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Review Article

Scientific output in rehabilitation nursing and physical exercise in 
Portugal: bibliometric review           

Produção científica em enfermagem de reabilitação e exercício físico em Portugal: revisão 
bibliométrica

ABSTRACT
Objective: to map rehabilitation nursing and physical exer-
cise. Methods: bibliometric study conducted in the SCOPUS, 
MEDLINE (via PubMed), Web of Science, and Portuguese Open 
Access Scientific Repository databases, using VOSviewer sof-
tware. Techniques such as keyword co-occurrence analysis, ti-
tle analysis, co-authorship analysis, modularity-based cluste-
ring, and the application of laws for validation were employed. 
Results: 96 publications were analyzed, with 153 authors and 
44 co-authored collaborations. Authors such as André Novo, 
Bruno Delgado, and Eugénia Mendes were the most producti-
ve in this theme. Scientific production increased significantly 
after 2020. The Portuguese Journal of Rehabilitation Nursing, 
the Coimbra School of Nursing, and the Bragança Polytechnic 
Institute are primarily responsible for most of the scientific 
production. Keywords have evolved from clinical approaches 
to integrated approaches that promote functionality and au-
tonomy. Four thematic clusters were identified. Conclusion: 
physical exercise is a central tool in rehabilitation nursing 
care. An increasing number of publications in rehabilitation 
nursing place the predominant care strategy. Contribution to 
practice: valorization of exercise prescription based on scien-
tific evidence by rehabilitation nurses.
Descriptors: Rehabilitation Nursing; Exercise; Bibliometrics; 
Publications.

RESUMO  
Objetivo: mapear a enfermagem de reabilitação e o exercí-
cio físico. Métodos: estudo bibliométrico realizado nas bases 
SCOPUS, MEDLINE (via PubMed) Web of Science e Repositó-
rio Científico de Acesso Aberto de Portugal, com utilização do 
software VOSviewer. Foram aplicadas técnicas de coocorrência 
de palavras-chave, títulos, análise de coautoria, agrupamento 
por modularidade e aplicação de leis para validação. Resulta-
dos: foram analisadas 96 publicações, com 153 autores e 44 
colaborações em coautoria. Autores como André Novo, Bruno 
Delgado e Eugénia Mendes foram os mais produtivos nessa 
temática. A produção científica aumentou significativamente 
após 2020. A Revista Portuguesa de Enfermagem de Reabili-
tação, a Escola Superior de Enfermagem de Coimbra e o Ins-
tituto Politécnico de Bragança concentram a maior parte da 
produção científica. As palavras-chave evoluíram de enfoques 
clínicos para abordagens integradas de promoção da funcio-
nalidade e autonomia. Foram identificados quatro clusters 
temáticos. Conclusão: o exercício físico é uma ferramenta 
central no cuidado de Enfermagem de Reabilitação. Cada vez 
mais publicações em Enfermagem de Reabilitação colocam-
-no como estratégia predominante de cuidado. Contribuição 
para a prática: valorização da prescrição de exercício basea-
da em evidências científicas por enfermeiros de reabilitação.
Descritores: Enfermagem em Reabilitação; Exercício Físico; 
Bibliometria; Publicações.
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Introduction

The Rehabilitation Nursing plays a crucial role 
in enhancing functionality, autonomy, and quality of 
life for individuals with diverse clinical conditions(1-2). 
Recently, physical exercise has been widely recognized 
as a therapeutic tool in Rehabilitation Nursing, offe-
ring a structured, evidence-based clinical intervention 
with a direct impact on functional recovery, disability 
prevention, and overall well-being(3-4). It differs from 
physical activity in its systematic and prescribed na-
ture, as well as its focus on clinical goals, and is often 
incorporated into rehabilitation programs(5).

The importance of regular physical activity 
and exercise in promoting health and well-being has 
been widely recognized by leading international orga-
nizations, such as the World Health Organization and 
the American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM)(6-7). 
In the field of Rehabilitation Nursing, this premise is 
echoed in the competency profile of nurses speciali-
zing in rehabilitation nursing, which states that these 
professionals teach, instruct, and train techniques and 
technologies (including physical activity and exercise) 
to be used to maximize motor, cardiac, and respiratory 
performance, considering the individual’s goals and 
their health plan(8).

