc lude  the
transpersonal  caring
relationship, the caring
m o m e n t ,  a n d  t h e
caritas  processes.

Transpers

onal
Caring
Relations
hip
A t  t h e  h e a r t  o f
Watson’s theory is the
transpersonal caring
relationship.  This
g o e s  b e y o n d  t h e
superficial  interaction
between  nurse  and
patient.  It  involves  a
d e e p ,  a u t h e n t i c
connection  where  the
n u r s e  e n t e r s  t h e
subjective world of the
patient,  honoring their
humanity,  values,  and
exper iences.  This
relationship is not one-
sided;  it  is  a  mutual,
i n t e r s u b j e c t i v e
exchange that  can be
transformative for both
parties.
In  a  transpersonal
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caring  moment,  the
nurse  is  fully  present,
a t t e n t i v e ,  a n d
in ten t i ona l .  Th i s
presence  allows  the
nurse  to  perceive  the
patient  as  a  whole
b e i n g ,  n o t  j u s t  a
c o l l e c t i o n  o f
symptoms.

The
Caring
Moment
The caring moment is
the instance when the
nurse  and  pat ient
come  together  in  a
shared  experience  of
c a r i n g .  W a t s o n
emphasizes that every
moment  in  cl inical
pract ice  holds  the
potential  for  a  caring
encounter. Even a brief
interaction—a touch, a
w o r d  o f
encouragement,  a

gent le  gaze—can
become a sacred space
of  healing.  The caring
moment  transcends
t i m e  a n d  s p a c e ,
creating  a  field  of
e n e r g y  t h a t  c a n
promote  health  and
well-being.

The Ten
Caritas
Processes
Originally,  Watson
identified  ten  carative
factors that served as
a  guide  for  nursing
practice.  In  her  later
work,  she  renamed
t h e m  c a r i t a s
processes  to  reflect  a
more  heart-centered,
loving approach. These
processes  are  the
practical application of
h e r  t h e o r y .  T h e y
include:

Practicing1.
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loving-
kindness and
equanimity for
self and others.
Being2.
authentically
present and
enabling faith,
hope, and inner-
subjective depth.
Cultivating3.
one’s own
spiritual
practices and
transpersonal
self, going
beyond ego.
Developing and4.
sustaining a
helping-
trusting,
authentic
caring
relationship.
Being present5.
to, and
supportive of,
the expression
of positive and
negative
feelings.
Creative use of6.

self and all
ways of
knowing as part
of the caring
process.
Engaging in7.
genuine
teaching-
learning
experiences
that address the
individual’s
needs and
readiness.
Creating a8.
healing
environment at
all levels
(physical,
mental, social,
spiritual).
Administering9.
sacred nursing
acts by tending
to basic human
needs with
dignity.
Opening and10.
attending to
existential,
spiritual, and
mysterious



6

6 Jean Watson Nursing Theory Philosophy
And Science Of Caring

2024-01-27

dimensions of
life and death.

Each caritas process is
a call to action, inviting
nurses to move beyond
routine tasks and into a
d e e p e r ,  m o r e
meaningful practice.

THE SCIENCE OF
CARING: BRIDGING
ART AND
EVIDENCE

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
powerful  aspects  of
Jean Watson nursing
theory  philosophy
a n d  s c i e n c e  o f
caring is its insistence
that caring is  both an
art  and  a  sc ience.
Watson  argues  that
caring  can  be  studied
systematically  through
q u a l i t a t i v e  a n d
quantitative  research.
F o r  e x a m p l e ,
researchers  have
explored  how  caring
behav iors  impact
patient  satisfaction,

pain  management,
anxiety reduction,  and
even  physiological
outcomes  such  as
blood  pressure  and
immune  function.
The science of caring
involves  developing
theories,  models,  and
methods  that  validate
caring as  a  legitimate
field of inquiry. Watson
herself  founded  the
Watson Caring Science
I n s t i t u t e ,  w h i c h
promotes  education,
research,  and practice
g r o u n d e d  i n  h e r
ph i losophy.  Many
nursing  schools  now
incorporate her theory
into their curricula, and
hospitals have adopted
caring-based models to
i m p r o v e  p a t i e n t
experience  and  staff
well-being.

APPLICATION IN
CLINICAL
PRACTICE
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How  does  this  theory
translate into everyday
nurs ing  care?  The
ph i losophy  and
science  of  caring  is
not an abstract ideal; it
offers  concrete
strategies  for  practice.

Creating
a Healing
Environm
ent
Nurses using Watson’s
framework  prioritize
t h e  p h y s i c a l  a n d
e m o t i o n a l
environment.  This
might  mean  adjusting
l ight ing  to  reduce
s t r e s s ,  p l a y i n g
soothing  music,  or
ensu r ing  p r i vacy
d u r i n g  i n t i m a t e
procedures. Small acts
like  offering  a  warm
blanket  or  holding  a

patient’s hand during a
difficult  moment
become  meaningful
caring  moments.

