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RESUMO 
Objetivo: analisar os aspectos contextuais que envolvem a Teoria das Representações Sociais, na perspectiva da pesquisa 
qualitativa em enfermagem. Método: ensaio analítico, fundamentado no referencial teórico da análise contextual, como fonte de 
significado e conhecimento, no qual o contexto é compreendido, em quatro níveis de camadas distintas, mas que mantém relações 
entre si. Resultados: o contexto imediato aborda a utilização da Teoria das Representações Sociais nas pesquisas em enfermagem; 
o contexto específico discorre sobre a pesquisa qualitativa na área da enfermagem; os aspectos subjetivos inerentes à Teoria das 
Representações Sociais nas pesquisas qualitativas em enfermagem estão dispostos no contexto geral. Cabe ao metacontexto traçar 
considerações sobre a amplitude que encerra as pesquisas, em enfermagem, de modo geral. Conclusão: a discussão exposta, no 
presente estudo, ampliou a compreensão dos diversos contextos que envolvem a Teoria das Representações Sociais, na 
perspectiva da pesquisa qualitativa em enfermagem. 
Descritores: Teoria social; Pesquisa qualitativa; Pesquisa em enfermagem. 
 

ABSTRACT 

Objective: the objective of this study is to analyze the contextual aspects that involve the Theory of Social Representations in the 
perspective of qualitative research in nursing. Method: It is an analytical essay based on the theoretical framework of contextual 
analysis, as a source of meaning and knowledge, in which the context is understood at four levels of distinct layers, but they 
maintain relations with each other. Results: The immediate context discusses the use of Social Representations Theory in nursing 
research. The specific context discusses the qualitative research in the field of nursing. The subjective aspects inherent to the Social 
Representations Theory in qualitative research in Nursing are arranged in the general context. It is the responsibility of the meta-
context plot considerations about the extent that closes the nursing research in general. Conclusion: The discussion presented in 
the present study expanded the understanding of the different contexts that involve the Theory of Social Representations in the 
perspective of qualitative research in nursing. 
Descriptors: Social theory; Qualitative research; Nursing research. 

 

RESUMEN 

Objetivo: analizar los aspectos contextuales que envuelven la Teoría de las Representaciones Sociales en la perspectiva de la 
investigación cualitativa en enfermería. Método: ensayo analítico fundamentado en el referencial teórico del análisis contextual, 
como fuente de significado y de conocimiento, en el cual el contexto es comprendido en cuatro niveles de capas distintas, pero que 
mantiene relaciones entre sí. Resultados: el contexto inmediato aborda la utilización de la Teoría de las Representaciones Sociales 
en las investigaciones en enfermería; el contexto específico discurre sobre la investigación cualitativa en el área de la enfermería; 
los aspectos subjetivos inherentes a la Teoría de las Representaciones Sociales en las investigaciones cualitativas en enfermería 
están dispuestos en el contexto general. El metacontexto aborda las investigaciones en enfermería, de modo general. Conclusión: 
la discusión expuesta en el presente estudio amplió la comprensión de los diversos contextos que involucran la Teoría de las 
Representaciones Sociales en la perspectiva de la investigación cualitativa en enfermería. 
Descriptores: Teoría social; Investigación cualitativa; Investigación en enfermería. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Nursing is the theory and practice of 

multiple forms of knowledge, derived from 
diverse scientific sets of knowledge, such as those 
from the social, behavioral and biological 
sciences(1). As a profession, it carries with it 
peculiar characteristics and skills inherent to the 
description, explanation and prescription of care 
before the complexity and diversity of the object. 
Such characteristics are evidenced by studies on 
health phenomena, especially those involving the 
nurse-client relationship(2). 

To meet health demands and create 
effective ways to intervene on them, it is 
necessary that nursing produces knowledge in a 
broad and plural way(3). Different paradigms that 
guide nursing research are based on the use of 
rigorous methods aimed at scientifically 
producing different forms of care. Besides 
quantitative research, predominantly influenced 
by the logical empiricism of the Cartesian 
method, there are, in another perspective, 
qualitative studies, which differ in the sense that 
they focus on the subjectivity of the human 
experience(1). 

