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Factors Influencing Nursing Students' Professional Identity in a Clinical Learning Environment in Hunan,

China

Abstract

Background: Clinical learning environment is an important stage for nursing students, it will affect the cultivation of professional identity

of nursing students. This study to explore the factors influencing the cultivation of professional identity among nursing students in a clinical learning

environment.

Methods: This was a cross-sectional study.Convenience sampling was applied to recruit 398 nursing students from The Third Xiangya Hospital

of Central South University in Hunan Province. After the nursing students completed their clinical learning, data on the participants’ characteristics,

professional identification and nursing clinical learning environment were collected. Descriptive statistics, including the mean ± standard deviation,

were calculated. The data were analysed by t-test, one-way analysis of variance, Pearson’s correlation analysis and multiple linear regression.

Results: The results showed that the nursing students’ highest professional identity score was in professional cognition (16.07±2.78). The

nursing students’ professional identity was significantly related to educational background, willingness to choose the nursing major and school level

(P<0.05).In the clinical learning environment, the students’ voluntary selection of the nursing major and teaching methods and interpersonal

relationships were most important.

Conclusion: The clinical learning environment and nursing’ students personal characteristics are the most important factors influencing the

professional identity of nursing students. Based on these results, hospitals should flexibly adapt teaching methods according to students’ personal

characteristics, improve the professional skills of teachers, and create a good working atmosphere. In addition, faculty members should reform their

teaching methods and encourage students to establish good interpersonal relationships to provide more learning opportunities for nursing students

and to enhance the recognition of nursing students in the nursing profession.

Keywords: Nursing Students; Clinical Learning Environment; Professional Identity; Clinical Education

1. Background

According to the research, the turnover rate of nurses in European countries has reached 12%~21%[1] . In 2010, the turnover rate was 13.9% in

America, 19.9% in Canada and 36.6% in Jordan [1]. One study showed that the turnover rate is generally highest among nursing students and senior

nurses [3]. This not only leads to shortages in the nursing workforce but also possibly decreases the quality of care. In addition, the WHO noted that

the world will achieve and maintain universal health coverage by 2030 but still lacks nearly 9 million care workers (Word Health Organization, 2019).

Therefore, the high turnover rate of nurses and the shortage of nurses have become universal problems worldwide [4], and these problems run counter

to the requirements of nursing development [5]. As future nurses, nursing students play an important role in the development of nursing. A study has

shown that professional identity is an important factor in determining nurses' intention to leave and nursing students' career decisions [6].

Professional identity is an abstract concept that can be theoretically expounded from the aspects of emotion, attitude and values [6].

Specifically, the professional identity of nurses refers to the values and attitudes held by nurses that guide their thinking and actions and their

interactions with patients [8]. The professional identity of nursing students, as prospective nurses, is both the same as and different from that of nurses.

For nursing students, professional identity refers to the process of planning their career and confirming their professional role in their current status

as nursing students [9]. A kind of psychological state determines the professional behaviour of nursing students [10]. The cultivation of professional

identity will affect the transition of nursing students to professional nurses and their willingness to stay in the nursing profession, which is an

important factor in choosing a future career [11]. In addition, as nursing students become nurses, professional identity is the basis of their nursing

practice and affects their entire career [12]. Studies have shown that students with a stronger sense of professional identity are more motivated to work

[13] and that nurses with lower levels of professional identity are more likely to quit [13], whereas nurses with a stronger professional identity have a

higher retention rate [15].



The clinical learning environment includes some elements that can be learned in a clinical setting, such as learning opportunities, role

building, teaching and patient attitudes, and is an important stage for nursing students [16]. Clinical practice provides nursing students with a different

learning environment than classroom teaching [17] and creates opportunities for nursing students to learn professional competencies [18]. In this

environment, nursing students gain experience in emotional and physical interactions [19], which enables them to apply their theoretical knowledge to

practice [20], become familiar with clinical work, and deepen their objective understanding of nursing work [21]. The environment of clinical practice

affects not only the learning outcomes of nursing students but also their views and attitudes towards nursing [22].

