Critical Thinking

Critical thinking skills are essential in nursing because they are the basis for learning to
prioritize and make decisions. Because nurses provide care for patients 24/7, a nurse’s
critical thinking skills can literally mean the difference between life and death. These
skills are necessary not only to provide bedside care, but to make policy decisions.

Critical Thinking in Nursing

To become a professional nurse requires that you learn to think like a nurse. What makes
the thinking of a nurse different from a dentist or an engineer? It is how we view the
patient and the types of problems we deal with in practice. To think like a nurse requires
that we learn the content of nursing: the ideas, concepts, and theories of nursing and
develop our intellectual capacities and skills so that we become disciplined, self-directed
critical thinkers.

Critical thinkers strive to be clear, accurate, precise, logical, complete, and fair when they
listen, speak and act. As nurses we want to eliminate irrelevant, inconsistent and illogical

thoughts as we reason about patient care. Nurses use language to clearly communicate in-
depth information that is significant to nursing care. Nurses are not focused on the trivial

or the irrelevant.

Skills of Critical Thinking

Certain skills are important for effective critical thinking. These skills are applied to
patient care through the framework called the Nursing Process. The skills that are
needed are:
1. Interpretation — The ability to understand and explain the meaning of information
or an event.
2. Analysis — The investigation of a course of action based on objective and
subjective data.
3. Evaluation — The process of assessing the value of the information obtained. Is it
credible, reliable, and relevant? This skill is also applied in determining if desired
outcomes have been reached.

Based on the previous three steps the nurse can apply the skill of clinical reasoning to
determine the problem. These decisions are based on sound reasoning.

4. Explanation — The ability to clearly and concisely explain one’s conclusions. The
nurse should be able to provide sound rationale for his/her answers.

5. Self-regulation — Involves monitoring one’s own thinking. This means reflecting
on the process leading to the conclusions. The individual should self-correct the
thinking process as needed, being alert for biases and incorrect assumptions.

Pitfalls in Critical Thinking



Errors in the critical thinking process may result in illogical or biased thinking and
incorrect conclusions. In nursing, the incorrect conclusion can lead to an incorrect action.

Illogical Process

1. Critical thinking fails as a process when logic is not used. A common fallacy arises
from using a circular argument. For example, a nurse might write the nursing
diagnosis “Ineffective coping, as evidenced by inability to cope.” This does not
define the problem, it simply makes a circle.

2. Another illogical process is called appeal to tradition. This is the argument that we
have “always done it this way.” New strategies and creative approaches are ignored.

3. Errors in logic also occur when the thinker makes hasty generalizations without
considering the evidence. The critical thinker does not jump to conclusion.

Bias
1. Everyone has biases. Critical thinkers examine their biases and do not allow them
to compromise the integrity of their thinking processes.
2. Biases can interfere with patient care. For example, if we believe patients with
alcoholism are manipulative, when the patient complains of anxiety, we ignore
their complaint and miss the signs of delirium tremens.

Closed-Mindedness
1. The close-minded individual ignores alternative points of view.
2. Input from experts, patients, and significant others is ignored.
3. This results in limited options and the decreased use of innovative ideas.
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