This role is reinforced in the descriptive sta-
tements of specialized practice, where intervention 
at the levels of activity and physical exercise is hi-
ghlighted as central to promoting and/or facilitating 
functional recovery and autonomy. It simultaneous-
ly contributes to increased well-being and self-care, 
while also preventing complications. It is, therefore, 
an intervention with a cross-cutting impact on impro-
ving the quality of life of people with acute or chronic 
conditions and/or functional limitations. Furthermo-
re, it is also important to note that nurses speciali-
zing in rehabilitation nursing possess specific skills 
in designing, implementing, and evaluating plans and 
programs, particularly in promoting physical activity, 
functional capacity, and performance capacity, in line 
with the latest international guidelines(9).

Scientific production in the field of Rehabilita-

tion Nursing has demonstrated a growing interest in 
prescribing physical exercise as a therapeutic inter-
vention, which can be framed within various theore-
tical frameworks of the discipline. Among these, the 
Self-Care Theory, the Theory of Transitions, the Health 
Promotion Theory, and the Theory of Good Living(10) 
stand out. Their premises enable a holistic and per-
son-centered approach, guiding the practice of nurses 
specializing in rehabilitation nursing in promoting he-
alth, functionality, and lasting well-being.

With the growing scientific production related 
to this topic, it is necessary to conduct a bibliometric 
analysis to understand the evolution, trends, and the-
matic structure of research in Rehabilitation Nursing 
associated with physical exercise. This article aimed 
to map rehabilitation nursing and physical exercise.

Methods

This bibliometric review study followed five 
main steps, in accordance with guidelines recognized 
in the literature: definition of the objective, data col-
lection, data processing and standardization, biblio-
metric analysis using VOSviewer, and application of 
bibliometric laws(11-12).

Data collection

The data were obtained in March 2025 from 
the SCOPUS, Medical Literature Analysis and Retrieval 
System Online (MEDLINE) via PubMed, and the Web 
of Science (WoS) databases, as well as from the Open 
Access Scientific Repository of Portugal (RCAAP). Do-
cuments written by specialist nurses in Rehabilita-
tion Nursing in Portugal, published up to 2024, were 
included. The registration of the authors as Specialist 
Nurses in Rehabilitation Nursing in Portugal was con-
firmed on the institutional website of the Portuguese 
Order of Nurses. 

An advanced search was used in RCAAP, and 
the terms “physical exercise,” “rehabilitation nursing,” 
and “nursing in rehabilitation” were included alterna-
tely in the title, subject, and description fields.
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In MEDLINE, via PubMed, the search was per-
formed with the following expression: (“rehabilita-
tion nursing”[MeSH Terms] OR (“rehabilitation”[All 
Fields] AND ‘nursing’[All Fields]) OR “rehabilitation 
nursing”[All Fields]) AND (“exercise”[MeSH Terms] 
OR “exercise”[All Fields] OR “exercises”[All Fields] OR 
“exercise therapy”[MeSH Terms] OR (“exercise”[All 
Fields] AND ‘therapy’[All Fields]) OR “exercise 
therapy”[All Fields] OR “exercising”[All Fields] OR 
“exercise s”[All Fields] OR “exercised”[All Fields] OR 
‘exerciser’[All Fields] OR “exercisers”[All Fields]). 
Only documents published by Portuguese rehabilita-
tion nurses were found.

In Web of Science, the search term “(rehabilita-
tion nursing) AND (exercise)” was used. For the sear-
ch in the “Core Collection,” the “Topic” option and the 
Portugal filter in the “Countries/Regions” option were 
used. In addition, the data were refined to include 
only articles published by Portuguese rehabilitation 
nurses.

In SCOPUS, considering the indexing of the 
Portuguese Journal of Rehabilitation Nursing in this 
database, a two-step search strategy was used: first, 
the journal as mentioned above was excluded, and 
second, a search was performed in the journal for ar-
ticles with the term “exercise” in the title, keywords, 
or abstract. First moment: (TITLE-ABS-KEY (“reha-
bilitation nursing”) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY (exercise) 
AND NOT SRCTITLE (magazine AND Portuguese AND 
of AND nursing AND of AND rehabilitation)) AND (LI-
MIT-TO (AFFILCOUNTRY, “Portugal”)); 2nd moment: 
(SRCTITLE (magazine AND Portuguese AND nursing 
AND rehabilitation) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY (exercise)) 
AND (LIMIT-TO (AFFILCOUNTRY, “Portugal”)).

