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Application of Orem’s theory on wounds: 
an integrative review
Aplicação da teoria de Orem no âmbito das feridas: uma revisão integrativa
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ABSTRACT
Objective: To characterize the scientific production on the application of Orem’s self-care theory in the scope of wounds. Method: 
Integrative literature review with the available articles that highlight the theme. The following informational resources were used: 
VHL, CINAHL, Scopus, Cochrane, PubMed and SciELO. The following descriptors were listed: Self Care, Nursing Theory, Wound and 
Ulcer, in their English and Portuguese versions. The final sample consisted of 10 publications. Data were collected using a validated 
tool. Evaluation and data synthesis were produced through description and simple statistical evaluations. Results: The analyzed 
researches were developed in four countries; English language was predominant; publications began in 2004. The theory was applied 
in nursing care systematization, as a teaching strategy for self-care and as a theoretical framework. The articles linked the theory to 
diabetic foot, venous ulcer, leg/lower limb ulcers (no specification of type), burns and pressure injury. Conclusion: Orem’s theory was 
applied to a variety of individuals and contexts, its applicability within the scope of wounds is something concrete, regardless of the 
type of injury.

DESCRIPTORS: Self Care. Nursing theory. Wounds and injuries. Leg ulcer. Enterostomal therapy.

RESUMO
Objetivos: Caracterizar a produção científica sobre a aplicação da teoria do autocuidado no âmbito das feridas. Método: Revisão 
integrativa da literatura com os artigos disponíveis na íntegra que evidenciem a temática. Foram utilizados os seguintes recursos 
informacionais: BVS, CINAHL, Scopus, Cochrane, PubMed e SciELO. Foram elencados os seguintes descritores: Autocuidado, Teoria 
de enfermagem, Ferida e Úlcera, em suas versões em inglês e português. A amostra final constou de 10 publicações. Os dados foram 
coletados utilizando um instrumento validado. A avaliação e a síntese dos dados foram produzidas através de descrição e avaliações 
estatísticas simples. Resultados: Os estudos analisados foram desenvolvidos em quatro países, o idioma inglês predominou e as 
publicações tiveram início em 2004. A teoria foi aplicada na sistematização da assistência de enfermagem como estratégia de ensino 
para o autocuidado e como referencial teórico. Os artigos relacionaram a teoria com pé diabético, úlcera venosa, úlceras de perna/
membros inferiores (sem especificar o tipo), queimaduras e lesão por pressão. Conclusão: A teoria de Orem foi aplicada a uma 
diversidade de sujeitos e contextos, sua aplicabilidade no âmbito das feridas é algo concreto, independentemente do tipo de lesão.

DESCRITORES: Autocuidado. Teoria de enfermagem. Ferimentos e lesões. Úlcera da perna. Estomaterapia.
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INTRODUCTION

Wounds are considered to be a serious public health 
problem because of the increased number of people with 
this condition. It is estimated that approximately 3% of 
the Brazilian population has some tissue impairment that 
characterizes skin lesion1.

As a result of the many consequences caused by 
wounds, these patients demand high costs from the health 
services, as they involve long-term and complex care2.

As a profession directly related to care, nursing acts 
in the teaching of self-care, which is a relevant strategy 
for dealing with problems related to the rehabilitation 
process3. Educational interventions that stimulate the 
practice of self-care are necessary, making the subject 
the protagonist of his health promotion4.

The Orem’s general theory of nursing is composed 
of three interrelated theoretical constructs: the self-care 
theory, the self-care deficit theory and the theory of 
nursing systems, evidencing the importance of patient 
involvement for self-care5.

The cause of nursing actions to individuals in Orem’s 
theory is related to the purpose of making them completely 
or partially able to conduct care for themselves or their 
dependents and to be able to continue to take measures 
to control or diminish factors that compromise the 
functioning and development of themselves or their 
dependents6.

The Orem’s theory is one of the theoretical constructions 
that have most inspired the practice of Brazilian nursing4. 
The interest in the subject arose from the need to know 
how theory has been applied in the context of wound care.