Authentic
Presence
In  a  busy  healthcare
setting,  it  is  easy  to
r u s h  t h r o u g h
interactions.  Watson
encourages  nurses  to
slow down and be fully
present.  This  means
l i s ten ing  w i thout
interrupting,  making
e y e  c o n t a c t ,  a n d
acknowledging  the
patient’s  feelings.
Authentic  presence
signals  to  the  patient
that they are valued as
a  human  being,  not
just a case number.

Integratin
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g Caritas
Processes
into Daily

Work
For  example,  a  nurse
might  practice the first
c a r i t a s
p r o c e s s — l o v i n g -
k i n d n e s s  a n d
equanimity—by  taking
a  few  deep  breaths
before  enter ing  a
patient’s  room.  This
calms the nurse’s own
energy  and  sets  a
compassionate  tone.
Another  nurse  might
a p p l y  t h e  e i g h t h
process by rearranging
the  patient’s  room  to
inc lude  pe r sona l
p h o t o s  o r  a
comfortable  chair,
c r e a t i n g  a  m o r e
h e a l i n g
environment .

IMPACT ON
NURSING
EDUCATION AND
LEADERSHIP

Watson’s  theory  has
h a d  p r o f o u n d
implications  beyond
direct  patient  care.  In
nursing  education,  it
has  inspired  curricula
t h a t  e m p h a s i z e
reflective practice, self-
care ,  and  ho l i s t ic
approaches.  Students
are taught to cultivate
self-awareness  and  to
see  caring  as  a  core
competency,  not  an
optional  add-on.
Nurse  leaders  and
administrators  have
also  embraced  the
phi losophy.  Many
h e a l t h c a r e
organizations  now
implement  caring
science frameworks to
guide  policy,  reduce
burnout,  and  improve
retention.  When  staff
feel cared for, they are
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better  able  to  extend
authent i c  care  to
patients.  Watson’s
theory  argues  that
caring for the caregiver
is just as important as
caring for the patient.

CRITIQUES AND
EVOLUTIONS OF
THE THEORY

No theory is without its
c r i t i q u e s .  S o m e
scholars  argue  that
Watson’s work is overly
abstract and difficult to
operationalize  in  fast-
paced ,  resource -
constrained  settings.
Others note that it may
not  fully  account  for
cultural  differences  or
t h e  r e a l i t i e s  o f
understaffed  units.
However,  Watson  and
her  fol lowers  have
r e s p o n d e d  b y
developing  practical
too ls ,  such  as  the
Caring  Assessment
Tool  and  the  Caring

Factor Survey, which
allow for measurement
a n d  a p p l i c a t i o n .
M o r e o v e r ,  a s
healthcare continues to
grapple with issues of
b u r n o u t ,
depersonalization,  and
patient  dissatisfaction,
Watson’s  emphasis  on
humanity  becomes
increasingly  relevant.
The  theory  has  also
evolved  to  integrate
c o n c e p t s  f r o m
quantum  phys ics ,
chaos  theory,  and
spirituality,  widening
its  scope  and  depth.
The  Unitary  Caring
Science  paradigm,  a
later  development  by
Watson, situates caring
within a larger context
o f  u n i v e r s a l
consciousness  and
interconnectedness.

RELEVANCE IN
TODAY’S
HEALTHCARE
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LANDSCAPE

In an era of electronic
h e a l t h  r e c o r d s ,
productivity  metrics,
and cost  containment,
the  Jean  Watson
n u r s i n g  t h e o r y
ph i losophy  and
science  of  caring
stands  as  a  powerful
reminder of what truly
matters .  Pat ients
consistently rate caring
behaviors—kindness,
respect,  listening—as
a m o n g  t h e  m o s t
important  aspects  of
their care. Nurses who
practice from a caring
science  perspective
repor t  h igher  j ob
satisfaction,  lower
b u r n o u t ,  a n d  a
st ronger  sense  o f
purpose.
Fur thermore ,  the
COVID-19  pandemic
u n d e r s c o r e d  t h e
critical need for caring
connections.  When
families  could  not  be

p r e s e n t ,  n u r s e s
became  the  primary
source of comfort and
human touch. Watson’s
theory  prov ided  a
f r a m e w o r k  f o r
m a i n t a i n i n g
compassionate  care
even  under  extreme
duress.

CONCLUSION: A
TIMELESS
PHILOSOPHY FOR
A HEALING
PROFESSION

The  legacy  of  Jean
Watson ’ s  wo rk  i s
u n d e n i a b l e .  H e r
nurs ing  theory,
phi losophy,  and
science  of  caring
have  redefined  what  it
means to be a nurse.
By centering caring as
the moral foundation of
the profession, she has
empowered  countless
practitioners  to  find
meaning in their  work
a n d  t o  h o n o r  t h e
d i g n i t y  o f  e v e r y
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patient.  As  healthcare
continues  to  evolve,
t h e  p r i n c i p l e s  o f
transpersonal  caring,
authentic  presence,
and  loving-kindness
remain as vital as ever.

For those who seek to
practice  nursing  not
just as a job but as a
ca l l ing ,  Watson’s
theory  offers  both  a
compass  and  a  heart.