Data processing and normalization

Microsoft Excel was used to clean the data, 
remove duplicates, standardize spellings, and check 
consistency between fields.

Subsequently, a corpus file (.txt) was created, 
containing expressions extracted from keywords, ti-
tles, and authors, organized by document, with one 

term per line, and grouped by publication, as required 
by VOSviewer software. The scores (.txt) file is optio-
nal but was used to assign a relevance score to each 
term, which allows VOSviewer to prioritize the most 
significant concepts during map construction. These 
scores were calculated proportionally to the relative 
frequency of the terms in the dataset. A customized 
thesaurus (.txt) file was also created to standardize 
idiomatic variants and different spellings for the same 
concept (e.g., “physical activity” vs. “physical activity”; 
“self-care” vs. “self-care”); accents were also elimina-
ted, and recurring expressions were merged with un-
derscores when necessary to ensure integrity when 
read by VOSviewer; this file allowed the final map to 
be read without any spelling errors.

In the case of academic works, namely master’s 
theses, the criterion adopted was to consider both the 
student author of the work and the respective advi-
sors/co-advisors as authors. This decision was based 
on the relevance of the scientific and methodological 
contributions of the advisors in the production of the-
se documents, ensuring a more comprehensive analy-
sis of co-authorship networks in the context of Reha-
bilitation Nursing.

All files were validated to ensure exact corres-
pondence between the number of documents and the 
required data structure, thus ensuring the integrity of 
the analyses generated.

Bibliometric analysis using VOSviewer software

The analysis was performed using VOSviewer 
software (version 1.6.19). Four main networks were 
constructed: co-authorship between authors, co-oc-
currence of titles and keywords, and thematic cluste-
ring. The modularity-based clustering technique ena-
bled the identification of the main semantic clusters.

Application of bibliometric laws

Bradford, Lotka, and Zipf’s laws were applied 
for validation(13-14). Bradford’s law states that three 
sources account for a large part of scientific produc-
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tion. The three main ones were Portuguese Journal 
of Rehabilitation Nursing (17 articles), the Coimbra 
School of Nursing (11 master’s theses), and the Bra-
gança Polytechnic Institute (8 master’s theses). Lotka’s 
law states that the distribution of authors shows that 
a small number of authors account for a large propor-
tion of documents. Notably, these include André Novo 
(27 documents), Bruno Delgado (14 documents), Eu-
génia Mendes (14 documents), Leonel Preto (13 docu-
ments), and Maria Manuela Martins (10 documents). 
Zipf’s Law: The most frequent keywords were reha-
bilitation nursing (57 occurrences), physical exercise 
(29 occurrences), cardiac rehabilitation (18 occurren-
ces), rehabilitation (12 occurrences), and functional 
capacity (10 occurrences).

Results

After excluding duplicate documents found in 
different databases, 96 published documents were 
selected for inclusion. The first document found was 
published in 2013. Bibliometric analysis revealed a 
sharp increase in scientific production from 2020 
onwards. The distribution of documents shows that 
between 2013 and 2019, the number of publications 
was low and sporadic, while between 2020 and 2024, 
there was a progressive consolidation. The year with 
the highest number of publications was 2023 (20), 
followed by 2020 and 2022 (14) (Figure 1).

Figure 1 – Distribution of document production by 
year. Portugal, 2025

Regarding the origin of the publications, the-
re was a significant concentration in the Portuguese 
Journal of Rehabilitation Nursing and in institutional 
repositories of higher education. The Revista Portu-
guesa de Enfermagem de Reabilitação leads with 17 
published documents, followed by the institutional 
platform of the Escola Superior de Enfermagem de 
Coimbra, with 11 papers, and the Instituto Politécnico 
de Bragança (IPB) with 8 documents. Also notewor-
thy are the International Congress of Rehabilitation 
Nursing and the Santa Maria School of Health, both 
of which have 7 publications. This pattern highlights 
the importance of higher education institutions in dis-
seminating knowledge in rehabilitation nursing and 
physical exercise. Articles published in the Portuguese 
Journal of Rehabilitation Nursing, and master’s theses 
developed at the Coimbra School of Nursing and the 
IPB accounted for more than 40% of the publications.

