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ABSTRACT

Objectives: The characteristics of nurses who leave the profession after completing nursing school have not been examined
sufficiently. Therefore, we examined the reasons for applying to nursing school and the process of arriving at the decision to
apply among nurses showing delayed professional development.
Methods: Participants were eight junior nurses showing a delay in their growth as nurses, who were working at two teaching
hospitals. We utilized semi-structured interviews, and the transcripts were quantitatively and qualitatively analyzed.
Results: A frequency analysis of the reasons identified in the transcripts revealed twelve primary reasons for applying to nursing
school, such as attraction to the nursing profession, selection from among the different options in the medical field, scholastic
aptitude for post-high-school entrance examinations, and academic interest. A qualitative analysis of the process by which
participants decided to apply to nursing school yielded three themes: tendency to depend on others, superficial consideration of
their own aptitude for the nursing profession, and obtaining a nursing license as a means of accomplishing another purpose.
Conclusions: We revealed a number of reasons why newly qualified nurse exhibit delayed professional development as well as
three characteristics of their decision-making to apply to a nursing school. The practical implications for the interview process in
selection of applicants, effective usage of role model, and coaching are indicated for future nursing education.
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1. INTRODUCTION

As healthcare professionals, nurses are increasingly expected
to be capable of handling complex problems in their pa-
tients and patients’ family efficiently and effectively to meet
diverse societal needs. Educators must focus on fostering
nurses with resilience to deal with the complexity and uncer-
tainty of patient care, which can help maintain and improve
the quality of care. However, several studies have shown that
the number of nurses who end up leaving the profession has
increased because of a lack of enjoyment, poor relationships

with other nurses, unsupportive work environments, and per-
ceiving themselves as unsuitable for the profession.[1, 2] One
major reason that nurses leave the profession, according to
Flinkman, is a strong dissonance between the reality of nurs-
ing and what nurses had imagined it would be before entering
the field.[3]

A potentially key phase for intervening in this dissonance,
and thereby retaining competent nurses, is selection process
used by the nursing school. Currently, nursing schools uti-
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lize several methods to screen admission applicants, such as
academic achievement tests, essays, one-on-one interviews,
or multiple miniature interviews.[4–6] Interviews are a pow-
erful, interactive way of determining whether applicants are
a good fit for clinical practice, particularly when the dis-
cussion focuses on an applicant’s motivation for becoming
a nurse or reasons for applying to nursing school. Typical
motivations to become a nurse are parental occupation or rec-
ommendation, good average registered nurse pay, anticipated
dedication to patients, influence of media, interest in the hu-
man body and psychology, etc. Other reasons for becoming a
nurse are somewhat more practical, such as residing in close
proximity to a nursing school.[7–11]

Understanding the reasons and processes by which underper-
forming nurses decided to apply to nursing schools should
be beneficial for teachers to predict the I think you mean to
predict “the performance success of future nurses”. In fact,
previous studies on health profession education argue that
the characteristics of the applicants and their job suitability
are correlated. For instance, Papadakis et al. reported that
problems with self-awareness, grades, and behavior at the
earlier stages of education were indicators of future behavior
among physicians facing disciplinary action for major inci-
dents.[12, 13] To the best of our knowledge, the reasons and
processes to apply to nursing schools of underperforming
nurses have not been examined. Therefore, the aims of this
study were to reveal (1) the reasons that underperforming
nurses applied to nursing school and (2) the process by which
they decided to apply to the school.

2. METHODS

2.1 Participants
We recruited participants with the cooperation of the Depart-
ment of Nursing at two teaching hospitals with 600 or more
beds. To be eligible for participation, nurses had to be quali-
fied as nurses but show a delay in professional growth for the
first three years. In most hospitals in Japan, the Department
of Nursing utilizes a three-year training program following
the employment of newly qualified nurses as a means for de-
veloping competent nurses. To determine whether a nurse is
competent, both of the teaching hospitals employ the training
guideline of the Japanese Nursing Association’s (JNA) Clini-
cal Ladder.[14] In this study, we defined delayed professional
growth as follows: the nurse does not meet the standards out-
lined in the JNA Clinical Ladder training guidelines within
three years of employment, as judged by their instructors and
nurse directors, resulting in their resignation or transfer to
another division.

Nurses that met the inclusion criteria were identified and
asked by the nursing department whether they were inter-
ested in participating. After obtaining the verbal informed
consent, the Department of Nursing scheduled the interview
with each participant. The author who conducted the inter-
view was introduced to the participants on the day of the
interview. At this time, the author explained the study objec-
tives prior to obtaining participants’ written consent so that
author could make sure the participants’ will to participate
in this study again. Four participants from each of the two
teaching hospitals participated, for a total of eight partici-
pants. Two participants were male. They are all participants
of this study since it was not possible for us to obtain new par-
ticipants after. This study was approved by the institutional
review board of Gifu University (Number 25-385).

