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a b s t r a c t

Authors, reviewers, and journal editors are responsible for ensuring that stan-
dards of research reporting include detailed descriptions of interventions. The
impact of nursing intervention research is much reduced when interventions
are poorly described. Nursing research reports often fail to detail descriptions of
interventions sufficiently to move future research forward, apply new knowl-
edge in practice, and refine theories. To address this deficit, the authors con-
structed detailed guidelines for reporting interventions. Based on a review of
health care literature, these guidelines include a discussion of theoretical,
participant, interventionist, content, and delivery intervention elements with
rationale for their inclusion. Suggestions for presenting this information in
limited journal space are also presented.
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The purpose of nursing research can be viewed as
threefold: (1) to increase empirical knowledge for prac-
tice, (2) to inform future research, and (3) to advance
nursing theory.1,2 Empirical findings are vital for
evidence-based nursing practice. Efficient scientific
progress builds on previous study findings. Empirical
findings may provide evidence that supports or refutes
theoretical propositions. Because nursing is a practice
discipline, intervention research is particularly valuable
for improvingpatient outcomes.3,4 Research can identify
specific nursing interventions or sets of interventions
thatresult in improvedpatienthealthandwell-being.3,5,6

Therefore, nursing intervention research is critical to

developing nursing as a profession and to improving
outcomes.

Researchers have a responsibility to both conduct
valid research that demonstrates interventions’ effects
on patient outcomes and to disseminate findings.7

Although a research report may represent the culmi-
nation of a specific study, the published article
becomes the foundation for knowledge construction
and improved practice.8 However, nursing research
reports often fail to describe interventions well enough
to judge their validity and generalizability. Poorly
described interventions hinder both further research
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studies and application in practice.5 This article
provides guidance for completely describing interven-
tions in research reports to facilitate efficient forward
scientific progress and to provide empirical evidence
for practice.

Intervention Descriptions in Published
Research

Scholars from several health care fields have criticized
inadequate reporting of interventions in their respec-
tive disciplines, including medicine9,10 and behavioral
health.11-13 Nursing, with its particularly complex
interventions, has similar problems.3,7,14-17 Conn et al5

suggest that because nursing is a relatively new
scientific discipline, its researchers have emphasized
methodological features that demonstrate scientific
rigor to the comparative neglect of intervention detail.
The Conn et al analysis of 141 intervention research
reports published in 27 journals during 2005 found that
only 27% of the articles reported sufficient intervention
detail for replication or use in practice.

Conn reported that researchers devoted less than
10% of report space to intervention descriptions.5 Key
details including intervention components, theoretical
foundation of interventions, cultural relevance, setting,
dose and frequency, and interventionist competency
oftenaremissingorunclear.5 Other subsequent reviews
have demonstrated similar conclusions. Forbes7 exam-
ined 517 clinical intervention reports from 3 European
nursing research journals and found inadequate and
inconsistent intervention descriptions, including poor
theoretical integration and categorization. McGilton
etal14performedasystematic reviewofcommunication
interventions in long-term care settings and discovered
that inadequate descriptions of theoretical linkage,
mode, duration, and even content made it difficult to
ascertain which intervention components contributed
to beneficial patient outcomes. In a similar review of
interventions in maternal-child home visiting,
McNaugton15 found that most reports lacked interven-
tion and theory linkages, McNaughton commented that
the reports described client problems more thoroughly
than the nursing interventions to address them.

It is critical to have understandable interventions to
move future research forward, apply new knowledge
in practice, and refine theories. Therefore, nurse
researchers much reduce the impact of their interven-
tion studies when they describe interventions poorly.
Research reports that lack intervention detail inhibit
investigators’ capability to build on extant research,
which hinders scientific progress.5 Complete descrip-
tions are essential for pilot projects, efficacy research,
effectiveness studies, and comparative effectiveness
research because subsequent phases of research build
on previous projects. Detailed intervention reporting is

important regardless of the study outcomes because
future researchers need information about both effec-
tive and ineffective interventions. When intervention
descriptions are inadequate, researchers are unable to
replicate effective interventions, to avoid duplicating
ineffective interventions, or to effectively modify
interventions. For example, researchers may inadver-
tently test ineffective interventions that are nearly
identical to previously tested interventions because the
interventions were inadequately described in reports.
Given scarce resources for intervention research,
science canmost efficiently develop when information
about both effective and ineffective interventions is
available.

Sufficient intervention description is necessary to
move the field forward through synthesis of knowledge
via meta-analysis and systematic reviews.5,6,12,13,18

Meta-analysis moderator analyses statistically
examine associations between intervention character-
istics (eg, content, dose) andoutcomeeffect sizes. These
analyses can identify intervention attributes linked
with better or worse outcomes across multiple primary
studies. Poorly described interventions hamper effec-
tive moderator analyses because intervention charac-
teristics remain uncertain. To efficiently build scientific
knowledge, complete descriptions are essential for both
studies with positive outcomes and for studies where
interventions did not result in expected outcomes.
Inadequate reporting of intervention descriptions
among trials without expected outcomes prevents
meta-analysts from identifying common characteris-
tics of ineffective interventions.

Many interventions are designed according to
theory-based predictions of what will effectively result
in the desired outcomes. Thus interventions may
provide direct or indirect evidence about theoretical
propositions.2 Successful theory-based interventions
may provide some evidence to support theories.
Complete descriptions of interventions among studies
that did not achieve predicted outcomes are important
because they may provide some evidence about lack of
support for theoretical propositions. Because individual
studies often have significant internal or external
validity limitations, multiple intervention studies may
become part of the body of evidence regarding use of
theories. Scholars struggle to advance theory when
inadequately described interventions cloud interpre-
tation of how interventions worked or why they were
ineffective.7,11,12,19

Finally, knowledge from intervention research
provides the evidence for nursing practice.2 Nurse
clinicians cannot implement poorly described inter-
ventions. These descriptions are essential for providers
to judge their appropriateness for their practice setting
and population, as well as to replicate them in practice.
Thus, the development of evidence-based practice
requires clear intervention descriptions.5,9,16,18
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