Analysis of the type of document revealed that 
most of the scientific output analyzed corresponds to 
master’s theses, totaling 46 (53%) documents. Next 
are scientific articles, with 32 (37%) publications; 
conference proceedings, with 12 (14%); book chap-
ters, 6 (7%); and one editorial. These data reflect the 
strong presence of guided academic research, parti-
cularly in graduate nursing programs, as the primary 
source of production in this area. Most publications 
were written in Portuguese.

A total of 153 unique authors were identified, 
of whom 37 participated in co-authorship, totaling 
44 registered partnerships. This number reveals a 
significant collaboration network, although still con-
centrated in specific institutional centers. The prin-
cipal authors are André Novo, with 27 publications, 
followed by Bruno Delgado and Eugénia Mendes, both 
with 14 publications, Leonel Preto with 13, and Maria 
Manuela Martins with 10 publications. Arménio Cruz 
(8), Luís Sousa, Ivo Lopes, Maria Loureiro (7), Bárba-
ra Gomes (6), Catarina Ribeiro, and Olga Ribeiro (5) 
are the other rehabilitation nurses who appear in this 
bibliometric analysis with five or more publications.

Figure 2 illustrates the co-authorship network, 
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where nodes represent authors and the size of each 
node indicates the number of publications. The lines 
reflect co-authorship collaborations, and the colors 
distinguish groups (clusters) of authors with greater 
proximity and frequency of collaboration. This co-au-
thorship network was constructed based on authors 
with five or more publications, provided that co-au-
thorship relationships between them were identified.

Figure 2 – Co-authorship network between authors 
with the highest scientific output (more than 5 publi-
cations) in the field of Rehabilitation Nursing and Phy-
sical Exercise. Portugal, 2025

Analysis of the number of authors per publi-
cation reveals that most articles were co-authored, 
reflecting a growing trend toward collaboration in 
scientific production in Rehabilitation Nursing and 
physical exercise. Specifically, only one document was 
published by a single author, while the other 95 invol-
ved two or more authors. Most publications consisted 
of articles with three authors (31), followed by those 
with two authors (29). Documents with five (15) and 
six (10) authors also stood out, highlighting multidis-
ciplinary or interinstitutional work teams in many of 
the studies analyzed. Articles with up to eight authors 
were also identified. Most of the documents (31) had 

three authors, followed by documents with two (29 
documents), five (15 documents), and six authors (10 
documents).

As already mentioned, in the case of master’s 
theses, the authors and their respective advisors were 
counted, which contributes to the total number of co-
-authors in some documents.

The analysis of the document titles revealed 
a thematic evolution over time, allowing us to iden-
tify variations in research focuses within the field of 
Rehabilitation Nursing with an emphasis on physical 
exercise. The data were segmented into two periods: 
2013-2019 and 2020-2024, allowing for a qualitative 
and quantitative comparison of the most frequent ter-
ms.

During the first period (2013–2019), the pre-
dominant terms in the titles were “exercise,” “reha-
bilitation,” “elderly,” and “functional capacity.” In the 
second period (2020–2024), although classic terms 
such as “physical exercise,” “rehabilitation,” and “reha-
bilitation nursing” remain relevant, new research 
focuses have emerged, evidenced by the higher fre-
quency of words such as “self-care,” “empowerment,” 
“well-being,” “quality of life,” and “health strategies.”

Figure 3 shows the network of the most fre-
quent words in the titles of the documents included 
in this bibliometric analysis. The nodes represent the 
terms, with their size proportional to the number of 
occurrences; the lines indicate co-occurrence rela-
tionships between the terms, and the colors identify 
thematic clusters automatically grouped by the VOS-
viewer algorithm, suggesting common areas of rese-
arch. It can be observed that terms such as “nursing,” 
“exercise,” “rehabilitation,” “elderly,” “disease,” and 
“functionality” form the main nuclei of articulation, 
highlighting the central topics of the scientific produc-
tion analyzed.
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Figure 3 – Cooccurrence map of terms extracted from the titles of documents on Rehabilitation Nursing and 
physical exercise. Portugal, 2025

The analysis of keywords identified by the au-
thors in their works indicated a thematic evolution 
between the periods 2013-2019 and 2020-2024. In 
the first period, expressions such as “physical exerci-
se,” “self-care,” and “rehabilitation” predominated. In 
the second period, terms such as “telerehabilitation,” 
“empowerment,” “aging,” and “quality of life” emerged.

