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Abstract
Professionalism is a multi-dimensional concept that provides nurses with opportunities to grow personally and
professionally. Nurses demonstrating the attributes of professionalism impact positively on patient satisfaction and health
outcomes. The objective of this article is to explore and analyze the phenomenon of nursing professionalism. The concept
of professionalism will be explored by analyzing Miller’s model entitled the “Wheel of Professionalism in Nursing”.
Factors determining professionalism in post-licensure nurses will be identified. The Registered Nurses Association of
Ontario-Best Practice Guideline, “Professionalism in Nursing”, will be used to discuss strategies to foster professionalism
in nurses. Relevance of professionalism in nursing and literature gaps will also be addressed.
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1 Introduction
Professionalization is the process through which a person becomes socialized into a profession [1]. It is viewed as a process
“by which a person acquires the knowledge, skills, and sense of occupational identity characteristic of a professional and
involves the internalization of the values and norms of a professional group” [2] (p.10). In nursing, the process of
professional socialization begins during the foundational educational programs when nurses internalize the knowledge,
skills, attitudes and professional standards and develop their own professional identity [1]. This internalization of
professional socialization continues as the nurse practices in “the real world” (p. 198). Chitty believed that the “goal of
professional socialization is the development of professionalism” [1] (p. 198). Thus, it is generally understood that
practising nurses integrate professionalization or professionalism into their nursing practice.
Several professional socialization models explain how nursing students socialize into their professional roles [3-7].
However, little is known about the process by which practising nurses continue to internalize, develop and sustain the
characteristics attributed to the nursing profession into their practice. There is little empirical research to demonstrate the
role of practicing nurses in maintaining and enhancing nursing professionalism. The lack of evidence which could provide
nursing leaders with information regarding if and how practicing nurses maintain and enhance their professionalism upon
entering the profession represents a gap in the body of nursing knowledge that requires an in-depth exploration. The
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purpose of this paper is to analyze the concept of nursing professionalism by investigating and describing the factors
influencing professionalism in nurses and recommending strategies that may support the growth of nursing
professionalism. Miller’s model, the ‘Wheel of Professionalism in Nursing’ [8] and the Registered Nurses Association of
Ontario (RNAO)-Best Practice Guideline (BPG), ‘Professionalism in Nursing’ [9] will be used to guide the exploration of
this topic (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Wheel of Professionalism in Nursing [8]

2 Literature search
2.1 Literature review process
A comprehensive literature review was conducted using the electronic databases of MEDLINE, the Educational Resources
Information Center (ERIC), CINAHL, PsychINFO, OVID, PubMed, Academic Search Elite, and WebSPIRS that includes
literature from Social Science and Science and Technology. The main search terms used were ‘nursing’ and
‘professionalism’. Other keywords used to locate the search were ‘professional’, ‘professional identity’, ‘professional
behaviour’, ‘professional socialization’, ‘profession’, ‘professionalization’, ‘professional autonomy’, ‘professional
development’ and ‘professional knowledge’. These terms were combined with the term ‘nursing’ in order to retrieve
empirical evidence on ‘professionalism in post-licensure nurses’. To narrow the search, inclusion criteria was established
to include all English language full-text articles. Boolean operators ‘or’ and ‘and’ were used to broaden and narrow the
searches respectively. The search for unpublished studies (e.g. dissertations) was conducted using ProQuest. A search of
grey literature was undertaken using Google and Google Scholar. Professional nursing websites were also explored for
relevant references; in particular, the website, ‘www.rnao.org’ was accessed to examine current Best Practice Guideline
(BPG) titled ‘Professionalism in Nursing’ [9]. Finally, reference lists of the retained articles were manually searched and
sentinel literature was identified.
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2.2 Understanding the meaning of profession and professionalism
Profession is a Latin word that means “a calling requiring specialized knowledge and often long and intensive academic
preparation” [10]. The term professionalism has been further described as “a vocation or form of employment that provides
a needed service to society and possesses characteristics of expertise, autonomy, long academic preparation, commitment,
and responsibility” [11] (p. 34). The characteristics of professionalism, on the other hand, have been defined as the
“conduct, goals or qualities that characterize or mark a profession or a professional person” [12] (p.8). Adams, Miller and
Beck reported that nursing professionalism requires nurses to demonstrate specific behaviours that illustrate the beliefs of
the nursing profession [13]. These behaviours encompass the knowledge, attitudes and skills that represent the professional
identity of nurses and their commitment to the profession [13, 14].