2.2 Data gathering and analysis
This qualitative study utilized semi-structured interviews to
obtain data, each lasting for 20 minutes. Interviews were
conducted in noise-free, private rooms to maintain patients’
confidentiality. Each participant was asked why and how
they decided to apply to the nursing school. All interviews
were transcribed. Quantitative content analysis[15] was con-
ducted to analyze data on the reasons that participants applied
to nursing school. We created categories of reasons based
on previous papers.[7–11] Frequency analysis was used to
identify the main reasons for applying to nursing school.
Thematic analysis of the interview data was used to ana-
lyze the particular process by which participants decided on
whether to pursue nursing as a career.[16] Two researchers
(CK, TS) independently read the transcripts for several times
to understand the text, found the keywords in the text, coded
the data from the keywords and finally organized these codes
into themes by discussing the initial theme repeatedly to
modify and integrate the final theme. The validity of the anal-
ysis was verified by two other researchers (RI, KT) through
the discussion of the final themes until we reached to the
consensus.

3. RESULTS
3.1 Reasons for applying to nursing school
Table 1 shows descriptive data regarding the specific rea-
sons for applying to nursing school. The reasons are listed
according to their frequency of mention in the interview
transcriptions. The most common reasons were as follows:
attraction to the nursing profession; selection from among
different options in the medical field; scholastic aptitude
at the time of post-high-school entrance examinations; and
academic interest.
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Table 1. Reasons for applying for nursing studies
 

 

 

The reason for applying 
Identification of the participants 

Total 
A B C D E F G H 

1) Attraction to the nursing profession  
“After all, [being a] nurse is a wonderful job” 

   + + + + + 5 

2) Selection from among different options in the medical field  
“At first, I thought that I just wanted to be one of the medical staff, but finally I 
decided that a nurse would be nice.” 

 +  + + + +  5 

3) Level of academic competency  
“Rather than studying hard at high school, I am aiming to become a nurse since it 
seemed easy for me…” 

 +  + + +   4 

4) Academic interest 
“I was interested in the human body as well” 

    + +  + 3 

5) Income and secure employment 
“I hear that I can get a good salary” 

+  +   +   3 

6) Parents’ recommendation 
“Since I was small, my mother told me that I should have a marketable skill” 

+   +     2 

7) Influence of parents who are medical staff 
“My mother was a nurse and I grew up listening to stories about her job.” 

   +  +   2 

8) Hope to be useful to others and society 
“The nurse is closest to the patient” 

   +   +  2 

9) Being qualified 
“I was told that it would be better if I had a license, so I decided to become a nurse.” 

+   +     2 

10) Family’s experience of hospitalization 
“My mother was once hospitalized. I was impressed with [nurses’] interaction with 
patients.” 

       + 1 

11) Recommendations from persons other than relatives (e.g., teachers) 
“My teacher said that you could not make a living from art.” 

+        1 

12) Geographical reasons  
“I can get to the nursing school from my house easily” 

   +     1 

3.2 Process of deciding to apply to nursing school
Theme 1: Tendency to depend on others
Some participants did not have a strong intrinsic desire to
apply to nursing school and did not actively pursue this op-
tion. For such participants, it was the encouragement of those
around them—such as their parents and teachers—that led to
their decision to apply. Others wanted to purse another field,
but were dissuaded by others around them, who told them
that their desired field would not be a realistic option. This
feedback led individuals to conclude that what they wanted
to do was a poor career choice, which made them unable to
follow through with it. Finally, there were some participants
who did originally want to become a nurse. In making their
decision, they sought out the advice of those around them
(e.g., family and teachers) to determine if their pursuit of a
nursing career was appropriate.

“From the beginning, I never wanted to become
a nurse and really wanted to study art. [But] I
was told that I could not make a living from art.
When my family, teachers, and those around

gave me this feedback, I began to think that
choosing art as a career was a mistake and that I
should not be following my dream.” (A)

“Although I wavered in making a decision, I fi-
nally made up my mind to become a nurse after
discussing with those around me.” (F)

Theme 2: Superficial consideration of their own aptitude
for the nursing profession
This theme represented a focused, desire-oriented approach
to selecting a career. In short, for over half the participants,
the positive aspects of interacting with people as a nurse or
their own longing to be a nurse contributed to their deci-
sion to choose nursing. However, when reflecting on their
decision-making process, these nurses realized that they had
engaged in little introspective thinking on whether they had
the attributes or aptitude to be a nurse.