Figure 4 presents a visualization map deve-
loped with VOSviewer software, constructed from 
the co-occurrence of keywords in the analyzed do-
cuments. Each node represents a keyword, with the 
size proportional to its frequency of occurrence; the 
connections indicate co-occurrences in the same do-
cument; the colors differentiate the thematic clusters 
automatically formed by the clustering algorithm; it 
can be observed that the terms “physical exercise,” 
“rehabilitation nursing,” and “cardiac rehabilitation” 
are central, with themes such as “quality of life,” “func-
tional capacity,” “aging,” “heart failure,” and “self-care” 
organized around them.

Based on the analysis of the clusters shown in

Figure 3 and the mapping of keywords (excluding the 
central terms “rehabilitation nursing” and “physical 
exercise”), it is possible to observe the emergence of 
distinct thematic domains, which can be interpreted 
in light of different nursing theories. The theoretical 
analysis of the clusters highlights how physical exer-
cise, as a central practice, is integrated into multiple 
theoretical approaches to care.

The identification of the central terms of each 
cluster was based on visual analysis of Figure 3. This 
was complemented by a direct inspection of the list 
of keywords generated by the software, allowing for 
the inclusion of relevant terms with a lower frequency 
of occurrence, such as “pain,” which, despite not being 
among the most frequent, semantically integrates the 
group. Based on this analysis, four thematic clusters 
were identified that organize the principal conceptual 
axes present in scientific production on Rehabilitation 
Nursing and physical exercise. Each cluster groups to-
gether closely related terms, revealing specific areas 
of research (Figure 5).
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Figure 4 – Cooccurrence network of keywords in publications on Rehabilitation Nursing and physical exercise. 
Portugal, 2025

Cluster
Number 
of terms

Key terms

1 – Ageing and functionality 9
elderly, institutionalization, aging, postural balance, functional capacity, physical activity, 
competence, physical fitness, hospitalization

2 – Chronic conditions and 
cardiac rehabilitation

8
cardiac rehabilitation, heart failure, hemodialysis, self-care, adherence, respiratory 
rehabilitation, diabetes, telerehabilitation

3 – Quality of life and well-
being

6 quality of life, well-being, motivation, empowerment, health strategies, health education

4 – Clinical context and pain 5 pain, surgery, orthopedics, fracture, rehabilitation

Figure 5 – Summary of the clusters identified and their central terms. Portugal, 2025

The analysis of keyword clusters related to 
Rehabilitation Nursing and physical exercise reveals 
four principal thematic axes, which, when interpre-
ted in consideration of nursing theories, allow us to 
understand how knowledge and practice are struc-
tured in this field. Among the various theories, four 
stand out for their strong correspondence with the 
emerging themes: Self-Care Theory, Transition The-
ory, Health Promotion Theory, and Well-Being Theory. 
Four major clusters were then identified: 1 – Aging 
and Functionality; 2 – Chronic Conditions and Cardiac 
Rehabilitation; 3 – Quality of Life and Well-being; and 
4 – Clinical Context and Pain.

Discussion

To our knowledge, no articles have investiga-
ted this topic. The absence of bibliometric studies in 
this field highlights an essential gap in the mapping of 
knowledge produced by nurses specializing in rehabi-
litation nursing in Portugal. This approach allows us 
not only to identify thematic trends and collaborative 
networks, but also to recognize guidelines that should 
be explored in future research.

In 2019, a scoping review on knowledge pro-
duction in rehabilitation nursing in Portugal was pu-
blished, but it did not include a bibliometric analy-
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sis(15). In addition to this article, others have been 
published on rehabilitation in general(16-18) and reha-
bilitation nursing at the international level(19). Howe-
ver, none of them is a bibliometric analysis of scienti-
fic production in rehabilitation nursing and physical 
exercise in Portugal.

