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Biography
Marie Johnston (BSc University of Aberdeen; PhD University of Hull) is Professor of Health Psychology in the College of Life Sciences and Medicine at the University of Aberdeen. She has held posts in the universities of Oxford, London (Royal Free Hospital School of Medicine) and St Andrews.  Marie was President of the European Health Psychology Society. Her main research areas are: disability and evidence-based professional practice; focus on measurement, theory and complex interventions to change behaviour and she has published extensively in these areas.

Abstract

Nurses are increasingly involved in complex interventions in the area of disability that are based on psychological theory.  Simple medical models propose that disability is determined by disease and impairment and that therapeutic effects depend on curing disease or reducing impairment.  However clinical rehabilitation, including nursing rehabilitation, uses other approaches successfully and patients are enabled to become more active without any change in the disease or impairment.   In addition it is a common observation that individuals with similar medical conditions may have very different levels of disability – ‘the disability paradox’.   The recent WHO International Classification of Function (ICF) model recognises that personal and environmental factors can influence disability.  By defining disability as behaviours i.e. what people do (or don’t do), the ICF model suggests that psychological influences can both increase and decrease disability.  

In a series of longitudinal studies, perceptions of control have consistently predicted recovery in stroke patients, even controlling for medically assessed impairment, and using both self-report and observational measures of disability.  Perceptions of control are key components of several theories of behaviour, including the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Azjen) and Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura). These theories suggest that people engage in behaviour when they anticipate positive consequences and when they believe they can carry out the behaviour.  When these models are applied to activity limitations in osteoarthritis and stroke, they add significantly to the medical predictors, supporting the hypothesis that the individual’s beliefs influence the degree of disability observed and may serve to explain the ‘disability paradox’.  Further, these results suggest that interventions which change beliefs in control should result in changes in activity limitations.  A complex intervention was developed for stroke patients, based on these theoretical models, delivered by Nurses and Health Psychologists, and found to reduce disability.

The results of these studies suggest that integrating psychological theory with the ICF model may result in better understanding of the processes of activity limitations and in the development of new, effective interventions based on psychological theory.
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