Research has shown that clinical practice is the key period for the formation of the professional identity of nursing students [23]. Therefore, it

is very important to cultivate the professional identity and values of nursing students during clinical practice so that they can become qualified nurses

[24]. Some studies have shown that during clinical practice, nursing students form an objective professional identity and compare imaginary practice

with reality by becoming familiar with the working environment [25, 26]. The professional identity formed by nursing students in practice is closely

related to their future career choice [27]. In this stage, the components of the clinical learning environment may be important in influencing nursing

students’ formation of a professional identity. The purpose of this study is to explore the influencing factors of the clinical learning environment on

the cultivation of the professional identity of nursing students and to provide references for improving the clinical learning environment of nursing

students and enhancing their professional identity.

2. Method

2.1 Study design

A cross-sectional study was conducted to determine nursing students’ professional identity in the clinical learning environment and to examine
the association between students’ demographic factors, the components of the clinical learning environment and professional identity. All methods

were carried out in accordance with relevant guidelines and regulations.

2.2 Participants

Convenience sampling was used to select 438 nursing students from 28 different universities who were practising at The Third Xiangya Hospital

of Central South University in Hunan Province. The participant inclusion criteria were as follows: 1) all full-time junior college and undergraduate

nursing students who practised in the hospital were included, and 2) according to the requirements of the school for completing practice in all

departments, the average period was 40.54±2.70 weeks, and the average number of departments was 11.39±1.20. The participant exclusion criteria were

as follows: nursing students who did not complete the requirements for various reasons were excluded.

2.3 Data collection

Data were collected from January to March 2019. The questionnaires took approx. 20 min to complete. Those who did not wish to participate read

quietly during this time. The information sheet was distributed before participation, and written informed consent was gained prior to the completion

of the questionnaires.

Confidentiality and anonymity were maintained by not asking for names and by numbering the questionnaires, with each participant receiving

a number on a debriefing sheet. Any student who wanted to withdraw his or her data prior to the commencement of data analysis could do so by

contacting the researcher using this number. All data were kept in a locked cupboard and on a password-protected computer to ensure privacy.

2.4 Measures

2.4.1 Demographic information form

This form was generated by the researcher and consisted of questions concerning gender, age, education, whether the respondent was an only child,

residential status, whether the nursing major was voluntarily chosen, and school grades.

2.4.2 Professional identification scale



This form included 10 items, with the responses to each item provided on a 5-point Likert scale (1=never to 5=very often) . The analysis of the

scale yielded a Cronbach’s α of 0.71, and factor analysis yielded an oblique solution [27]. Hong Lu translated the professional identification scale into

Chinese, and the Cronbach’s α of the Chinese version was 0.82.

2.4.3 Nursing clinical learning environment evaluation scale

The responses to each item on this scale were provided on a 5-point Likert scale (1=never to 5=very often). The form had 30 items divided into 6

dimensions, namely, teaching method, teacher quality, learning opportunities, interpersonal relationships, working atmosphere and organizational

support, each of which contained 5 items. The consistency analysis yielded a Cronbach’s α of 0.96. The cumulative contribution rate of the 6

common factors was 73.37%. The correlation coefficients between the dimensions were 0.48~0.66. The correlation coefficient between each

dimension and the total score was 0.83~0.86. The set validity correlation coefficient was 0.56 ~ 0.84. The correlation coefficient of discriminant

validity was 0 ~ 0.46 [29].

2.5 Data analysis

The data were analysed using SPSS version 22.0. Frequency and percentage were used to describe the enumeration and ranking of the data, such

as gender, educational background, and whether the respondent was an only child. The mean and standard deviation were used to describe the

measurement data in line with the normal distribution, such as age, score of occupational identity and hospital teaching environment evaluation. The

t-test was used to analyse the professional identity scores of nursing students from the aspects of gender, educational background, whether the

respondent was an only child, home address, and whether the choice of the nursing major was voluntary. A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA)

was used to analyse the professional identity scores of nursing students in terms of their school performance and school grades. Pearson’s correlation

was applied to explore the correlation between dimensions of nursing students' professional identity and dimensions of the clinical learning

environment evaluation. The influence of each dimension of the hospital teaching environment evaluation on dimensions of occupational identity

was analysed by multiple linear regression. Statistical significance for all analyses was set at P<0.05.

3. Results

A total of 398 nursing students participated in this study. Table 1 presents the characteristics of the sample. There were 38 (9.5%) men and 360

(90.5%) women. The average age was 20.80±1.02. There were 208 nursing students at the diploma level and 190 at the baccalaureate level. The

nursing students came from 28 different universities and 3 different levels: there were 208 nursing students from junior colleges, 92 from

second-level colleges, and 98 from first-level universities.

