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Abstract

The aim of this integrative review was to identify and synthesize current evidence of factors that influence the professional

identity development of nursing students in nursing educational programs. Cinahl (EBSCO), Medline, ERIC, Embase, and

PsycINFO were searched. Three different appraisal tools and the PRISMA checklist were used. The data from both quantitative

and qualitative studies (19 primary studies) were analyzed by applying qualitative content analysis. The analysis revealed two

main themes: a caring practice–academic partnership and support in the learning environment. The following seven sub-

categories were identified: clinical supervisors, ethical competence, preparation, self-confidence, predictability and safety,

structure and cooperation, reflective space and safety. Our findings indicate that clinical supervisors play a central role as

role models for nursing students. The main themes with sub-themes are critical in the professional identity development of

nursing students in nursing educational programs.
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Introduction

Clinical judgement is a key aspect of professional nursing

practice.1,2 Nursing students learn clinical judgement

through self-reflection and critical thinking in nursing

practice.2,3 The concept of ‘clinical judgement’ is about

how to understand and consider the patient’s needs, how

to read the patient, how to think critically about one’s

performance and reflection in and on situations.2,4 To

meet these requirements, it is essential to consider stu-

dents’ requirements. Professional practice experience and

having good role models are identified as key factors for

students’ professional identity development.5,6 Students

must feel secure in their surroundings, including having

people around them to trust. The development of profes-

sional identity in nursing students is a prerequisite to the

development of professional nursing competence.7 Both

clinical-practice supervisors and academic staff are impor-

tant role models in nursing students’ learning environment

on campus and in clinical practice.8

Professional identity in nursing students is not a clearly

defined concept in the literature, but in this study, the

descriptions from Fitzgerald5 are used. Fitzgerald5 high-

lights individual practical experiences where knowledge is

reflected and internalized, in an interaction with good role

models, other students, and patients.5 Nursing students’

professional identity development builds on personal iden-

tity development that begins in childhood and continues

throughout life.9 Nursing students’ professional identity

development includes the following elements: caring,
integrity, teamwork, and knowledge. From studies con-
ducted by Fitzgerald,5 additional elements include experi-
ence, role models, experience and knowledge integration,
reflection, and self-motivation.5

Previous studies have found that both studies on
campus and in clinical practice situations are important
for nursing students’ professional identity develop-
ment.10,11 In particular, developing nursing students’ clin-
ical judgement in practice areas contributes to learning to
‘think like a nurse’, as an essential component of this
development.2 Students learn to ‘think like nurses’
during their studies, drawing on both practice-related
experiences and on-campus theoretical studies.12

For nursing students both in clinical practice and on
campus, to be in a safe environment and culture is a key
factor for learning.13 Nursing students sometimes feel a
lack of support in clinical practice situations and consider

1Department of Health and Nursing Science, Faculty of Health and Sport

Sciences, University of Agder, Kristiansand, Norway
2Centre for Caring Research–Southern Norway, Department of Health and

Nursing Science, University of Agder, Grimstad, Norway

Corresponding author:

Grete Vabo, Department of Health and Nursing Science, Faculty of Health

and Sport Sciences, University of Agder, PO Box 422, NO-4604 Kristiansand,

Norway.

Email: grete.vabo@uia.no

Nordic Journal of Nursing Research

0(0) 1–14

! The Author(s) 2021

Article reuse guidelines:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions

DOI: 10.1177/20571585211029857

journals.sagepub.com/home/njn

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3145-813X
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4162-4277
mailto:grete.vabo@uia.no
http://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/20571585211029857
journals.sagepub.com/home/njn
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F20571585211029857&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-08-13


this situation as stressful.14 Being insecure can take focus

away from learning. Support from academic staff and

clinical-practice supervisors is considered as impor-

tant.15,16 To feel secure and experience ownership, nursing

students need both experience and maturity,3 and they

should be capable of reflecting during task completion.17

Spending dedicated reflection time with a clinical supervi-

sor before, during, and after tasks are important methods

of reducing stress.17

Patient turnover and patients with complex chronic dis-

eases have placed time constraints on practice supervi-

sors.15 Hence, the time that clinical practice supervisors

spend reflecting with students has decreased.17–19 This sit-

uation can lead clinical supervisors to entrust students

with teaching themselves without providing access to

supervisors acting as role models. This is especially true

as clinical supervisors are often required to focus on

patients’ needs at the expense of paying attention to stu-

dents.5 Past studies have not fully identified which key

factors in the learning environment influence professional

identity development.20,21 Knowing more about nursing

students’ professional identity development is important

to develop high-quality learning environments.

