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ABSTRACT

This review aimed to analyze the trends and contri-
butions of nursing doctoral theses produced in Hong
Kong. A total of 56 nursing doctoral theses were in-
cluded in this review. The most often studied topic
was cardiovascular rehabilitation care (n = 9, 16%).
More recently, the most often studied topics has been
health technology advancements in nursing care (n =
6, 10.7%). The common trend of study methods was
to be quantitative in nature. Of the total, 35 out of 56
were quantitative studies. Half were experimental/
quasi-experimental research studies (n = 28, 50%).
For theoretical foundations or applications, the ma-
jority (n = 21, 36%) of doctoral theses had no specific
theoretical/conceptual models as study frameworks.
This trend indicates that there is space for improving
the theoretical and philosophical foundation of nurs-
ing research in Hong Kong. For the contributions of
doctoral thesis research, Hong Kong nursing scholars
place more emphasis on direct enhancement of clini-
cal practice or the improvement of patient outcomes.
This review provides concrete evidence of the status
of nursing research and knowledge development in
Hong Kong nursing.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Doctoral education for preparing nursing scholars com-
menced in Hong Kong (HK) around 1995. Doctoral
nursing programs in HK incorporate the strengths of both
the British model of mentored research training and the
US model of formal course offering. With the global
trend of technological advances and interdisciplinary
care, the PhD nursing program alone could not meet the
challenges of preparing nurses as researchers, teachers,
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and leaders for the dynamic healthcare environment [1].
In recent years, three universities have run taught doc-
toral programs specific to the professional practice of
nursing: the Hong Kong Polytechnic University (PolyU)
School of Nursing has provided a Doctor of Health Sci-
ence (DHSc) program since 2004; the Chinese Univer-
sity of Hong Kong (CUHK) Nethersole School of Nurs-
ing has provided a Doctor of Nursing (DN) program
since 2009; and the University of Hong Kong (HKU)
School of Nursing has offered a DN program since 2010.
The defining feature of doctoral study is that nurse
leaders are nurtured to generate and extend nursing
knowledge and to use their expertise to lead the devel-
opment of the nursing discipline [2,3]. The doctoral the-
sis is the capstone event of doctoral study. While devel-
oping their theses, doctoral students discover the cutting
edge of the discipline [4]. Reviewing nursing doctoral
theses could identify changing trends in the nursing pro-
fession as an academic discipline. Of the few published
reviews of nursing doctoral research that have studied
nursing dissertations/theses [5-8], none was conducted in
HK. With a growing body of nursing doctoral theses in
HK, the aim of this review was to analyze the trends and
contributions of these existing nursing doctoral theses.

2. METHODS

Three key word combinations were used to conduct the
search: Nursing, doctoral theses and PolyU or CUHK or
HKU among the Dissertations & Theses Collection @
Hong Kong Polytechnic University, the Dissertations and
Theses Collection Consortium and the ProQuest Disser-
tations and Theses. The inclusion criteria included nurs-
ing-focused doctoral dissertation studies, conducted in
three universities in Hong Kong, written in English or
Chinese, for the academic degree of PhD or DHSc, and
completed between 1996 and 2010 (at the time of
searching, there were no completed DN dissertations).
The exclusion criteria included those theses were not
with a focus on nursing. As one nursing school before
2002 was named as Department of Nursing and Health
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Sciences, which included other health-related disciplines/
majors. The theses were read and studied, classified by
topic, methods of investigation and theoretical founda-
tion or application, and analyzed using descriptive statis-
tics.

3. RESULTS

A total of 56 doctoral theses were included. Three theses
were from the DHSc program, which is mainly focusing
on training professional practitioners for playing the
leadership role in clinical healthcare settings. The others
were from the PhD program, which is mainly with a re-
search focus on training researchers and educators for
research centers or educational institutes. The number of
theses produced in Hong Kong per year from 1996 to
2010 is shown in Figure 1. Since 2000, there have been
an increasing number of theses produced per year. In
2003, there was only one graduate from a PhD program.
Possibly due to the outbreak of SARS in China, public
gathering activities, including oral defense of doctoral
theses, may not have been encouraged in that year.