Physical exercise has been progressively in-
tegrated as a fundamental practice in Rehabilitation 
Nursing care in various clinical contexts(20-21). The 
scientific output analyzed demonstrates a growing ap-
preciation of this intervention, both in clinical practice 
and in teaching and research(18). There is a diversity 
of applications for physical exercise, ranging from car-
diovascular rehabilitation to aging, and also a theore-
tical convergence around models that favor autonomy, 
adaptation to change, and the promotion of quality of 
life(15-19).

The analysis of the clusters enabled us to identi-
fy key areas of research that reflect emerging concerns 
in professional practice, namely strengthening func-
tionality in the elderly, self-care in chronic diseases, 
digital rehabilitation (e.g., telerehabilitation and arti-
ficial intelligence)(22), and psychosocial well-being(23). 
These themes align with global health priorities and 
highlight the potential of Rehabilitation Nursing to 
respond to the challenges of population aging, multi-
morbidity, and the digital transition of care(24).

When discussing the titles of the documents, it 
becomes clear that they initially focused on physical 
interventions for the elderly population and the func-
tional gains expected from rehabilitation programs 
from 2013 to 2019. Between 2020 and 2024, other 
terms, such as “risk of falling,” “hospitalization,” and 
“physical activity,” emerged, reinforcing a concern 
with promoting autonomy and preventing complica-
tions in institutional contexts. This change indicates 
a broadening of the approach, going beyond physical 
function and incorporating subjective dimensions of 
care, as well as the protagonism of the person in the 
rehabilitation process.

Additionally, there has been an increase in the 
use of terms associated with technological innovation 
in care, such as “telerehabilitation,” which may be re-

lated to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the 
provision of care. The reorganization of care provision 
in the field of Rehabilitation Nursing. This transition 
suggests a maturation of scientific production, shifting 
from an approach predominantly focused on clinical 
and functional interventions to a more comprehensive 
view, centered on the person, their autonomy, and the 
social and emotional determinants of health. When 
performing the same analysis for keywords, compa-
ring the periods 2013-2019 and 2020-2024, there is 
evidence of a maturing of scientific production and a 
progressive broadening of the focus of studies.

Despite the growth in scientific output after 
2020, the field of Rehabilitation Nursing remains con-
centrated, with scientific output still dominated by 
a few authors, journals, and institutions, which may 
indicate a certain dependence on specific centers for 
the advancement of knowledge in this area. However, 
this concentration of scientific output can also be in-
terpreted from the perspective of Lotka’s Law. This re-
presents both a weakness and an opportunity: there is 
room to expand interinstitutional collaboration, foster 
internationalization, and promote publication in diffe-
rent languages and indexed platforms. A more equita-
ble distribution of authorship and scientific produc-
tion could contribute to a reconfiguration of the field, 
reinforcing epistemological diversity and diversity of 
contexts of practice.

Regarding the relationship between Nursing 
Theories and Models, these offer a solid basis for 
understanding the emerging thematic structure of 
scientific production, allowing for an integrated rea-
ding between scientific evidence and the theoretical 
framework of Rehabilitation Nursing practice, with a 
focus on physical exercise(10).

Within the scope of the results found, four 
clusters can be discussed. The first, Aging and Func-
tionality, encompasses terms such as elderly, physical 
activity, functional capacity, and institutionalization, 
highlighting an apparent concern with promoting au-
tonomy and functionality during the aging process. 
Self-Care Theory provides the basis for this approach 
by considering physical exercise as a tool that sup-
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ports a person’s ability to care for themselves, preven-
ting dependence and promoting self-control of health.

Cluster 2 – Chronic conditions and cardiac 
rehabilitation – groups words associated with car-
diac rehabilitation, heart failure, hemodialysis, and 
self-care, relating to contexts of chronic diseases and 
adaptation to new health conditions. In this domain, 
Transition Theory is particularly relevant, as it values 
the intervention of nurses as facilitators of people’s 
adaptation to significant changes in their health. Phy-
sical exercise, in this context, is a therapeutic strategy 
that helps to reconfigure functional identity and over-
come the barriers imposed by disease.