Given the importance of the subject to the field of 
nursing, this research has as its guiding question “how is 
the self-care theory being applied in the field of wounds?”, 
aiming to characterize the scientific production on the 
application of the self-care theory in the field of wounds.

METHODS

It is an integrative review of the literature that 
establishes a vast methodological challenge regarding 
the reviews, allowing the insertion of different types 
of studies for the global understanding of the studied 
phenomenon. This method has the potential to play 
an important role in evidence-based nursing practice7.

In order to design the study, steps were taken to 
develop an integrative review7: identification of the theme 
and creation of the research question, establishment of 
inclusion and exclusion criteria, identification of pre-
selected and selected studies, categorization of selected 
studies, analysis and interpretation of results, presentation 
of the review/knowledge synthesis.

For database research, the following descriptors 
were listed: Self-care, Nursing Theory, Wound and 
Ulcer, in their English and Portuguese versions. The 
descriptors were grouped in different ways using the 
Boolean operators AND and OR to bring the subjects 
together simultaneously.

In the search strategy, six information resources were 
used, six informational resources were used, of which 
four were electronic databases (VHL, CINAHL, Scopus 
and Cochrane), the PubMed portal, which includes 
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MEDLINE, and a digital library (SciELO). The search 
was performed in August 2019.

Studies addressing the self-care theory in the field 
of wounds were included, regardless of publication 
time and language. Articles not made available in full 
were excluded.

The studies were identified and selected according 
to the guiding question and inclusion criteria previously 
defined. The search strategy made it possible to elect 
the studies, which were initially evaluated through the 
analysis of the titles and abstracts. When the titles 
and abstracts were not sufficient to define the initial 
selection, the entire selection was read. The final sample 
consisted of 10 articles.

The evaluation and synthesis of the data were 
produced by means of description, making it possible to 
categorize and group the information produced on the 
subject. For this, the instrument already validated was 
used, which includes the following items: identification 
of the original article, methodological characteristics of 
the study and evaluation of the methodological rigor, 
the interventions measured and the results found. The 
use of validated instruments determines a common 
language among health professionals and related areas8.

Simple statistical evaluations of frequency distribution 
in percent were used to reliably characterize the sample 
in the response analysis step using the software Microsoft 
Excel 2010.

Therefore, this review discloses the results and 
conducts a discussion on the application of the 
self-care theory in the field of wounds.

RESULTS

The search strategy made it possible to cross the 
descriptors “Self-care”, “Nursing theory”, “Wound” and 
“Ulcer”, in their English and Portuguese versions. The 
crossings (Self-Care AND Nursing Theory AND Wound 
OR Ulcer) obtained in the informational resources: 
VHL, CINAHL, Scopus and Cochrane, PubMed and 
SciELO, made possible a universe of 182 publications. 
There were 4 in SciELO, 70 in VHL, 55 in PubMed, 14 
in CINAHL, 33 in Scopus and 6 in Cochrane. However, 
69 publications were excluded by duplication, obtaining 
a universe of 113.

After reading the titles, 92 publications were 
previously selected by approximation to the subject of the 
study. With the reading of the abstracts, 16 publications 
became potentially eligible, but 3 of these were not 
available for reading in full and 3 were discarded after 
reading in full because they did not meet the inclusion 
criteria. Therefore, this review included a sample of 10 
publications for interpretative analysis. Fig. 1 presents 
the flowchart of identification, selection and inclusion 
of publications in the integrative review.

Among the 10 articles found in this review, the VHL 
was the database with the most publications, totaling 
8 (80%), followed by Scopus with 4 (40%), PubMed 
with 4 (40%), CINAHL with 2 (20%) and 1 (10%) 
in Cochrane. It should be noted that 5 (50%) of these 
articles were present in a single database and 5 (50%) 
were distributed in the others.

The sources of publications include different journals, 
all related to the nursing area (10 articles, 100%). Nursing 
authors were identified in all surveys (100%), noting 
that 4 (40%) of these surveys involved nurses and other 
professionals or students. The number of authors per 
publication varied between 1 and 8.