Qualitative research is popular in different 
areas of knowledge, both national and 
international(4). In the health area, its importance 
is commonly linked to the subjective dimension 
of the processes and meanings attributed by the 
subjects, based on health and disease 
experiences and to the elaboration of original 
studies, which use innovative approaches 
provided by the theoretical and methodological 
specificities(5). 

Furthermore, they bring subsidies to 
strengthen health care, as they incorporate the 
meaning and intentionality of the different actors 
involved in the process, as well as the structuring 
of acts, relationships and social structures(6). 
Qualitative research may also be linked to the 
theory of social representations, when it 
addresses subjective, affective and mental 
elements, as well as to the structuring of social 
relations that affect the representations of a 
given reality that one wishes to know about so as 
to intervene(7). 

Research shows that the term “social 
representations” originated in 1961 and was first 
used by Serge Moscovici. The author worked on 
social representations in the study “Psychanalyse: 
son image et son public”, in which he addressed 
the social representation of psychoanalysis, 
considering it not only as a concept but as a 

phenomenon. He defines them as a systematic 
cluster of sets of practical knowledge of everyday 
life, which are formulated collectively, using the 
problems and obstacles imposed by phenomena 
understood as unknown and unfamiliar that 
challenge individuals to modify their own 
positioning and ways of thinking, feeling and 
acting(8). 

Considering the Social Representations 
Theory (SRT) as an element that has contributed 
to the discussion of theoretical and 
methodological aspects within the field involving 
health research(7), this article aimed to analyze 
the contextual aspects that involve the Social 
Representations Theory, from the perspective of 
qualitative research in nursing. 

The use of methodological strategies in 
qualitative studies allows a better understanding 
of the studied phenomena. This is fundamental 
when considering that the events inherent to the 
nursing discipline are considered complex, 
requiring diverse approaches, with combinations 
of different methodological possibilities of 
investigation. 

 
METHODS 

This article refers to an analytical essay 
based on the theoretical framework of contextual 
analysis as source of meaning and knowledge. 
The context modality was used in order to 
understand the significance of the phenomenon 
under study(9), that is, the production of 
knowledge in the field of nursing care involving 
qualitative research and the possible relations 
with the social representations theory. 

Context is understood as the relationship 
existing between the phenomenon and the 
various occasions in which it occurs. Knowledge 
of the elements that involve a given phenomenon 
is essential to understand the whole of a 
situation, discovering meanings through a 
mutual, purposeful and systematic relationship(9). 

The discussion of the phenomenon, from 
different contexts, broadens its understanding, 
giving it meaning by relating the knowledge 
inherent to each of the multiple contexts that 
involve the theme addressed(9). 

According to the framework used for the 
analysis, the context is understood in four levels 
of distinct layers, but which maintain 
relationships with each other: the immediate 
context, whose focus is the present, with 
description of the phenomenon itself; the specific 
context, whose main characteristic is 
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individualized knowledge and which encompasses 
relevant aspects of the present situation; the 
general context, in which aspects involving 
subjective elements to the phenomenon under 
study are described; and the meta-context, which 
brings together macro aspects of the object of 
study(9). 

 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Although the contexts present intersection 
points, the layers will be presented separately, 
following the division into four parts, as proposed 
by the theoretical framework(9), so as to facilitate 
the didactic understanding. In this purpose, the 
immediate context addresses the use of the SRT 
in nursing research. Regarding the specific 
context, it involves questions related to 
qualitative research in the nursing area. The 
subjective aspects inherent in the SRT in 
qualitative nursing research are listed in the 
general context. It is in the meta-context that 
considerations about the magnitude that nursing 
research studies encompass are drawn in a 
general way. 

 
Immediate context: use of the social 
representations theory in nursing research 

The criticism of the positivist model, 
present in other theories, led Moscovici to enter 
the field of Social Representations and use them 
as a scientific methodology. Today, productions 
grounded on the SRT, including those developed 
in the health field, are marked by the vitality, 
transversality and complexity of this theoretical-
methodological aspect(10-11). 