The mean score for professional identification was 40.35 out of a maximum score of 50. In the subscales of professional identification, career

cognition had the highest mean score at 16.07, followed by professional impact and professional evaluation (12.68 and 11.46, respectively). The

mean score for the nursing clinical learning environment evaluation was 131.86 out of a maximum score of 150 (Table 2).

Table 3 shows the relationship between the demographic variables and the dimensions and the total scores of professional identification.

According to the t-test, there was no significant difference between the professional identification of nursing students of who were not an only child

(40.46±5.34) and nursing students who were an only child (40.03±6.00) (P=0.505). However, the professional cognition (P < 0.001) and professional

impact (P=0.038) scores of respondents who were not only children were significantly higher than the scores of those who were only children. The

professional identification score of nursing students from rural areas was significantly different from those of nursing students from urban areas

(P=0.038). The scores of the professional identification dimensions were higher for nursing students from rural areas than for those from urban areas.

The professional identification score of nursing students who chose the nursing major voluntarily was significantly different from that of nursing

students who chose the nursing major involuntarily (P < 0.001). The professional identification score of nursing students with a diploma (41.13±4.84)

was higher than that of nursing students with a baccalaureate education (39.49±6.07), and the difference was significant (P=0.003). In addition, there

were significant differences in professional cognition (P=0.003), professional evaluation (P≤0.001) and professional impact (P < 0.001) between

nursing students at the diploma and baccalaureate levels, and nursing students with a diploma had significantly higher scores than nursing students at

the baccalaureate level. A one-way ANOVA was conducted to examine whether there were differences between school grades and college level for

the dimensions and total scores of professional identification. The results showed significant differences (P < 0.001) between the junior college



(41.12±4.84), second-level (40.70±4.93) and first-level (38.37±6.80) students, and there were also significant differences (P < 0.001) in professional

evaluation, professional impact and professional cognition.

Table 4 provides the correlations between the dimensions of the nursing students' professional identification and dimensions of the clinical

learning environment evaluation. The results show that the professional identification of the nursing students was positively correlated with teaching

methods (r=0.36) and interpersonal relationships (r=0.32, P < 0.01). It was also positively correlated with teachers’ capacity (r=0.34), learning

opportunities in the clinical learning environment (r=0.32) and working atmosphere (r=0.33, P < 0.05). In addition, there was a positive correlation

with organizational support (r=0.25). Therefore, the strength of the professional identification of nursing students is related to teaching methods,

teachers’ capacity, learning opportunities, working atmosphere, interpersonal relationships and organizational support.

4. Discussion

The aim of this study was to explore the correlation between the environmental evaluation and the professional identity of nursing students and to

determine the factors influencing the professional identity of nursing students in the clinical learning environment. The professional identity of

nursing students is related to whether nursing students are an only child, their grades in school and the practice environment in the hospital.

In this study, nursing students scored the highest in each dimension of professional identity and in the dimension of professional cognition.

Therefore, during the internship, nursing students realize the importance of nursing and their own career orientation, which will help them develop

their professional identity and reduce the attrition rate of nursing students. The total score and the scores of each dimension of the evaluation of the

hospital teaching environment of nursing students were higher than those found in the research results of Chu and Li[30], indicating that nursing

students are relatively satisfied with the hospital teaching environment.

In the analysis of the demographic characteristics , the professional identity of nursing students from the country was obviously higher than that

of nursing students from towns. The reason may be that in China, those from rural environments grow up in relatively out-of-the-way areas as a

result of the rural economy and poor working conditions; thus, rural nursing students may choose a career more carefully, listen more closely to the

opinions of their family, and pay more attention to the stability of the work. This finding indicates that the professional identity of nursing students is

related to the environment in which they grew up and lived. In addition, the stronger professional identity of nursing students who chose the nursing

major voluntarily may be related to their expectations of and greater interest in the nursing major.