2.3 Significance of professionalism in nursing
Volp reported that the prime feature of nursing professionalism is the relationship between the nurse and the patient [15].
From this perspective, patients, families and communities expect nurses to demonstrate certain professional attributes
while delivering nursing care. These attributes may include the demonstration of broad knowledge and skills,
accountability, interpersonal skills and professional attitudes including effective communication, empathy and courtesy [16-18]. These characteristics are consistent with the attributes outlined in the Registered Nurses Association of
Ontario-Best Practice Guideline, ‘Professionalism in Nursing’ [9] and Miller’s model the ‘Wheel of Professionalism in
Nursing’ [8].
Providing professional nursing care has been reported to result in improved patient satisfaction and positive health
outcomes [15]. Increased levels of professionalism have also been associated with outcomes of improved nursing
performance and personal autonomy [19], ability to think critically [20], ability to reflect on practice [21], and empowerment [22]. In addition, nurses with a higher degree of professionalism have been reported to have enhanced levels of
education and training; increased scholarship and involvement in research activities; and increased job satisfaction [15]. On
the other hand, decreased levels of professionalism have been suggested to lead to negative outcomes including increased
turnover and attrition and decreased productivity [23].

2.4 Conceptual model for professionalism in nursing
In 1984, Barbara Kemp Miller developed a model entitled the ‘Wheel of Professionalism in Nursing’ to explore the
concept of professionalism. This model (see Figure 1) was created in response to nurses’ need to recognize attributes and
behaviours necessary for the nursing professionalism [8, 24, 25]. This model is represented in the form of a wheel with
essential characteristics as the hub and supporting behaviours represented as the spokes. The hub or center of the wheel
represents two critical attributes including education in a university setting and a scientific background that is the basis for
professionalism in nursing. The spokes depict attributes and characteristics that are inherent in the behaviours of a
professional nurse. These attributes include, ‘Adherence to Code for Nurses’; ‘Community Service Orientation’;
‘Professional Organization Participation’; ‘Autonomy and Self-regulation’; ‘Publication and Communication’; ‘Development and use of Theory and Research’; and ‘Continuing Education and Competence’ [8] (p. 19).
Formal education in a university setting is a means to acquire a body of knowledge through scientific research. Nurses are
expected to possess professional attributes as a result of socialization during their professional education. Davis highlights
the significance of educational preparation in socializing nursing students into their professional nursing role [26]. He views
the socialization of nursing students as “the process by which the student passes from identification with a ‘lay’ to a
‘professional’ culture” [26] (p. 116). Davis believes that the education programs and exposure to nursing academic faculty
enables nursing students to internalize the skills, knowledge, and values associated with the professional nursing role.
Several researchers have debated over the entry level to nursing practice. Many researchers view the Baccalaureate (BSN)
degree as a minimum educational requirement for professional nursing practice [27, 28]. A higher educational level in
nursing, specifically a minimum of BSN degree, is associated with a decrease in hospital mortality, length of stay,
medication errors, and procedural violations [29, 30]. Considering the benefits of higher education, many countries like
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Canada have established the BSN degree as a required standard for entry to practice. Canadian nurses are exploring means
to advance their education by enrolling into various educational programs. It is evidenced by an increase in the enrolment
of nurses from 8,013 to 10,074 in the BSN program between the period of 2005 and 2010. Even the admissions to
Master’s and Doctoral Programs have increased by 9% and 12% from the year 2005 to 2010 [31]. Acquiring education with
scientific background enables nurses to demonstrate knowledge, skills and values that are unique to the nursing profession.