The researches built on the basis of the SRT 
seek, therefore, to combine, in a general manner, 
the conceptual problematization regarding 
methodological sophistication. Regarding the 
production of knowledge in the nursing field, 
such researches have favored the expansion of 
sources of studies. In general, it can be inferred 
that there is an enlargement of the object, at the 
same time as there is the deconstruction of a 
distorted vision in which the SRT is considered as 
something simple, superficial and that merely and 
shallowly reflects social inequalities(12). 

In Brazil, the first research group on Social 
Representations registered in the National 
Council for Scientific and Technological 
Development (CNPq) originated in 1967 and the 
research focused on studies in the field of 
Physics. Growth and continuous and linear 
evolution of research groups working with social 

representations and the productions involving the 
theme are noticed, being 2010 the year of 
greatest expansion of this knowledge, most 
frequently in the social sciences, followed by the 
health sciences. Among the areas that make up 
the health sciences, nursing appears as the third 
in the ranking of the  number of productions in 
the context of social representations(13). 

Since the 1970s, with the expansion of 
postgraduate nursing programs, there has been a 
substantial increase in publications using the SRT 
as theoretical or methodological framework. This 
fact reflects the autonomy of production of 
nursing knowledge and its expansion as a science 
and profession, as a consequence of the 
acquisition and legitimation of a singular set of 
knowledge(14). The possibilities inherent to the 
use of the SRT give freedom to nursing 
researchers both in the choice of the data 
collection method and in their analysis. It is a 
diversified source of quantitative and qualitative 
data about the investigated phenomena. 

 
Specific context: qualitative research in the 
nursing area 

Qualitative research, in general, intends to 
understand the relationships, representations, 
beliefs and perceptions inherent in the individual 
and subjective interpretations that subjects make 
about the way they live or build their lives and 
themselves(6). Such research has as its main 
object the person; thus, the investigation of the 
meanings, perceptions, patterns and experiences 
related to the human context becomes pertinent. 

It can be said that the SRT, when 
incorporated into qualitative studies, has the 
peculiarity of valorization of individual 
experiences in a collective context. Thus, it 
constitutes a valuable and distinguished resource 
to health and nursing researches, especially in 
situations in which particular experiences and 
meanings are investigated(15). To conduct these 
studies, however, is a challenge to the 
researcher; it requires dedication, commitment, 
resources, capacity for abstraction and 
theoretical reflection, as well as analytical 
competence and ethical commitment in the 
fulfillment of the social function(16). 

Qualitative research is manifested 
holistically, and the individual and the subjectivity 
are the focus of the investigation. As in the SRT, 
the object of qualitative research does not 
require the context and specificities of the object. 
It is also considered “naturalistic” due to the 
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rupture with any immobility proposed by the 
researcher(17). 

In nursing, qualitative research aims at 
valuing the subjects, seeks to give voice to the 
individual, and allows the free expression of 
worldviews. Therefore, the researcher must be 
attentive to the reports of the subjects, using 
active listening as a mechanism to hear and 
understand the reality expressed by the voice of 
the individual, without making them empirical 
data, since they are supported by scientific 
methods, based on evidence(18). 

 
General context: subjective aspects inherent to 
the social representations theory in qualitative 
nursing research 

Findings from qualitative research provide 
answers to questions centered on social 
experiences and broaden the meaning of human 
life. They are widely used because human values, 
cultural values and relationships cannot be 
measured or described using quantitative 
methods(1). 

The ethical element of qualitative 
researches is given by the humanistic, inter-
relational and empathic character. In the health 
area, such researches support the understanding 
that users, health professionals and managers 
have before the most diverse elements involved 
in the health theme, such as the organization of 
the system and services offered, illness, death, 
health and the various representations of 
health(6). 

As qualitative methodological approaches 
emphasize the perspective of patients and health 
users, they gain prominence in nursing research. 
The construction of meanings enables nursing 
researchers to understand issues related to the 
health and disease process, as well as feelings, 
values and beliefs regarding health situations, 
through sensitivity, ethics and capacity for 
reflection(6,16). 