The distribution of these nursing doctoral theses was
classified by general study topics and the life span. The
classification of general study topics can be seen in Ta-
ble 1. According to clinical specialty, cardiovascular
care/rehabilitation (n = 9, 16%) were the most often-
studied topics, followed by gerontology (n = 8, 14.2%),
cancer care (n = 6, 10.7%), and maternity care (n = 5,
8.9%). With an increasing trend toward interdisciplinary
care, digital health/health technology advancement has
become one of the most frequently-studied topics in
nursing doctoral research in HK. Six theses investigated
the feasibility and reliability of non-invasive methods in
screening hypertension or blood glucose measurement.
In terms of the life span, the majority of theses focused
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Figure 1. The number of nursing doctoral theses in Hong Kong
from 1996-2010.
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Table 1. Nursing doctoral theses by general topical categories
(N = 56).

Topic n %
Cardiovascular rehabilitation care 9 16.0
Gerontology 8 14.2
Cancer care 6 10.7
Digital health/health technology advancement 6 10.7
Maternity care 5 8.9
Public health/health behaviors 5 8.9
Childhood and family health 4 7.2
Palliative care 2 3.6
Pain management 2 3.6
Professional practice/development 2 3.6
Nursing education 2 3.6
Mental health 1 1.8
Nursing ethics 1 1.8
Healthcare system issues 1 1.8
Instrument development and validation 1 1.8
Theory model testing 1 1.8

on adult health (n = 42, 75%), followed by elderly care
(n = 8, 14.3%), child health (n = 4, 7.1%), and end-of-
life care (n = 2, 3.6%).

Table 2 provides a descriptive summary of all doctoral
thesis studies by the method of investigation. Of the total,
it appears that 35 out of 56 were quantitative studies that
were developed from classical models such as descrip-
tive (n = 2, 3.6%), exploratory (n = 5, 8.9%), and ex-
perimental/quasi-experimental research (n = 28, 50%).
These data reflect the growing trend of experimental
studies that have become a major approach in doctoral
research in HK. The qualitative studies, in turn, totaled
12 and were developed from methods such as phenome-
nology (n = 6), grounded theory (n = 3), ethnographic
studies (n = 2), action research (n = 1) and case study (n =
1). These qualitative studies mark the changing para-
digms in search of the entire phenomenon and much the
broader approach to reality. Eight doctoral studies that
combined qualitative and quantitative methods, without
showing a trend, do however demonstrate clarity of pur-
pose for the domain of triangulation for broader and
deeper knowledge on the object of study.

For the distribution of 56 doctoral theses’ theoretical
foundations and/or applications, nine doctoral theses
generated specific theoretical or conceptual models in
their own studied areas. Thirteen doctoral studies directly
tested existing theories or applied some conceptual mod-
els as study frameworks. Twenty-one doctoral theses
failed to describe definite theoretical or conceptual mod-
els as study frameworks. Therefore, it was revealed a
trend towards space for improving the theoretical and
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Table 2. Nursing doctoral theses by research design (N = 56).

Study designs n %

Quantitative studies 35 62.5
Descriptive 2 3.6
Exploratory 5 8.9
Quasi-experimental/experimental 28 50.0
Quialitative studies 13 23.2
Phenomenology 6 10.7
Grounded theory 3 53
Ethnographic 2 3.6
Action research 1 1.8
Case study 1 1.8
Mixed methods 8 143
QUAL + quan” 2 3.6
QUAN + qual” 6 10.7

“Abbreviation: QUAL + quan: Qualitative core component of the project
with a simultaneous quantitative supplementary component; QUAN + qual:
Quantitative core component of the project with a simultaneous qualitative
supplementary component [9].

philosophical foundation of nursing research in HK.

4. DISCUSSION

The growing body of nursing knowledge is significantly
enhanced by doctoral level research. Some theses [10-14]
emphasized psychosocial aspects of nursing care that are
congruent with holistic practice and concern for the
mind-body connection. One doctoral thesis [15] was im-
portant in documenting the evolution of the nursing pro-
fession in China, and bears out the uniqueness of nurses’
contribution to healthcare ethics.

Two thesis studies [16,17] examined nursing education
issues. More studies related to investigating nursing
education issues are encouraged, considering the grow-
ing international crisis that relates to nurse workforce
shortages, and the aging of the nursing workforce [18].
In addition, more studies need to investigate healthcare
system issues due to the ever-transforming healthcare
and delivery systems in HK. The present review revealed
only one thesis [19] on the healthcare environment and
reforms impacting the role of nurses. This was in contrast
to Hooker and Mayo’s [5] review of all doctoral disserta-
tions, where they reported that 75% of the nurse practi-
tioner-focused doctoral studies explored topics relevant
to socioeconomic issues. Possible explanations for these
differences are that HK nursing scholars place more em-
phasis on clinical practice and value nursing scholarship
more for its direct contributions to the improvement of
clinical nursing practice and related patient outcomes.

