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Introduction

Although the physical ability of human beings de-
clines with age, mental ability is considered to devel-
op throughout life (Erikson, 1963, 1982 ; Havighurst,
1953 ; Levinson, 1978 ; Okadou, 1987 ; Okamoto, 1985,
1986, 1994, 1999 ; Hamachek, 1990 ; Franz & White,
1958). Professional activities are considered to be
based upon practical abilities which are thought to
develop with experience (Baltes, 1987). Thus, the
ability of clinical nurses is thought to develop with
experience.

A pioneering study on the development of clinical
nursing ability of nurses was done by Benner (1984).
She claimed that practical nursing ability develops with
experience in a stepwise manner : (1) “novice,” (2) “ad-
vanced beginner,” (3) “competent,” (4) “proficient,”
and (5) “expert.” She stated that the development from
“competent” to “proficient” was achieved not by the
length of the experience but by its quality. A number
of studies support prove her conclusion. There are also
some reports indicating that life experiences other than
nursing practice influence development as nurses.

This review will introduce and discuss papers on
the development of practical clinical nursing ability
published over 10 years. Some papers published before
this period are also included when relevant. The
present review consists of three parts : 1) studies on the
development of human experiences and mental ability ;
2) studies on practical clinical nursing ability; 3)
studies on experiences and the development of clinical

nursing ability. The present review will show that not

only clinical experiences but also life experiences
influence practical development of the clinical nursing
ability.

1. Studies on the development of human expe-
riences and mental ability

Knowledge can be obtained by experiences (Miki,
1940) and one grows with various experiences (Mori,
1970). A human being thus continues to develop by
experiences throughout his or her life. This is generally
understood not only in developmental psychology but
also in nursing science (Peplau, 1952; Havighurst,
1953 ; Franz & White, 1958 ; Erikson, 1963 ; Okadou,
1987 ; Mizushima, et al. 1978 ; Levinson, 1978 ; Nojima,
1984 ; Hamachek, 1990 ; Tatara, 1990; Tomey, 1994 ;
Okamoto, 1999).

For life events related to development during the
adult stage, the following have been reported. Erikson
(1963) suggested “epigenetic development” in the adult
stage, “close human relationship” and “reproductivity
(generative)” or, in other words, “love” and “care.”
Life events which strongly influence the development
of the adult stage are “occupation (life),” “formation
of human relations,” “marriage,” “childbirth,” “forma-
tion of family life,” “care of aged parents,” and “fos-
tering of the young generation.” These life events
could be crises in human development. The mental
ability of a human develops when he or she overcomes
a crisis. Okadou (1985) classified crises in life events
into two types. The first are crises which everyoné

encounters : “entrance into school,” “employment,”
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“marriage,” “childbirth,” and “retirement.” The sec-
ond types are crises that one can not predict, including
“anemployment,” “bankruptcy,” “divorce,” “traffic ac-
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cidents,” “sudden illness,” and “death of close per-
sons.”

Next, let us consider life events. Holmes and Rahe
(1967) described high stress life events of healthy
adults. They included “spouse’s death,” “divorce,”
“separation of a married couple,” “imprisonment,”
“death of close relatives.” Masuda and Holmes (1967)
investigated stressful life events using re-adaptation
measures targeting 112 adult Japanese (72 men, 40
women). Their results agreed with the results obtained
by Holmes and Rahe (1967). However, the studies by
Holmes and Rahe (1967) did not deal with differences
among individuals in the evaluation of stress. Mikawa
and Nakanishi (1989) investigated high-stress life
events based on evaluation of personal recognition with
572 adult men in the 20-50’s. The results were clas-
sified into four types: “trouble in personal relations,”
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“parting with relatives,” “problems with work” and
“problems with home life.” The results showed that
“problems with work” caused the greatest stress in
people in the 20-40’s.

These studies have shown that life events of the
human beings in the adult stage affect human devel-
opment and that life events under strong stress affect

social and mental abilities.