Therefore, this study investigates key factors influencing

professional identity development of nursing students.

The review

Aim

The aim of this integrative review was to identify and syn-

thesize current evidence of factors that influence the pro-

fessional identity development of nursing students in

nursing educational programs.

Design

This integrative review followed the method described by

Whittemore and Knafl22 and included five stages: problem

identification, literature search, data evaluation, data anal-

ysis, and data presentation. Our review covered both

quantitative and qualitative studies,22 based on the ideas

of Noyes et al.,23 who argued for analyzing both quanti-

tative and qualitative studies that have similar results to

clarify how complexity affects interventions in specific

contexts.
The inclusion criteria used were based on the criteria

proposed by Jokelainen et al.,24 and include duration, lan-

guage, terms/keywords, content, fields of science, and

availability. The language of the included studies was

English. Only original full-text peer-reviewed qualitative

and quantitative studies published between January 2000

and November 2020 were included. The main focus was

factors influencing nursing students’ professional identity

development. The studied scientific field was nursing edu-

cation, both on campus and in the clinical practice area.

The search strategy is shown in Table 1, and the integra-

tive review was reported using the Preferred Reporting

Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses
(PRISMA) checklist.25

Search methods, search outcomes, and quality
appraisal

Five databases were searched for studies published from
January 2000 to November 2020: Cinahl (Cumulative
Index to Nursing and Allied Health; EBSCO), Medline,
ERIC (Education Resources Information Center),
Embase, and PsycINFO. The Boolean operators “and”
and “or” were used between the following search terms
and keywords: “Nursing student” or “nursing student
baccalaureate”, “professional identity”,
“professionalism”, or “professional development”. The
search was conducted on 10 February 2017 and updated
on 30 November 2020 (Table 1). The search was con-
ducted with support from a university librarian. After
the search process was completed, all the articles were
uploaded to Endnote X9 (Clarivate Analytics,
Philadelphia, PA) and duplicates were removed.

A total of 14,536 references were retrieved in the initial
search and imported into Covidence software.26 This data
transfer was done to organize the references and ensure
consistency during the screening process. Each step of
the process was performed by two authors. The first step
was to screen all the references and remove duplicates.
Ultimately, all full-text articles were assessed for eligibility.
Nineteen studies met the inclusion criteria and were
included in this integrative review (Figure 1).

To clarify the differences in the methodological
approaches, the included studies were appraised using
three quality appraisal tools. First, 11 qualitative studies
were rated using the Critical Appraisal Skills Program.27

Eight articles were considered as having a high level of
quality, and three with medium level. For the seven quan-
titative studies, the Centre for Evidence-Based
Management’s tool Critical Appraisal of a Survey was
used with 12 questions.28 All studies were considered
with a ‘yes’ on nine of the questions. The final three ques-
tions were answered both ‘yes’ and ‘no’/‘can’t tell’. Finally,
the last article was considered of high quality, using the
Effective Public Health Practice Project Quality
Assessment Tool,29 because a pre-test/post-test survey
was carried out.

Data synthesis

Data synthesis was conducted by the first author and dis-
cussed with the co-authors. The 19 included articles were
read and reviewed. The findings of the qualitative and
quantitative studies were examined and summarized into
different sub-groups.23 The findings were summarized
using a thematic synthesis method composed of three
stages: 1) line-by-line textual coding, 2) descriptive themat-
ic development, and 3) analytic theme generation.30

Finally, an abstraction of the overall themes was per-
formed. Although the development of descriptive themes
remained close to the primary studies, the analytic themes
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represented a stage of interpretation whereby the reviewer

went ‘behind’ the primary studies and generated new inter-

pretive constructs, expectations, or hypotheses.30

Disagreement was resolved through a discussion between

the authors until a common understanding was reached.

Results

The 19 articles had a widespread international distribu-
tion. Three studies were from Australia,31–33 three from
the United States,34–36 one from Spain,11 and two from

Table 1. Inclusion criteria used for the integrative review.