The studies analyzed were developed in 4 countries, 
of which 3 (30%) in Brazil, 2 (20%) in Germany, 2 (20%) 
in Colombia, 2 (20%) in the USA and 1 (10%) in Iran. 
The English language predominated in 4 (40%) articles 
and the others were indexed in Portuguese (3, 30%), 
Spanish (2, 20%) and German (1, 10%).

As for the year of publication, publications started in 
2004, with only 1 (10%) in 2019. Subsequent publications 
were 1 (10%) in 2006, 1 (10%) in 2007, 1 (10%) in 2008, 
2 (20%) in 2009, 1 (10%) in 2010, 2 (20%) in 2017 and 
1 (10%) in 2018.

Regarding the methodological approaches, 1 
experimental article (10%), 2 qualitative, 2 experience 
reports, 2 reflection reports (thus obtaining 20% in 
each category), 1 quasi-experimental, 1 validation and 1 
correlation (with a percentage of 10% in each category) 
were found.

The reading of the articles made it possible to 
identify distinct categories concerning the application 
of the Orem’s theory. To better describe them, they were 
delineated as follows4: 1) application of the theory in the 
systematization of nursing care (SNC); 2) application 
of the theory as a teaching strategy for self-care; 
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3) application of the theory as a theoretical reference. 
Thus, 4 (40%) articles applied the theory as a teaching 
strategy for self-care, 5 (50%) applied the theory as a 
theoretical reference, and 1 (10%) applied the theory 
for the realization of SNC.

By analyzing these articles, it was possible to identify 
the types of wounds that the authors related to the theory. 

There were 3 (30%) publications that related the self-care 
to leg ulcers/lower limbs, but without specifying the type. 
Other 3 (30%) publications related the theory with diabetic 
foot, 1 (10%) with venous ulcer, 1 (10%) with burns, 1 (10%) 
with pressure injury and 1 (10%) with operative wound.

Table 1 ratifies the exposure of the main findings 
of each publication included in this review.

Figure 1. Identification, selection and inclusion of publications in the integrative review sample. Alagoas, 2019.

Databases

Cochrane
6

PUBMED
55

SciELO
4

BVS
70

CINHAL
14

SCOPUS
33

Selected publications
182

Selected a�er reading the title
92

Selected a�er reading 
the abstract

16

Publications included
10

Duplicate publications
69

Incomplete texts
3

Excluded a�er
full reading

3

Table 1. Distribution of selected publications according to author, country, year, methodological approach, wound type and 
application of the theory. Alagoas, 2019.

Author Country/year Methodological approach Type of wound Application of the 
theory

Herber, Schnepp, Rieger9 Germany/2008 Case report Leg ulcer Teaching strategy

Flores, Flores, Rangel10 Colombia/2010 Experimental Pressure injury Teaching strategy

Coelho, Silva11 Brazil/2006 Case report Diabetic foot Teaching strategy

Maslakpak, Shahbaz, Parizad, 
Ghafourifard12

Iran/2017 Quasi-experimental Diabetic foot Teaching strategy

Lima, Santos, Silva, Comassetto, 
Correia, Ferreira13

Brazil/2017 Qualitative Surgical wound Theoretical reference

Consuegra14 Colombia/2007 Reflection Leg ulcer Theoretical reference

Garcia, Müller, Paz, Duarte, 
Kaiser15

Brazil/2018 Qualitative Leg ulcer Theoretical reference

Wilson, Gramling16 USA/2009 Reflection Burn Theoretical reference

Markuson, Hanson, Anderson, 
Langemo, Hunter, Thompson17

USA/2009 Correlation study Diabetic foot Theoretical reference

Panfil, Mayer, Evers18 Germany/2004 Validation Venous ulcer SNC
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DISCUSSION

By discussing this study, the versatility of applying 
the Orem’s theory in the field of wounds can be ensured. 
All publications occurred in nursing journals and all had 
nurses as authors. Identifying the professional formation 
of the authors is significant, because it allows to know the 
professional categories that most elaborate research on the 
subject in question. As this is a very specific subject, it is 
inferred that there is a predominance in the area of nursing19.