The results of the demographic analysis also show that there are significant differences in the professional identity of nursing students based on

the degree and school levels, and there is a certain correlation between these dimensions and the professional identity of nursing students. The

research shows that the professional identity of nursing students with a bachelor's degree or above is lower than that of nursing students with a

bachelor's degree or below, which is consistent with the research results of Chu[31]. At the same time, the results showed that nursing students with

higher school grades had a weaker professional identity. This may be because in China, nursing is considered a low-skilled and low-educated job

with low social status that is not respected and valued by society. However, the nursing students with a higher educational level of had higher social

expectations and hoped to obtain a higher social status. Thus, because nursing work does not reflect a high social value, the nursing students with a

higher educational level had a weaker professional identity. Whether the nursing students voluntarily chose the nursing profession was related to their

first impressions of nursing. Compared to nursing students who chose the nursing major involuntarily, those who chose the major voluntarily had

more initiative in study and practice, stronger interest in study, and a stronger sense of accomplishment and satisfaction with themselves. Therefore,

the voluntary selection of the nursing major is conducive to the formation and development of nursing students’ professional identity.

Studies have shown that the professional identity of nursing students is related to the teaching methods of clinical teachers and their own quality

[32], learning opportunities in the clinical environment [25], interpersonal relationships [33] and the support of hospital and clinical teachers [18], which is

consistent with the results of this study. Studies have shown that the interaction between clinical teachers and nursing students affect the professional

identity of nursing students [26]. The interaction between clinical teachers and nursing students is most likely to come from the teaching process. The

importance of interpersonal relationships in clinical practice for cultivating the professional identity of nursing students is reflected in the following

aspects: first, during the internship, a good relationship between nursing students and teachers will enable the students to learn clinical skills more

actively to meet their professional demands [34]. Second, establishing a good nurse-patient relationship with patients in clinical practice is conducive



to enhancing the professional confidence of nursing students. Finally, maintaining a good working relationship with other medical staff in the

practice department also enables nursing students to experience a harmonious and cooperative relationship in treatment work, experience the work

content of other medical workers, and expand their horizons regarding disease treatment. Therefore, in the process of clinical practice, teachers

should take the initiative to establish a positive teacher-student relationship with nursing students and encourage nursing students to establish good

relationships with patients and other medical staff to enhance the students' sense of belonging to the department, improve their feelings about the

nursing profession, and enhance their professional identity.

In addition, this study found that the professional identity of nursing students was related to the working atmosphere of the hospital. First, a

positive working atmosphere helped the nursing students maintain a positive and optimistic attitude, which encouraged them to desire a nursing

career. Second, organized and planned nursing work and an orderly working atmosphere enabled students to successfully complete the internship

task and were conducive to enhancing the job satisfaction of nursing students. Finally, the high-quality nursing service of clinical nurses improved

patients' satisfaction and understanding of nurses' work and enhanced nursing students' pride in participating in nursing work. The results show that

teaching hospitals should provide more learning opportunities for nursing students, broaden their professional horizons and stimulate their love of

nursing to create a good working atmosphere; provide a safe and harmonious internship environment for nursing students; and increase their

expectations for their future careers. In addition, clinical teachers should strive to improve their own quality, reform clinical teaching methods,

reasonably allocate treatment tasks and teaching time, consolidate the knowledge and skills of nursing students, and strengthen the professional

identity of nursing students.

5. Summary

This study determined the influencing factors of nursing students' professional identity in the hospital practice teaching environment. Among the

influencing factors, whether nursing students chose the nursing major voluntarily, interpersonal relationships in the practice environment and

teaching methods play an important role in influencing nursing students' professional identity. Teaching hospitals can improve the quality of clinical

teachers, innovate teaching methods, create a good hospital working atmosphere, and provide a good practice environment for nursing students.

During clinical practice, teachers should take the initiative to communicate with nursing students, encourage them to establish good interpersonal

relationships, provide more learning opportunities and improve their professional potential. Therefore, researchers should study ways to change the

clinical learning environment to improve the professional identity of nursing students and provide more nursing talent for future nursing workforce.

6. Study Limitations

Although this study focused mainly on the factors influencing nursing students' professional identity in the clinical learning environment, there

are some limitations. The data in this study are from only one region, and the source area of the research objects is too limited to generalize this study.