Time duration January 2000–November 2020

Language English

Term/keywords/search string Term/keywords/search string used based on the databases:

(MH “students, nursing”) OR (MH “Students, Nursing, Baccalaureate”)

(MH “Professional Identity”)

(MH “Professionalism”) OR (MH “Professional Development”)

Content Nursing students’ professional identity development during the nursing education period

Fields of science The nursing education arena on campus and in practice

Publication Single studies published in peer-reviewed, scientific journals

Availability Only available studies were rated in this review

Studies
included in
qualita�ve
synthesis
(n = 10)

Records iden�fied through
database search
(n = 14536)

Sc
re
en

in
g

In
cl
ud

ed
El
ig
ib
ili
ty

Id
en

�fi
ca
�o

n

Addi�onal records iden�fied
through other sources

(n = 0)

Records a�er duplicates removed
(n = 9611)

Records screened
(n = 4925)

Records excluded
(n = 4658)

Full-text ar�cles assessed for
eligibility
(n = 267)

Full-text ar�cles
excluded by exclusion
criteria
(n = 248)

No focus on professional
iden�ty development
during educa�on
(n = 196)

Not between year
2000 – 2020 (n = 26)

No single peer reviewed
studies (n = 20)

Non-English language
(n = 6)

Studies
included in
quan�ta�ve
synthesis

Ques�onnaire
studies (n = 9)

Thema�c
synthesis
(n = 10)

Narra�ve
summary
(n = 9)

Integra�on synthesis (n = 19)

Figure 1. Prisma search strategy.
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the United Kingdom, with researchers from Australia.8,19

There were also three studies from Iran,18,37,38 two from

Turkey,39,40 and one each from Finland and Norway,41

Japan,42 Israel,7 China,43 and Canada.44

Different data collection methods were used in these

studies. For instance, in the qualitative studies, the meth-

ods were primarily focus groups18,19,41,44 and individual
interviews.8,18,37,38,44 In one study, the authors used the

terms participant observation and discussion groups,11 to

describe their methods. Shafakhah et al.18 used semi-
structured interviews in combination with two focus-

group interviews. Dalton31 used an ethnographic

approach, and Stockhausen32 used reflection instruments

with unstructured debriefings.
Three of the quantitative studies used longitudinal

designs and questionnaires. One of these studies used

two data collection points during the first and fourth

years of the study period.40 One study used three data
collection points,34 and another examined students over

a three-year period.36 The other quantitative studies,

except for one, used questionnaires.7,33,35,39,42 The excep-

tion used both a questionnaire and in-depth, semi-struc-
tured interviews.43 Study overviews are listed in Table 2.

The thematic synthesis identified the following seven

analytic sub-themes: 1) clinical supervisors, 2) self-
confidence, 3) ethical competence, 4) preparation, 5) pre-

dictability and safety, 6) structure and cooperation, and 7)

reflective space and safety.
Clinical supervisors and on-campus teachers must be

positive role models. That is, to show appreciation to the

students, clinical supervisors should be responsible and

kind-hearted to them. Self-confidence emerged as a signif-
icant factor for professional identity development. This is

to have trust in one’s capabilities. Ethical competence

reflects caring and spirituality. This competency is about

caring for a patient with a sense of concern, empathy, and
belonging. Preparation is to prepare for students with trust

and to assign tasks in their daily work involving patient

care situations both for nursing care and reflections. On

campus, students need to feel involved and experience
teachers’ preparedness in theoretical and practical exer-

cises to be implemented. Predictability and safety are to

know what is going to happen, why and how, in a safe

environment. The sub-theme structure and cooperation is
about the importance of having a present plan for what is

to happen, and that this plan can be implemented in a

collaboration between clinical supervisors and campus
teachers. The last sub-theme, reflective space and safety,

is about how to create the opportunity for reflection

before, during, and after activities both in clinical practice

and on-campus activities for knowledge assimilation. For
students to feel that the learning situation is organized for

reflection to take place, allows them to feeling safe.
The seven sub-themes were synthesized to the next level

of abstraction,30 and the process revealed the following
two main themes: a caring practice–academic partnership

(sub-themes 1–4) and support in the learning environment

(sub-themes 5–7), which were rooted in both the

quantitative and qualitative studies. The main themes
and sub-themes are displayed in Table 3.

Discussion

Clinical supervisors, self-confidence, ethical competence,
preparation, predictability and safety, structure and coop-
eration, reflective space, and safety are important key fac-
tors identified for nursing students’ professional identity
development. Students indicated their need for a supervi-
sor to guide them when planning and implementing nurs-
ing actions.8,12,42 It is through these actions that nursing
students meet patients’ needs. It is in these meetings that
the development of emotional intelligence and self-
awareness in relation to patients’ reactions appears.8