Adherence to the Code For Nurses is an essential requisite for nursing professionalism as it defines the values and beliefs
of the nursing profession [8]. The Code for Nurses is viewed as a valuable tool that allows nurses to practise ethically when
dealing through ethical challenges arising in their nursing practice [32]. ‘Community Service and Orientation to public’ has
also been fundamental to all professions including nursing. The Canadian Nurses Association (CNA) supports this Wheel
through the Code of Ethics for Registered Nurses [32] with expectation that nurses will demonstrate efforts to promote
health and well-being of the public. Nurses motivated by altruism are committed to assist patients, families, groups,
populations, and communities by providing services that can promote, restore and maintain health.
Professionalism also requires nurses to participate and promote professional organizations, which is another spoke of the
Wheel. Various nursing associations (e.g. CNA) are dedicated to maintain self-regulation and control with a focus to
protect the public. This regulation assures the public that they are receiving safe and ethical care from competent and
qualified nurses. In Canada, all practising nurses are expected to participate in self-regulation by accepting responsibility
to practise according to the professional standards and the code of ethics for Registered Nurses (RNs). This professional
orientation is the key to autonomy in nurses which is another spoke of the Wheel. Autonomy or independence in nursing
refers to freedom in making decisions and clinical judgement within their scope of practice [33]. Nurses demonstrate their
autonomy by designing, implementing, and evaluating plans for patient care; developing and placing professional practice
models in hospitals; and creating and pursuing advanced practice roles such as family nurse practitioner and clinical nurse
specialist [34].
Publication and communication is an additional spoke of the Wheel demonstrating the expectation that nurses can model
professionalism by sharing, supporting, counselling and assisting other members of the health care team [8]. Nurses
demonstrate this attribute through publication, by serving as a mentor or preceptor, by engaging in nursing organizations,
or by acting as an advocate. A further functional element of professionalism includes theory and research whereby nurses
assess, plan, implement and evaluate theory and research and integrate the best practices into their clinical practice. This
spoke enables nurses to sustain an evidence-based practice environment at the bedside by maintaining competence through
various continuing education opportunities [8]. Nurses, in this spoke, are expected to maintain and enhance their
knowledge, skills, attitude and judgement to improve the quality of care provided to the patients, families and
communities.
Miller’s model, the ‘Wheel of Professionalism in Nursing’ is the most significant early work used to explore the
phenomenon of nursing professionalism [8]. To test the empirical value of this model, Miller, Adams and Beck have
developed a ‘Behavioural Inventory for Professionalism in Nursing’ that reflects the hub and spokes of the Wheel [25]. This
inventory has been used by several researchers in their research practice and has developed good reliability [25].

2.5 Factors influencing professionalism in nursing
Considering the ‘Wheel of Professionalism in Nursing’ model [8], and the findings of a few descriptive studies, several
researchers [13, 35-38] have outlined a few antecedents of professionalism. These antecedents include the levels of education,
years of nursing experience, membership in professional organizations, community service and specialty certification.
Malizia utilized a cross-sectional research design to determine the impact of the BSN degree on professional socialization
of Returning RNs (RRNs) from three academic sites in Western New York [39]. The Nursing Activity Scale (NAS)
developed by Schutzenhofer in 1992 was used to measure the degree of autonomy as a key professional behavior in
nursing practice. The total scores of this scale ranges from 60 to 240 with higher scores indicative of greater autonomy.
Data was collected from three categories of nurses including Associate Degree (AD)/Diploma nurses working in a hospital
Published by Sciedu Press
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setting who chose not to return to school (31.5%); RRNs from entering (87.5%) and graduating class (56.8%); and the
graduates of Generic BSN program (28.7%). The findings of this study revealed that RRNs from the entering and
graduating class and Generic BSN graduates demonstrated higher level of professional autonomy while AD/Diploma
nurses fell in the mid-range level. Graduating RRNs scored significantly higher on the NAS when compared to entering
RRNs (P<0.1), AD/Diploma nurses (P<.05), and Generic BSN nurses (P<.05). The findings of this study may indicate that
an increased level of education is positively associated with higher degree of professionalism [39].