Many of the studies examined clinical nursing care
such as cardiovascular, gerontology and cancer care,
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which indicate the strength of nurses’ contribution to
patients’ health outcomes and practice advancement. The
overview trend of these doctoral theses was that cardio-
vascular rehabilitation care was the most often-studied
topic, meeting the priority health needs faced by the HK
population. According to the HK Department of Health’s
Thematic Household Survey Report [20], disease of the
heart or circulatory system is the most commonly cited
disease requiring long-term follow-up care.

The more recent trend among these doctoral studies
was for the predominant approach to be related to the
construction of a technical basis for care in HK. In the
past two years, five theses [21-25] have focused on ex-
amining technological advancements in nursing care. For
example, Lam [22] conducted a clinical evaluation of
non-invasive blood glucose measurement. Ng [23] ap-
plied and evaluated the effectiveness of a non-invasive
method to manage the symptoms of obstructive sleep
apnea. Advances in scientific and technological devel-
opment in the area of nursing and health require a re-
search environment that opens new possibilities for the
construction of scientific standards compatible with the
needs of academic excellence [26]. The dynamic health-
care environment places more value on technological
advancement and interdisciplinary care. Therefore,
nurses should broaden the traditionally defined profes-
sional boundaries and be prepared to meet these chal-
lenges.

Based on the finding of the present review, the pre-
dominant trend of study designs is toward the quasi-ex-
perimental/experimental. Fifty percentages of doctoral
theses in the present review used quantitative experi-
mental studies, possibly due to the current emphasis on
evidence-based nursing practice predicated on a hierar-
chy of evidence that esteems experimental research
above evidence gathered via other approaches [27]. Al-
though experimental research studies such as randomized
controlled trials are important, experimental approaches
are rarely well suited for the study of nursing practice
and related multidimensional components of care [7]. An
overemphasis on experimental research at the expense of
more qualitative approaches may be questionable, as
qualitative studies could explore the nursing phenome-
non from a much broader perspective.

Although the key mission of nursing doctoral educa-
tion is to educate future scholars regarding building up
nursing’s own theoretical foundations and their implica-
tions for continued knowledge development, some doc-
toral theses (n = 21, 36%) have no specific theoretical/
conceptual models as study frameworks. Among these 21
doctoral theses, some were qualitative studies. Pilot and
Beck [28] suggest that the frameworks of qualitative
studies are part of the research tradition in which the
study is embedded: ethnographers usually begin their
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work within a theory of culture. Grounded theory re-
search incorporates sociological principles into its
framework and its approach to looking at phenomena
[28]. However, ten experimental intervention studies
failed to articulate a specific study framework or provide
an explicit theoretical or conceptual model. A theoreti-
cal/conceptual framework is the conceptual underpinning
of a study [28]. The purpose of formulating a conceptual
framework is to provide a conceptual perspective about
the interrelated phenomena under investigation. Without
a sound theoretical basis, the effectiveness of a patient
intervention is in doubt [29]. Therefore, theory-based
intervention studies should be required for future nursing
doctoral research in HK.

The total number of theses may be regarded as a limi-
tation, because some nurses may obtain their PhDs in
other subjects and departments; in particular, many HK
nurses and nurse academics seek their doctoral studies in
the US/UK or Australia. Reviewing nursing doctoral
theses produced in HK is not amenable to wide generali-
zation. Nevertheless, this descriptive review offers an
important source of information in the area of doctoral
level research in nursing, and may serve to guide future
doctoral research study and nursing knowledge devel-
opment in HK.

5. CONCONLUSION AND
IMPLICATIONS

The analysis of scientific production originating from the
56 theses studied indicates concrete evidence of the
status of nursing research and knowledge development in
HK nursing. In general, the doctoral theses covered the
lifespan and a variety of topics and specialty areas of
practice. However, few studies explored the issues of end
of life, mental health, ethics, or the healthcare system.
Future doctoral research should pay thoughtful consid-
eration to these under-studied areas. While these doctoral
studies adopted a range of research methods, half of
them were quantitative experimental research. As quali-
tative studies can explore nursing phenomena from a
broader perspective, incorporating both qualitative and
quantitative approaches in future nursing doctoral studies
is worthy of attention. Based on the findings of the cur-
rent review, few experimental intervention studies had a
theoretical/conceptual framework. To ensure the scien-
tific standards of nursing interventions, theory-based
intervention studies should be required for future nursing
doctoral research in HK.
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