Supervisors as role models are identified as one important
factor in the learning environment. To become nurses with
a high level of integrity, they need supervisors for reflec-
tion and critical thinking before, during, and after nursing
actions. Furthermore, teaching, professional meeting
places, and reflections on campus are also crucial for this
development.7,14,17 Stockhausen32 wrote about assimilat-
ing knowledge. When students are in clinical situations,
they interpret events and begin building a repertoire of
reflective examples, and they assimilate and internalize
the knowledge. Leners et al.36 proposed that ‘nursing
values are internalized through professional socialization
– the process of learning or understanding the “nature of
being a nurse”’ (p. 505). Sandvik et al.41 called this process
a movement. They described this movement as a spiral,
taking students forward in their process of understanding
and becoming nurses.41

Dalton31 described the importance of spaces for learn-
ing. In the case of nursing students, most learning and
social activities occur in a social context of clinical practice
situations.13,31 To work effectively with patients, they must
meet challenges arising from ethical dilemmas and practi-
cal problems.8 Students need to reflect together with their
supervisors on these important experiences for knowledge
internalization to occur. Some studies have focused on the
zone of proximal development as an important factor for
learning in clinical settings.13,45 This is due to the fact that,
when alone, students can only undertake nursing based on
their own theoretical and practical experiences. However,
when they work together with expert nurses, they can draw
upon both their own and their supervisors’ experiences.
When supervisors act as positive role models and create
an atmosphere of caring and support, students can devote
most of their energy to learning rather than feeling
insecure.8

This study has identified what it means to support stu-
dents in the learning environment and the content of a
caring practice–academic partnership. Together with
those underlying elements, the seven sub-themes are essen-
tial to include and have in mind when planning the nursing
student’s learning environment, both on campus and in
clinical practice situations. Support in the learning envi-
ronment is also about having a sense of responsibility,42

which helps students develop relationships in practice.

4 Nordic Journal of Nursing Research 0(0)
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When supervisors give students responsibility, they are
appealing to the students’ desire to learn and provide nurs-
ing care, as well as to challenge their thinking. Over time,
this thinking becomes understanding;42 as a result, profes-
sional identity development emerges. However, students

also need guidance and training,17 which, when combined
with hands-on training, results in a heightened state of
readiness for assuming more responsibility and action.
Students can then reflect more analytically and act more
responsibly, furthering their professional identity develop-

ment,42 as they increasingly feel themselves becoming
nurses.

Tanner2 argued for the importance of clinical placement

and training in promoting clinical judgement. Cappelletti
et al.1 made an even stronger case for this point, calling
clinical judgement the ‘hallmark’ of professional nursing.
Supervision and the atmosphere in the clinical placement
are crucial elements for students to develop clinical

judgement.18

As previously mentioned, predictability, structure, and

cooperation emerged as sub-themes in both the qualitative
and quantitative research studies. For example, in a qual-
itative study in Iran, Vaismoradi et al.38 investigated male
students and their professional identity development.
Participants reported that their professional identities
could not develop when their expectations and reality

were markedly different. They also reported the need for
resources that showed the reality of nursing and the impor-
tance of feeling supported by the educational system. This
issue is related to how academic teachers prepare students
for clinical practice and cooperation. A study from

China43 also focused on this matter. The respondents
showed a lower level of professional identity after

completing their nursing studies. The students expected
to feel and be prepared for the reality of nursing, which
did not occur. This finding highlights the importance of

supervisors who help students feel secure and cared for in a
clinical environment.9

In a quantitative study, Kururi et al.42 found that pro-
fessional identity development in nursing students was pre-
dicted by roles and responsibilities, teamwork and

collaboration. In addition, those factors correspond to
the findings in Dalton’s study,31 which described how a
nurse invited a student into his/her workplace community.

Stockhausen32 addressed the importance of entering the
world of the patient, constructing an identity as a nurse,
and developing confidence, and he also highlights the

importance of assimilating the ways of learning nursing.
Our findings show that students construct an identity for
themselves as nurses, gain confidence, which is confirmed

in practice, and assimilate ways of learning nursing, which
influence one another.

Feeling secure and having a high level of self-esteem
influence professional identity development. In one quan-
titative study, Iacobucci et al.35 focused on professional

values, self-confidence, and ethical competence. They
found that students with strong professional nursing
values also scored significantly higher on self-confidence

levels. To possess a high level of self-confidence, individ-
uals need to feel physically and mentally secure, as well as
competent. Valizadeh et al.46 conducted a study on the

factors influencing nursing students’ sense of self-
confidence. They concluded that protective factors includ-
ed clinical staff taking an interest in them, and the staff on
the ward or unit being approachable.46 The clinical super-

visor should contribute to this development by providing

Table 3. Thematic synthesis representing the sub-themes and main themes across qualitative and quantitative studies.