Wynd used a descriptive comparative/correlational design with a random sampling method to explore factors contributing
to the levels of nursing professionalism [38]. Hall’s Professionalism Inventory Scale [40] was used to measure professionalism in 774 Registered Nurses licensed in the American state of Ohio. This inventory reflects essential dimensions of
professionalism including the use of professional organizations, belief in public service, autonomy, belief in
self-regulation and a sense of calling. Total scores on this inventory range between 25 and 125 with higher scores
indicative of greater professionalism. The findings of Wynd’s study reveal significant association between the overall
professionalism scores and the higher educational degree in nursing (p<.001), years of experience as an RN (p<.001),
other certifications (P<0.001) and membership in professional organizations (P<.05) [38]. A stepwise multiple regression
procedure was used to determine the strength of each variable in predicting total professionalism scores. Membership in
professional organizations (r2=.048) and years of experience as an RN (r2=.067) were found to be the most significant
predictors of total scores of professionalism (p =<0.001). The findings of this study may support the fact that nurses with
increased years of experience in nursing practice, higher educational degrees, specialty certifications, and memberships in
professional organizations may demonstrate increased professionalism in their practice settings [38].

2.6 Strategies to foster nursing professionalism
Understanding the determinants of professionalism is an important step in promoting strategies that may support and
enhance professional socialization in nurses. The ‘Wheel of Professionalism in Nursing’ model [8] examines factors
affecting nursing professionalism. Exploring the concepts outlined in this model may enable nurses to become more
cognizant of professional behaviours. It may assist nurses in evaluating their own professionalism and may provide them
the direction for professional growth [13, 24, 25]. In addition to using this model, nurses can also utilize the RNAO-BPG on
‘Professionalism in Nursing’ [9] to examine the attributes that are fundamental to nursing professionalism. This BPG
directs nurses on ‘what to do or how to behave in professional situations’ (p. 24) [9]. It recommends that nurses should
model professionalism by: having a sound body of theoretical, practical and clinical knowledge; demonstrating high spirit
of inquiry; exhibiting accountability; exercising autonomy; believing in advocacy; demonstrating innovation and
visionary attitude; acknowledging collegiality and collaboration; and applying nursing ethics and values to clinical
practice. Nurses can review this guideline and reflect on their own values and behaviours. They can then identify an area
that they believe needs attention to enhance professionalism. Nurses may then consider the suggestions offered in this
BPG to address their area of improvement [9].

2.7 Sound body of theoretical, practical and clinical knowledge
The development and understanding of professional knowledge is important to the professional socialization process [9].
The application of knowledge and critical thinking skills are essential to establishing sound clinical judgement in nursing
practice. The significance of education in enhancing professionalism is stressed by several researchers. Williams and
MoGowan used a non-equivalent, pre-post test, control group design to determine the impact of professional development
(PD) program on autonomy of nurses employed in a hospital in Western Australia [41]. 9 clinical nurses received training
on PD for a 10-week period through a planned 40 contact hour’s session and 24 hours private study. A matched control
group of clinical nurses (n=18) was selected from the hospital’s nurse management database system. The ‘Nursing
Activity Scale’ (NAS) was used to measure professional autonomy in nurses before and after the training program. The
results of this study reveal that the NAS scores of nurses taking the PD course were significantly higher when compared to
the nurses not taking the course (P=0.0109), indicating the effectiveness of education in promoting autonomy in nurses[41].
Knowing that autonomy is one of the essential traits of professionalism, providing structured educational activities may
assist in supporting and enhancing professionalism in nurses. Nurses can enhance their professional knowledge by
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accessing educational resources (e.g. library, conferences, and workshops) and by translating this knowledge to guide their
clinical practice [9].
2.7.1 Spirit of inquiry
Having a spirit of inquiry is considered to be the most distinguishing attribute of a professional nurse [9]. Nurses
demonstrate this attribute by making observations, formulating questions, and gathering and interpreting data to enhance
the provision of quality patient care [9]. It requires strengthening the knowledge base to make informed clinical judgments
by thinking ‘outside the box’, or by reflecting critically and thinking creatively. Many studies have explored the
significance of using reflective practice in promoting nursing professionalism [42-45] and conclude that practising the act of
reflection promotes self-insight and self-awareness in nurses that is essential to nursing professionalism. The College of
Nurses of Ontario (CNO), through its Quality Assurance (QA) program, believes that life-long learning is essential to
continuing competence. It engages nurses to measure their knowledge and application of professional standards by
practising reflection and by developing and maintaining a learning plan [46, a]. Nurses participating in the QA program tend
to reflect critically which may in turn assist nurses in transforming their perception of nursing professionalism and may
enhance the quality of care provided to patients, families and communities [46, a].