2. Studies on practical clinical nursing ability

Practical nursing ability should include knowledge,
technology, skill and judgment. However, the meaning
and concept of practical nursing ability differ among
nursing theorists. Wiedenbach (1964) defined clinical
practice ability as integrating four elements: “knowl-
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edge,” “judgment,” “communication skills” and “proce-
dural skills.” He stated that nursing practices are
comprised of direct and indirect care extended to the
patient. The components of practice in direct care are
“identification,” “administration,” and “validation,”
and those of practice of indirect care are “reporting,”
“consulting,” and “conferring.”

In the 1980’s, sociological methods began to be

used for the study of nursing. They have been used to

fairly judge the ability of nurses in clinical nursing
practice. Benner (1984, 1992) claimed that there were
seven types of practical nursing ability : 1) the role of
helping, 2) the teaching and guiding, coaching
function, 3) the diagnostic and monitoring function, 4)
effective management of rapidly changing situations, 5)
administering and monitoring therapeutic interventions
and regimens, 6) monitoring and ensuring the quality
of health care practices, and 7) organizational and
work-role competencies. Expert nurses in clinical nurs-
ing practice judged the reported situation by intuition
as well as theoretical or rational analysis. Tenner
(1987) described six aspects of ability of the expe-
rienced nurses. According to him, this ability of judg-
ment developed by repeated experiences under similar
conditions. These studies demonstrated that expe-
riences influence the developrhent of practical nursing
ability, practical knowledge and clinical judgment
ability.

Nojima (2001) classified the ability of Japanese
expert nurses into six types: 1) can make accurate
clinical judgment based on suitable judgment expertise ;
2) can provide independent nursing care suitable for
individuals; 3) can possess advanced knowledge and
technology; 4) can provide patient with suitable
information ; 5) can make a patient feel relieved and
comfortable ; 6) can take a leadership role in a medical
team.

Sato (1989) explained the components of the
clinical judgment ability of clinical nurses as being :
1) knowledge, 2) understanding of the situation, 3)
behavior of nurses, 4) effect and 5) feeling of satis-
faction. There are also studies on good practical
nursing ability (Shibata et. al. 1995 ; Matsushita, 1991,
1995) and on the structure of practical nursing ability
(Yamada, 2000). Such works show that practical
nursing ability is not only ability directly concerned
with knowledge, judgment and skill, but also with
abilities indirectly related with nursing care. The latter
include administration ability related with leadership
and the ability to foster staff members and ethical

considerations.
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3. Studies on experiences and the development of
clinical nursing ability

1) Studies on practical clinical nursing ability and

the clinical experience

Benner (1984) studied the potential of skillfulness
in: nursing practice and classified the developmental
steps into 1) novice, 2) advanced beginner, 3) com-
petent, 4) proficient, and 5) expert. She also sug-
gested that the development of the nurses’ skill pro-
cessed through these five steps. Another report of
stepwise development of clinical judgment ability came
from Sato (1989).

number of studies on the clinical experience of nurses

Since then there have been a

and the development of their clinical ability (Toyota et
al. 1992, 1997 ; Kajiyama et al. 1993 ; Yanagisawa et
al. 1994 ; Nakano et al. 1997).

What is common from these studies is that rather
than the length and amount of experiences, the quality
of the experience influences the development of
practical nursing ability (Benner, 1984 ; Sato, 1989;
Toyota et al. 1992 ; Kajiyama et al. 1993 ; Yanagisawa
et al. 1994 ; Nakano et al. 1997 ; Nojima, 2001).

Benner (1984) stated that there was a qualitative
jump when a nurse developed from competent to profi-
cient. Sato (1989) reported that not only time but also
the quality of the experience is important for the devel-
opment of clinical judgment ability. Thus, not all clin-
ical nurses who had clinical experience of more than
five years could be classified as experts. Yanagisawa et
al. (1994) reported that there were clinical abilities
which were not acquired only by working for a long
time. There are reports that, after working for 4-5
years, nurses tended to perform work habitually, thus
inhibiting further development (Mizuno et al. 1987;
Takada et al. 1995). These studies seem to prove that
practical nursing ability develops not necessarily in
proportion to the length of experience.