The publications were produced in four different 
countries. The leading country in publications was Brazil. 
The scientific production in the country has been growing 
and, today, it occupies the 13th position in the world, with 
approximately 74 thousand articles in 201720.

Although most articles are published in Brazil, English 
was the language with the highest indexing. This fact can be 
justified through the databases chosen for the search, since 
PubMed and Scopus have publications originally in English.

Regarding the types of studies, it was not possible to 
observe a methodological tendency. Academic productivity 
had no predilection for a specific type of study. Reaffirming 
the polyvalence of the application of this theory in different 
contexts in the area of nursing.

The use of Dorothea Orem’s theory can be extended 
to different individuals and groups, providing timely 
nursing practice for the self-care needs of the individual 
and/or group4.

A significant number of publications have used the Orem’s 
theory as a strategy for teaching self-care to patients with 
wounds. In these studies, the nurses analyzed the context 
lived by the patients, so that, together with them, they could 
develop and guide the practice of caring for themselves.

One of the articles in the integrative review reports 
the experience of developing an education program, led by 
nurses from Germany, aimed at helping patients with leg 
ulcers in their therapeutic demands for self-care9.

The study conducted in Colombia10 also used the 
Orem’s theory as a teaching strategy. The authors evaluated 
the effectiveness of an educational intervention program, 
based on the self-care deficit theory, aimed at caregivers 
of polytraumatized patients. In the end, the researchers 
concluded that the intervention program favored both the 
level of knowledge of the caregivers and the evolution and 
prevention of complications, such as pressure lesions in the 
polytraumatized patient.

Still on the use of Orem’s theory as a teaching strategy, 
a Brazilian study11 reported the experience of developing a 
proposal for participatory health education aimed at self-
care for people with diabetes mellitus (DM), visualizing the 
prevention and care of diabetic foot complications.

From a group of 10 patients with DM, the authors based 
themselves on Paulo Freire’s theory and liberating education 
as a health education strategy. At the end of the study, the 
authors reported the importance of the education proposal 
based on the Orem’s theory in order to make self-care a 
reality and reduce the risks of developing the complication 
of diabetic foot, which brings repercussions for autonomy 
and well-being11.

The study developed in Iran also used theory as a teaching 
strategy, the authors developed a quasi-experimental study in 
which the intervention group received two self-care training 
sessions and home visits for 12 weeks, but the control group 
received only routine care. A significant difference was found 
between the two groups in relation to the mean scores of 
self-care, number of affected areas, ischemia, infection and 
healing phase of diabetic foot ulcers. Thus, the authors 
concluded that the application of the self-care model of 
Orem can be useful in the treatment of diabetic foot ulcers 
and can change the patients’ lives, decreasing the risk of 
amputation and medical costs12.

Scientific evidence corroborates with the results 
of the studies described above, emphasizing that the 
operationalization of the nurse, who must prioritize 
the activities concerning his role as educator, is important for 
the involvement of patients in self-care activities, especially 
when deficit of knowledge and competence to care for 
himself is verified3. The authors emphasize that the success 
of the interventions depends on the patient’s engagement 
and aptitude in his/her care4.

The articles that used the Orem’s theory as theoretical 
reference in their researches reflect and evaluate the theory 
under a conceptual approach, with description of concepts 
referring to the relationship between the caregiver and the 
person being cared, such as the four fundamental concepts 
of nursing theories (metaparadigm of nursing)4.

In a Brazilian study, through the interview of 7 
primiparous puerperal adolescents, using the categorical 
analysis technique, and discussed based on Dorothea Orem’s 
theoretical reference, the knowledge of puerperal adolescents 
about self-care related to breast care, intimate hygiene and 
surgical wounds, physical exercise, contraception, the benefits 
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of breastfeeding, and the sociocultural influence on self-
care actions was identified. Thus, the authors concluded 
that adolescents need improvements in their preparation 
for self-care actions in the puerperium13.