2.7.2 Accountability
Accountability in nursing is an integral part of professional practice. It refers to nurses’ willingness to assume
responsibility for their conduct [9]. Accountability is a key element of the CNO’s professional standards that expects nurses
to apply their knowledge and skills within their scope of practice to make decisions in the best interest of the patient [46, b].
Nurses are accountable to conduct self-assessment; identify areas requiring additional education, experience and/or
supervision; and outline strategies to meet their learning needs [46, b]. Nurses can demonstrate accountability by becoming
involved with their professional organizations; improving quality of care through evidence of best practices;
self-reflection; and continuing education [9].
2.7.3 Autonomy
Autonomy is viewed as the hallmark of nursing profession [9]. It refers to the ability of nurses to achieve a desirable
outcome by making independent and informed decisions [47, 48]. Autonomy in nurses is associated with job satisfaction [49];
increased patient safety and improved patient outcomes [50, 51]. Stewart, Stansfield, and Tapp explored nurses’
understanding of autonomy and identified the barriers and enablers to nursing autonomy using a qualitative hermeneutic
approach [52]. 12 focus group interviews were conducted involving 43 nurses working in a large healthcare region in
Southern Alberta, Canada. This approach engaged nurses in active exploration of what nursing autonomy means and how
it could be enhanced in practice settings. The findings of this study reveal that nurses experienced autonomy when they
were able to utilize their knowledge and skills to assess and meet patient’s needs. Nurses felt less autonomous when their
contributions to the patient care goals were unrecognized and unvalued. Continuing education, mentoring, and recognition
were viewed as strategies to develop confidence and competence in enacting nursing autonomy [52]. The findings of this
study are supported by RNAO-BPG ‘Professionalism in Nursing’ that suggests nurses to promote their autonomy by
acting confidently within their scope of practice, improving decision making skills and taking formal and informal
leadership roles [9].
2.7.4 Advocacy
Advocacy is one of the fundamental values of professional nursing practice that requires nurses to empower patients to
make informed choices by supporting their rights, values and beliefs [53-55]. Several researchers have examined the factors
influencing nurses’ role as patient advocates. Martin explored the perception of 20 RNs on ‘advocacy’ by asking them to
describe an incident on advocacy arising from their clinical practice [56]. The reflective narratives from RNs revealed that
maintaining a therapeutic nurse-patient relationship motivated nurses to act as patient advocates. However, the
paternalistic attitudes of the healthcare providers along with the expectation for the patient to play a ‘passive’ role were
viewed as barriers to advocacy [56]. These findings are supported by Mallik [55] and Morse [57] as they emphasize the need to
develop a meaningful connection with patients to build foundation for advocacy. These researchers also view lack of
Published by Sciedu Press
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support from healthcare team members and fear of reprisals as significant barriers to patient advocacy [55, 57]. To overcome
these barriers, nurses can involve themselves in shaping health policies that can improve the work environment and patient
outcomes. Nurses can also recognize and respect the scope of practice of other healthcare professionals and identify and
establish effective working relationships with key stakeholders to promote autonomy for clients. Furthermore, nurses can
also contribute to policy development process by keeping themselves abreast of developments, participating in
organizations, identifying key stakeholders and by communicating effectively [9].
2.7.5 Innovation and visionary
Innovation and visionary refers to bringing in new ideas or imaginative insight to improve patient care and promote
positive outcomes [9]. Innovative nursing has a positive impact on professional practice as it aims to improve job
satisfaction and quality of care [58, 59]. It enables nurses to think creatively and participate in quality improvement
initiatives. Nurses can demonstrate their creativity by challenging the prevailing conditions and identifying opportunities
that enhances nursing practice. Other strategies that may promote innovation and visionary attributes in nurses include
recognizing opportunities to question and examine their practice; supporting curiosity, using reflective practice; and
learning and embracing changes to improve the quality of health care [9].