Developing care actions focused on the 
uniqueness of the subjects requires from nursing, 
as a profession, theoretical and practical support 
based on scientific knowledge. In this knowledge, 
the constitutive dimensions of the subject that go 
beyond the biological body become relevant; 
they comprise individual, socio-environmental 
and cultural factors that interfere and are 
determinant in the health of the population(2). 

In the meantime, the SRT has gained 
prominence in the health area because it 
addresses the phenomena of a sociocultural 

nature, related to the social life of groups, 
expressed by social values and rules that govern 
the relations between individuals and between 
them and the world, guiding and organizing 
behaviors in society(7,18). 

The SRT values the subjective dimension of 
the individual, which influences social practices, 
attitudes and behaviors. In addition, it focuses 
attention on the knowledge of the participants as 
something important to understand their daily 
lives(19-20). 

 
Meta-context: several phases of nursing 
research 

The Evidence-Based Nursing movement has 
driven a growing advance in the research field, 
denoting in the profession the need for 
professionals to consume and produce their 
specific knowledge inherent to practice in 
different contexts of care, management or 
education.  

Studies with methodological rigor and 
consistent theoretical content have stood out 
among the productions of the area, particularly 
systematic reviews of the literature, which 
represent the gold standard of scientific evidence 
and provide in-depth and broad knowledge about 
the phenomenon studied, allowing the 
professionals who use it to decide on the best 
conduct to be adopted(21). 

The expansion of Research Groups and 
Graduate Programs in Nursing has also 
contributed to the development of scientific 
researches that promote the dialogue with the 
most diverse areas of health. This advance in 
research was made possible by the existence of 
programs engaged with the advancement of the 
nursing science in Brazil, a reflection of 
universities with qualified offer of master and 
PhD programs in the area, as well as the increase 
of research groups in nursing.  

The contribution of this scientific 
revolution in nursing is expressed through 
benefits to the equitable sectors of society. Thus, 
nursing has advanced in Brazil in its quest to 
identify and propose solutions to emerging health 
problems in in the country(22). 

In this context, research funding agencies 
and policies to encourage scientific production 
envisage expanding the growth of publications in 
the country. To this end, they invest in various 
interfaces, providing financial resources to 
research groups and graduate programs, funding 
researchers' projects, and demanding 
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productivity from these programs through 
evaluations, which consists of a rigorous method 
of encouraging academic production(23). 

However, it is worth emphasizing the 
importance of Nursing to further embrace 
research as a tool for the transformation of 
praxis. By doing this, it will be possible to rethink 
the ways of doing, researching and educating, 
leading to advances and transformations in the 
curricula of undergraduate and graduate courses 
in the country, with consequent improvement in 
nursing work and Brazilian health(24). 

 
FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The discussion exposed in the present 
study broadened the understanding of the 
various contexts involving the SRT, from the 
perspective of qualitative nursing research, 
allowing the sharing and increasing of possibilities 
for the development of research with 
appreciation of the subjectivity of individuals, for 
application in nursing care. 

It is noteworthy that each of the interactive 
layers of the context is distinguished from each 
other by encompassing the content they cover, 
ranging from more specific to broader and 
universal aspects, allowing for a comprehensive 
analysis and interpretation of the results. 

Following the perspective of such 
considerations, it was found that among the 
various theoretical and methodological 
approaches present in nursing research, the SRT 
deserves attention because it enables the 
researcher to understand the attitudes, behaviors 
and meanings shared by a given social group. 
Therefore, the knowledge of social 
representations favors the identification of 
practices established in a certain group, 
generating more specific and consequently more 
efficient nursing interventions, as they respect 
the characteristics of each social group. 

Thus, by linking and analyzing the levels of 
contextual interaction we believe that the use of 
the SRT, associated with qualitative research, can 
motivate nurses to provide assistance in a 
comprehensive way, involving the individual as 
well as particularities and specific aspects 
immersed in the studied phenomenon. 

The study presented as a limitation the 
subjectivist-comprehensivist approach, inherent 
to this type of research which may limiting the 
potential of reproduction, but which can be 
minimized when associated to the critical-

reflexive character and the breath of the theory 
used, ensuring its scientific character. 
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