The reflection study conducted in Colombia14 addresses 
a discussion on the responsibility of the nurse as a leader in 
wound care management. Based on Orem’s theory, within 
the care clinic for people with skin integrity changes, the 
nurses (by tradition and history, knowledge, legal support 
and social commitment) implement the knowledge through 
state-of-the-art technology (latest generation dressings, 
creams, bandages, lotions and others), with the objective 
of offering comprehensive care to patients. The nurse is 
responsible for obtaining, applying and performing high 
technology for the treatment of wounds, in addition to 
guiding the health team in the continuous monitoring of 
users with injuries14.

In a study conducted through an interview with 10 
users attended by the Complementary Assistance Program 
of a wound outpatient clinic in Brazil, through a thematic 
analysis of content, based on the nursing theory of self-
care deficit, it was possible to know the user’s perception of 
self-care of lower limb ulcer15. It was concluded that self-
care results from the dialogue between user/nurse/health 
professionals and the bond established by them for shared 
care, with the support of family members and the network 
of services being a facilitator or limiter of care.

The studies conducted in the USA used Orem’s theory 
as a theoretical reference and were published in 2009. One 
of them demonstrated the deficiency of the application of 
nursing theory in the specialized unit of burns and suggested 
the theoretical model of Orem as valid base to provide 
assistance and to increase the level of professionalism in 
this specialty16. The other study explored the relationship 
between glycated hemoglobin values and the healing time 
of leg and foot ulcers17.

Application of the Orem’s theory in the systematization 
of nursing care (SNC) for the care of people with wounds 
goes beyond the simple act of performing a procedure (the 
dressing). From this perspective, Dorothea Orem’s theory 
enables a greater understanding of the importance of 
continuing nursing care at home. The theory of self-care 
helps in defining roles and makes the patient as important 
as the role of the nurse21.

The only article that uses the theory in the SNC aims 
to validate an instrument for measuring self-care in patients 

with venous ulcer18. The instrument is a catalogue containing 
59 activities aimed at self-care of the person with venous 
ulcer. Activities include questions related to the use of 
compressive therapy (stockings, elastic bandages), mobility, 
temperature, venous overload, preventive activities related 
to injury and wound healing.

Based on tests to evaluate psychometric scales (face 
validation, internal consistency, reliability), the instrument 
has been validated and is suitable for identifying self-care 
deficits of people with venous ulcers.

As noted in the discussion above, different methodological 
designs of studies conducted with different types of wounds 
were related to the theory of self-care. Living with wounds 
requires a significant change in the habits and behavior of 
people and their families, bringing suffering, fragility and 
disabilities to perform daily activities22.

A self-care deficit can lead to failure in the healing 
process, causing harm to patients and increasing the chances 
of wound recurrence; thus, it can increase treatment time 
and, consequently, health care expenditures23.

Thus, Orem’s theory makes it possible to reflect on the 
potentials of the individual, forms and motivation for self-
care and, when this is not effective, to consider the need 
for care by other people, being recognized as something 
inherent to humanity4.

CONCLUSION

Over 34 years of existence, Dorothea Orem’s theory of 
self-care deficit has developed and expanded worldwide. 
Thus, its validation is already something concrete, there is 
no doubt of its applicability in nursing, not even in the field 
of wounds. However, considering the findings of this review, 
the minimum number of published articles that apply the 
self-care theory in the field of wounds was observed, which 
reinforces the need to use this nursing theory to a greater 
extent in the field of research.

The appropriation of this theoretical construct is present 
in the theoretical basis of the studies, in clinical practice 
and in the teaching of the nursing area, as well as in the 
field of wounds, regardless of the type of injury.

It confirms that Orem’s theory can and should be 
applied in a wide range of subjects and contexts. Therefore, 
the ability to adapt to different scenarios makes it an 
important tool to get to know the individual within his 
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context and guide professional practice on the real needs 
of that human being.
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