2.7.6 Collegiality and collaboration
Inter-professional collaboration is defined as “working together with one or more members of the healthcare team where
each makes a unique contribution to achieving a common goal” [60] (p. 18). Developing collaborative partnerships with
other healthcare professionals and demonstrating collegiality are key attributes of professionalism [9]. They are viewed as
significant predictors of positive patient outcomes; increased teamwork; job satisfaction; positive nurse-physician
interactions; autonomy; and quality of care [61]. Nurses can promote collegiality and collaboration by having a clear
understanding of their scope of practice as well as acknowledging and respecting the roles of other health care team
members [9]. In addition, valuing preceptor programs and supporting mentorship opportunities may also assist nurses in
demonstrating their collegiality [9, 62]. These strategies may assist nurses to enhance collaborative relationships and
teamwork, promote professional growth, boost sense of confidence, and support professional socialization in nurses.
2.7.7 Ethics and values
Providing safe, competent and ethical care is critical to nursing professionalism [9]. Esterhuizen highlights the significance
of the nursing code of ethics in promoting accountability and professionalism in nurses [63]. Esterhuizen, however, claimed
that nurses have little or no knowledge of the existing professional codes [63]. This claim is augmented by Miller, Adams
and Beck [25] who explored the levels of professionalism in RNs and revealed that only 40% of the RNs were aware of the
American Nurses Association Code of Ethics. Furthermore, Adams and Miller, while exploring the levels of
professionalism in Nurse Practitioners (NPs), revealed that 52% of the NPs did not use an ethical framework in their
nursing practice and only 12% of the NPs demonstrated their willingness to participate in ethics committee [24]. Knowing
the fact that ethical dimension of nursing practice assists nurses in developing their professional identity [64, 65], and impacts
the lives of patients, colleagues and society [66, 67], it becomes vital for nurses to apply the code of ethics in their nursing
practice. To do so, nurses can reflect on their own values and beliefs and discuss its implications on the ethical dimensions
of nursing practice. Nurses can also use various resources while making decisions and have critical incident de-briefing
about practice issues related to ethics. More importantly, nurses can participate in regular meetings to address ethical and
professional issues arising from clinical practice [9].

2.8 Literature gaps
The concept of professionalism has been discussed in the healthcare literature for decades; however, many researchers
agree that this phenomenon is under-researched. A few studies have explored the phenomenon of professionalism in
nursing; however, most of these studies are descriptive in nature, thus, resulting in low-levels of evidence. The author
realizes that a randomized controlled trial might not be the best way to explore the phenomenon of professionalism;
however, various aspects of qualitative and quantitative designs must be considered to explore the efficacy of specific
strategies fostering professionalism. Furthermore, researchers may also need to explore the influence of workplace
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settings on nursing professionalism. Recently, Baumann and Kolotylo have developed ‘The Professionalism and
Environmental Factors in the Workplace Questionnaire’ (PEFWQ) ® to examine professionalism and environmental
attributes that may influence professionalism of nurses at their workplace [68]. This questionnaire was developed in
response to the changes in the healthcare environment and resources that may make it challenging for nurses to maintain
professionalism at all the times [68]. The authors (Baumann & Kolotylo) caution readers that the intent of the PEFWQ ® is
not to measure an individual nurse’s professionalism scores. Instead the analysis of the PEFWQ ® result may provide “a
starting point for collective discussion, planning and implementation of methods to support professionalism in practice
and healthy work environments” [68] (p. 2218). The development of PEFWQ ® is particularly promising for nurses and
nurse administrators to reflect, plan and implement strategies that may support nurses in maintaining and enhancing their
levels of professionalism [68].

3 Conclusion
Nurses need to demonstrate the attributes of professionalism in their daily practice as it impacts positively on patient
satisfaction and health outcomes. It provides nurses with an opportunity to grow personally and professionally. This article
explored the phenomenon of professionalism in nurses using Miller’s model, ‘Wheel of Professionalism in Nursing’ [8]. It
also explored the factors affecting nursing professionalism and outlined strategies to foster professionalism in nurses by
using the RNAO-BPG, ‘Professionalism in Nursing’ [9].
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