These findings have been used to develop a meth-
od by which practical ability in nursing administration
and effective training can be evaluated (Hirata &
Minami, 1997). A personnel system including a clin-
ical ladder has been developed based on the theory of
Benner (1984) and applied to the development of

clinical nursing ability and career. In Japan, the

question has arisen of whether or not nurses with long
experience should become administrators and educa-
tors. The evaluation system of practical nursing abil-
ity, like a clinical ladder, has been introduced in some
hospitals in Japan (Inada, 1993 ; Kamizumi & Shibata,
1995).

2) Studies on practical clinical nursing abﬂity and

life experiences

Some work is available on the life experiences and
the growth and development of the nurse. Itami
(1999) who used the technique of the life course
studied 170 nurses with questionnaires on experiences
which gave them the opportunity to grow as nurses.
Her results showed that nurses grew with experiences
independent of age. There were life events which gave
them opportunities to promote their growth when they
were novices as well as later. Important factors were
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“experience in nursing practice,” “relations with ex-
cellent superiors in the hospital” and “changes in
personal and home lives.” Itami (1999) clearly showed
and growth and development of nurses are strongly
affected not only by clinical experiences but also by
life experiences. Kusakari (1985) conducted a ques-
tionnaire survey related to the lives and careers of 162
nursing administrators by using a life course study
technique. The results indicated that their careers
developed through personal work experience and family
life. However, individual and family’s lives were
interpreted as experiences which delayed the career
development in nursing. Mizuno and Mikami (2000)
used a semi-structured interview to study the devel-
opment of 57 clinical nurses. Six important factors
influencing career development were : “learning oppor-
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tunity,” “relations with patient and patient’s family,”
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“relations with superiors and colleague,” “role grant,”
“job transfer,” and “life events.” These studies showed
the importance of experience as factors influencing
nurse growth and development, but they did not de-
scribe the contents of the experience.

Elster (1987) conducted a qualitative study on
clinical excellence in nursing. He interviewed 14
professional nurses using an open-ended guide. The
mean age of the nurses was 32 years. The results of

the analysis showed the following. The nurses were
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highly socialized by being involved in professional
organizations and peer recognition. They had many
and diverse life experiences which they incorporated
and internalized through reflection. Nurses develop
clinical excellence with concepts including patient ad-
vocacy, patient-centeredness, holism and involvement.
The philosophy of life strongly influences nurses’
humanism and sense of security, and the philosophy of
nursing reflects advocacy and patient-centeredness
related with self-preservation. Williams (1996) studied
the concept of “expert and non-expert nurse perspec-
tives of life experiences related with becoming and
being a nurse.” Twenty Caucasian nurses (10 experts
and 10 non-experts) were interviewed using a semi-
structured interview guide on their experiences in four
areas : deciding to become a nurse, living in the family,
learning to be nurses, and being a nurse. The results of
the analysis showed that expert nurses had a con-
structive perspective, by considering their occupations
with multiple points of view.

Suzuki (2001) similarly studied 15 clinical nurses,
via interview using a semi-structured system. As a
result, six explanatory concepts emerged : (1) acquiring
clinical competence and deepening nursing role by
overcoming problems; (2) facing changes in daily life
and reconstructing lifestyle; (3) establishing relation-
ship with members of an organization and maintaining
it; (4) feeling confrontation between developmental
task and job demand; (5) being unable to decide to
continue a job or not and finally making decision to
continue : (6) progressing in understanding of nursing
and establishing nursing standard and value.

What emerged from these occupation experiences
were that: (1) not only the practical nursing ability
but also the ability to carry out one’s duties could be
acquired while working and that a nurse could develop
as a human being as well as a person with an
occupation. The study by Suzuki (2001) is one of the
few which focused on nurse life experiences. The
studies introduced above clarified the content of life
experiences influencing the growth and development of
nurses. Clearly, the development of nurses as human

beings influenced their practical nursing ability.

4. Issues raised by studies on the clinical ability
of nurses

This review has shown that the development of the
practical nursing ability of clinical nurses is strongly
influenced by the quality of their clinical experiences.
Another important factor pointed out by Peplau (1952)
and Nojima (1984) is the personality and life experi-
ences of the individual nurse. In the future, more
studies are needed on the life experiences and per-

sonalities of clinical nurses.
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