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Concept development is a critical but often neglected approach to theory development in nursing and 

indeed in many scientific disciplines. Concept development is needed in three situations. The first is when few 

concepts or no concepts are available in the focal area of the interest. The second is when concept is unclear, 

outmoded, or unhelpful. The last is when literatures and researchers on a concept do not match (Walker & 

Avant, 1995) 

Concept development consists of three major strategies: 1) Concept exploration is one strategy for 

concept development used when new concepts are identified and before they become an accepted component 

of the nursing lexicon. It is appropriate for concepts that have been uncritically adopted in nursing from other 

disciplines and when concepts are still ambiguous and the relationship to the discipline of nursing is still at the 

preliminary stages of the consideration. 2) Concept clarification that the goal is to refine existing definitions, 

theoretical definitions, consider interrelationship between the different elements of the concept, and discover 

new relationships and discuss these relationships to resolve existing conflict about meaning and definitions. 3) 

Concept analysis; the purpose of concept analysis is to distinguish the defining attributes of a concept and its 

irrelevant structure, and to determine its internal structure by breaking it into simpler elements.  The use of 

concept analysis is to clarify overused vague concept, promote mutual understanding among colleagues, 

provide precise operational definition that by its very nature has construct validity, accurately reflect its 

theoretical base, and help in tool development and nursing diagnosis (Meleis, 1997). 

According to Walker & Avant (1995), the concept analysis will proceed in the following eight steps: 

(1) Select a concept that it should reflect the topic or area of greatest interest. (2) Determine the aims or 

purpose of analysis such as to clarify the meaning, develop an operational definition, distinguish between the 

normal, ordinary, and scientific language usage of the concept, and personal interest in conducting the concept 

 



analysis. (3) Identify all uses of the concept like dictionary, thesauruses, colleagues, and literature. Do not 

limit search to just nursing or medical literature in this stage, it may bias understanding of the true nature of 

the concept. (4) Determine the defining attributes; on examining the different instances of a concept, taking 

notes on the characteristics that appear over and over again. These characteristics become the critical or 

defining attribute of the concept. The cluster of attributes is the most frequently associated with the concept 

and allow the broadest insight into the concept.  (5) Develop model case; modal case is a real life example of 

the use of the concept that include all the critical attributes of the concept. The model case can come first, or 

be developed simultaneously with the attributes, or emerged after the attributes are tentatively determined. (6) 

Develop additional cases; several cases that can help to make a decision about what “counts” as a defining 

attribute for the concept of interest and what doesn’t “count”. These cases are: borderline cases are those 

examples that contain some of the critical attributes but not all of them, related cases are instances of the 

concepts that are related to the concept but do not contain the critical attributes. Contrary cases are not the 

concept, invented cases are constructed, not existed in the real life, and the last is illegitimate cases that give 

an example of the concept term used improperly or out of context. (7). Identify antecedents and consequences; 

antecedents are those events that must occur prior to the occurrence of the concept, and consequences are 

events that occurs as a result of the occurrence of the concept. (8). Define empirical referents; empirical 

referents are classes or categories of actual phenomena that by their existence or presence demonstrated the 

occurrence of the concept. It is very useful in instrument development and contributing to content and 

construct validity of any new instrument.  

Concept development is the basis of any attempt to describe or explain phenomena. The strategy of 

eight step analysis above may result in giving direction for further development of the concept. 
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