Cluster 3 - Quality of life and well-being - brin-
gs together terms such as quality of life, motivation, 
well-being, and health strategies, aligning with Health 
Promotion Theory. This theory emphasizes the im-
portance of nursing interventions that focus on em-
powering individuals to adopt healthy lifestyles, with 
physical exercise being a key priority in achieving this 
goal. Health promotion is understood here as a con-
tinuous process of empowerment and informed deci-
sion-making. The Theory of Good Living also stands 
out as a reference aligned with the broader and more 
integrative clusters of the analysis (clusters 1, 2, and 
3). This theory views physical exercise as a foundatio-
nal axis of well-being, promoting not only health and 
balance but also citizenship, social justice, and active 
participation in life. Well-being broadens the traditio-
nal view of health and quality of life, valuing people’s 
cultural and social context.

Cluster 4 – Clinical context and pain – includes 
terms such as pain, surgery, fracture, and orthopedics, 
and can be interpreted in consideration of Pain Relief 
Theory, albeit with less centrality than the others. The 
management of pain and discomfort through move-
ment and exercise is a reality in surgical and ortho-
pedic contexts, highlighting the importance of person-
-centered care.

No significant thematic clusters related to 
other specific populations, such as pediatric, mental 
health, or palliative care populations, were identified. 
This finding suggests that there are still areas to be de-

veloped and explored in the field of physical exercise 
prescription in Rehabilitation Nursing.

The implications of this study reinforce the im-
portance of integrating physical exercise as a structu-
ral component of intervention plans in Rehabilitation 
Nursing(5). It also suggests the need to expand inter-
disciplinary and multicenter research, with particular 
emphasis on the validation of specific interventions, 
their applicability in different contexts, and the asses-
sment of their impact on health indicators(2,23-26). From 
a political and educational perspective, the results 
support the systematic inclusion of physical exerci-
se prescription and supervision in the curricula and 
practices of nurses specializing in Rehabilitation Nur-
sing.

The results obtained should be interpreted 
considering the strategic priorities of the Portuguese 
and European health systems, which emphasize the 
promotion of health literacy, active aging, and per-
sonalized care. Rehabilitation Nursing finds here a 
privileged space for action, where the prescription of 
physical exercise is one of its distinguishing compe-
tencies.

Study limitations

This study has some limitations that should be 
considered when interpreting the results. First, the 
analysis was based on data from the SCOPUS, MEDLI-
NE (via PubMed), Web of Science, and RCAAP platfor-
ms, which may not reflect all relevant scientific pro-
duction on the topic.

Additionally, the VOSviewer software used for 
network analysis does not allow for the semantic re-
finement of complex expressions, which may have led 
to the exclusion or fragmentation of relevant terms 
during the processing. The normalization of keywor-
ds, titles, and author names was performed manually, 
which, despite the care taken, may have introduced 
errors or inaccuracies in groupings.

Another aspect to highlight is that no citation 
analysis was performed, as many of the identified do-
cuments are master’s theses, which limits the assess-
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ment of the impact or influence of the included docu-
ments.

Contributions to practice

The use of evidence-based exercise prescrip-
tions by rehabilitation nurses represents a significant 
advance in professional practice, promoting safer, 
more effective, and personalized care. This approach 
ensures that the interventions adopted are supported 
by robust scientific studies, reducing risks and opti-
mizing results. Evidence-based exercise prescription 
contributes to improving care, both in hospital and 
community settings, by promoting the prevention of 
complications, controlling comorbidities, and facilita-
ting functional recovery.

This approach strengthens the professional 
autonomy of nurses, consolidating their active role 
in the interdisciplinary management of health care. 
However, the effective implementation of this practi-
ce still faces challenges, such as the need for specific 
educational resources and institutional policies that 
promote the integration of exercise prescription as an 
essential competency in Rehabilitation Nursing.

Conclusion

The bibliometric analysis revealed the tempo-
ral evolution of publications, including the principal 
authors, titles, keywords, institutions, and places of 
publication, as well as the central themes, organized 
into four clusters. The results show a growing appre-
ciation of physical exercise as a structuring interven-
tion in Rehabilitation Nursing practice, with a clear 
theoretical basis and diverse clinical applicability. This 
mapping provides relevant contributions to future re-
search, professional practice, and the consolidation of 
the disciplinary identity of the specialty.
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