Author Descriptive themes

Generation of ‘analytic sub-

themes’ across qualitative and

quantitative studies

Main themes across qualitative

and quantitative studies

Quantitative studies with a narrative summary

Mara~n�on and Pera, 201511 Clinical placement and mentors

are key

Clinical supervisors A caring practice–academic

partnership

Iacobucci et al., 201335 The students’ self-confidence is

meaningful when it comes to

their professional values

Self-confidence

Hensel and Laux, 201434 Competencies that reflect caring

and spirituality are essential

Ethical competences

Chen et al., 202043 Theoretical courses and caring

experiences are important

factors

Preparation

Vaismoradi et al., 201138 To be trusted, and supported by

the educational system and

clinical practice

Predictability and safety Support in the learning

environment

Kururi et al., 201642 Training facilities, responsibilities,

teamwork, and collaboration

are important factors

Structure and cooperation

Walker et al., 201433 Positive role models, belonging,

peer support, critical thinking

abilities and confidence

Safety and reflective space
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predictability, structure, and cooperation. As a result, sat-

isfaction with their professional practice will help students

develop personally as well.
Today there is a need for placing large numbers of nurs-

ing students requiring nurse supervisors.47 However, we

know there is a lack of nurses in both hospitals and munic-

ipal health services. This gives a supply-and-demand mis-

match. Students need predictability, structure, and

cooperation to feel supported. Knowing what to do, how

and why, and experiencing both feelings and activities

based on cooperation will further result in responsibility.43

To cope with this challenging situation, requirements for

learning areas through simulation activities are organized.

Simulation sessions both in hospitals and on campus for

both students and staff are implemented to increase learn-

ing opportunities.48 Planned learning activities such as

simulation sessions can contribute to the students’ devel-

opment of critical thinking, clinical competence, self-

confidence, and integration of knowledge by bridging the

theory–practice gap.35 Simulation sessions were not men-

tioned as an element for professional identity development

in the studies included in this review. However, there might

be a need for more research on how to use simulation

sessions as a learning method for professional identity

development.
Nursing education today is in a difficult situation. In

the field of practice, there is an urgent need for nurses.47

Educating these nurses requires a lot of competence, and

to be able to educate nurses with a high degree of integrity

and competence, we need more nurses both in the field of

practice and within academia. If we are unable to recruit

competent employees in both arenas, future nurses will

have both professional and practical limitations.

Therefore, it is important in both the clinical and nursing

education arenas to focus on professional identity devel-

opment. It is about, as Sandvik et al.41 has highlighted, a

movement, a hermeneutic spiral to help students move

forward in their process of becoming a nurse. Having a

strong nursing professional identity is about being an orig-

inal nurse and not just a copy,49 individual practice expe-

rience where knowledge is reflected and internalized.50

According to Dewey,49 reflection is the reason for think-

ing. If you do not reflect before, during, and after activi-

ties, you do not get the opportunity to internalize the

knowledge, and you become a copy, not an original

nurse. Therefore, it is crucial to focus on how to facilitate

students both on campus and in clinical practice

situations.

Methodological limitations

One limitation of this study is that, given the large number

of articles uncovered in the initial search, it is possible that

relevant studies were overlooked. Because of different

interpretations, there is also a possibility that the real

meanings of factors that influence the professional identity

development of nursing students in nursing educational

programs were not fully grasped. However, this study

has followed all the recommendations for an integrative

review, supporting the robustness of our findings.

Conclusions

Caring practice–academic partnership and support in the

learning environment are essential for nursing students’

professional identity development. Nursing schools

should facilitate a good learning environment both on

campus and in clinical practice situations. The students

need an environment with a caring and supportive atmo-

sphere, so that they experience a climate for reflection on

both practical and theoretical activities. Ethical compe-

tence is important for nurses, and the best way for nursing

students to develop this trait is to be with patients, care for

them, and focus on their needs with feelings of empathy.

Self-confidence is a sub-theme in this study and is signifi-

cant for professional identity development. The level of

self-confidence depends on the students’ levels of mental

and physical security.
This study also demonstrated the need for further dis-

cussion, not only about nursing students’ practice situa-

tions but about how their situations on campuses can be

optimized to help them develop a high level of professional

identity. Focusing on students’ resilience will provide

useful information on this matter. Moreover, our results

indicate the importance of providing students with optimal

situations for reflecting on their experiences and spending

time with role models, both on campus and in clinical

practice, so that they grow as nurses in safe environments.

All nursing students must feel secure, supported, and com-

petent to maximize their ability to become effective nurses

with strong professional nursing identities.
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