In addition, the understanding of the life of nursing students in this study is limited to quantitative studies. The method of hybrid research should be

used to compensate for the shortage of quantitative research through qualitative research. However, the results of this study have a certain reference

value for changing the clinical learning environment and promoting the cultivation of the professional identity of nursing students.
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Table 1

Characteristics of the sample

Variable N (%) / Mean±SD

Gender

Male 38 (9.5)

Female 360 (90.5)

Age 20.80±1.02

Education

Diploma 208 (52.3)

Baccalaureate level 190 (47.7)

Only child in family

Yes 105（26.4）

No 293（73.6）

Residential status

Rural 187（47.0）

Urban 211（53.0）

Voluntary choice of nursing
major

Yes 276（69.3）

No 122（30.7）

Grades in school

Excellent 197（49.5）

Medium 188（47.2）

Poor 13（3.3）

Level of college

Junior college 208（52.3）

Second level 92（23.1）

First level 98（24.6）



Table 2

Level of professional identification and nursing clinical learning environment evaluation

Scale Categories Mean±SD

Professional identification Professional evaluation 11.46±2.55

Professional impact 12.68±2.04

Professional cognition 16.07±2.78

Total 40.35±5.51

Nursing clinical learning
environment evaluation

Learning opportunities 21.26±3.74

Organizational support 21.48±4.35

Teaching method 21.71±3.34

Interpersonal relationships 22.27±3.19

Working atmosphere 22.46±3.27

Teacher capacity 22.68±2.90

Total 131.86±18.08



Table 3

The relationship between the demographic characteristics and the dimension and total scores of professional identification

Demographic

characteristic

Professional identification Professional cognition Professional evaluation Professional impact

Mean±SD t/F P Mean±SD t/F P Mean±SD t/F P Mean±SD t/F P

Gender

Male 40.74±5.32
0.458 0.647

11.61±2.94
0.363 0.717

12.55±1.98
0.416 0.678

16.00±2.58
0.17 0.865

Female 40.31±5.54 11.45±2.51 12.70±2.05 16.08±2.80

Education

Diploma 41.13±4.84
2.975 0.003

11.82±2.38
2.976 0.003

13.04±2.05
3.695 <0.001

16.71±2.43
4.901 <0.001

Baccalaureate level 39.49±6.07 11.07±2.67 12.29±1.95 15.38±2.96

Only child in family

Yes 40.03±6.00
0.668 0.505

10.66±3.17
3.837 <0.001

12.58±2.08
0.6 0.549

15.59±3.08
2.083 0.038

No 40.46±5.34 11.75±2.22 12.72±2.02 16.25±2.65

Residential status

Rural 40.96±5.39
2.106 0.036

11.84±2.36
2.804 0.005

12.96±1.70
2.541 0.011

16.40±2.49
2,231 0.026

Urban 39.80±5.58 11.13±2.66 12.44±2.27 15.78±2.98

Voluntary choice of

nursing major

Yes 41.36±4.82
5.766 <0.001

11.86±2.47
4.748 <0.001

13.07±1.89
6.035 <0.001

16.58±2.60
5.734 <0.001

No 38.04±6.26 10.57±2.50 11.79±2.07 14.91±2.83

Grades in school

Excellent 40.46±5.40

1.389 0.251

11.79±2.43

3.33 0.037

12.70±2.08

1.142 0.32

16.30±2.73

1.899 0.151Medium 40.40±5.64 11.13±2.66 12.72±2.00 15.90±2.81

Poor 37.85±5.06 11.31±2.55 11.85±1.91 15.08±2.72

Level of college

Junior college 41.12±4.84

8.909 <0.001

11.82±2.38

8.003 <0.001

13.04±2.05

9.593 <0.001

16.71±2.43

15.74 <0.001Second level 40.70±4.93 11.56±2.69 12.64±1.88 15.91±2.82

First level 38.37±6.80 10.60±2.58 11.97±1.97 14.88±3.02



Table 4

The correlations between the dimensions of nursing students' professional identification and the dimensions of the clinical learning
environment evaluation

Professional

identification

Teaching

method

Teacher

capacity

Learning

opportunities

Interpersonal

relationships

Working

atmosphere

Organizational

support

Clinical learning
environment

evaluation

Professional

identification
1

Teaching method 0.36** 1

Teacher capacity 0.34* 0.77** 1

Learning opportunities 0.32* 0.71** 0.70** 1

Interpersonal

relationships
0.32** 0.61** 0.73** 0.73** 1

Working atmosphere 0.33** 0.68** 0.76** 0.74** 0.85** 1

Organizational support 0.25** 0.62** 0.62** 0.72** 0.70** 0.72** 1

Clinical learning
environment evaluation

0.36** 0.84** 0.86** 0.89** 0.88** 0.90** 0.86** 1

**. The correlation was significant at the 0.01 (two-tailed) level.
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