“My mother was once hospitalized. I noticed the
interaction between patient and nurse. I decided
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to become a nurse as the profession involves
directly interacting with the patient.” (H)

“As expected, nursing is a profession at the front-
line of interacting with the patient. [But] to be
honest, I never thought about whether I was
suited to be a nurse.” (G)

“Ever since I was young, my mother [who was
a nurse] told me that I should have a marketable
skill.” (D)

Theme 3: Obtain a nursing license as a means of accom-
plishing another purpose
Some participants wanted to obtain a nursing license in or-
der to accomplish another purpose. First, some participants
attended a nursing school in order to obtain a nurse’s license.
These participants had ambitions beyond working as a clin-
ical nurse in Japan, such as working abroad or becoming a
researcher. In other words, these participants had set their
sights on what they wanted to do in the future and identified
nursing as a beginning step in reaching their goals. Second,
some participants merely sought qualifications that would
allow them to find a secure and stable line of work. They
had no strong passion to work in the nursing field, instead
choosing it passively by process of elimination. More specif-
ically, in exploring options for secure employment, they had
a vague notion of working in a medical field, and of the var-
ious medical professions, they chose nursing because they
perceived it to be less difficult to obtain a license.

“I was thinking there was something I could do
overseas. After studying English related to the
nursing field, I thought there would be volunteer
opportunities.” (B)

“When I was in high school, I wanted to become
a biology researcher. . . After 2 years of failing to
get into another university, it occurred to me that
there was a option of getting into the medical
field as a nurse.” (E)

“It is easier to find a nursing position [in a hos-
pital]. I heard that even physical therapists have
a very hard time finding employment.” (F)

“As possessing a license ensures a stable life, I
felt that the pathway to becoming a nurse was
easiest.” (A)

4. DISCUSSION
To the best of our knowledge, this study is one of the few
to have investigated nurses’ reason for deciding to apply to
nursing schools and their pathways to deciding to enter the

nursing profession among nurses showing delayed profes-
sional development.

4.1 Reason for applying to a nursing school
We identified numerous reasons that this group of nurses
chose to enter nursing school. Our results align with previ-
ous studies on why applicants chose to enter nursing school:
specifically, the majority of applicants gave positive, forward-
thinking reasons such as nursing is an occupation with
growth potential or a job that can lead to a life-long ca-
reer.[7–11] On the other hand, a minority of applicants chose
to enter nursing at the recommendation of parents and teach-
ers, the salary, and location.[7–11] Interestingly, the reasons
given in our study did not differ substantially from the rea-
sons given by high school students seeking post-high-school
education.[17] In other words, this finding suggests that it
is difficult to predict which individuals will show delayed
development as a nurse after working for three years based
on their reasons for applying to nursing school. Thus, in-
terviewers must bear in mind that asking applicants their
reason for applying to nursing school is not going to identify
applicants at risk of delayed development in undergraduate
education.

4.2 The process how they decide to apply to nursing
school

Three themes were extracted from the underlying reasons for
deciding to apply nursing school: (1) tendency to depend on
others; (2) superficial consideration to their own aptitude for
the nursing profession; and (3) obtain a nursing license as a
means of accomplishing another purpose.

The results may suggest that a passive attitude appears to
be a consistent factor among nurses showing slow profes-
sional development. When participants’ decision-making is
dependent on others, the decision-making pathway is con-
sidered passive. In this study, most of the participants had
a passive interest in the nursing profession at the time of
applying for nursing school. A passive attitude or lack of
strong motivation towards nurse can influence their studying
or negatively influence their satisfaction with the student’s
school experience.[18]

By contrast, our findings also indicate the immaturity in the
ability to be introspective among the participants of this study
who demonstrated the delayed professional development in
the nursing profession. We should embrace the results of
Theme 2 demonstrating that they have a strong desire or
fascination in the field since those are regarded as positive
indicators of proactive decision-making, although we must
remember that it may reflect a lack of in-depth thinking about
whether one is suited to the nursing profession.
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We identified two different motivational factors among ap-
plicants who were seeking to obtain a nursing license. Some
students were interested in working outside of the clinical
field, such as a researcher or international volunteer. Price[19]

noted that there are many career options in today’s environ-
ment, and that pursuing nursing work in a hospital setting
is a stereotype. For these applicants, a nursing license is
useful for achieving their ultimate career goal. However,
such individuals might not encounter a role model whose
career orientation is similar to theirs. This could lead to a
loss of motivation and delayed professional growth, as hav-
ing role models is regarded as a crucial factor for success in
the nursing career.[20, 21] Some applicants to nursing school
are looking for a secure position to make a living. For these
applicants, their motivation to pursue a career in nursing
is extrinsic, rather than intrinsic. Extrinsic motivation is
inherently not sustainable, and it might be difficult for ex-
trinsically motivated individuals to derive satisfaction during
studying or in the performance. In fact, when an individual
is driven by extrinsic motivation, they may become detached
from theirfield, which can lead to sloppy performance.[22]

They might also face a gap between the technical skills and
abilities required for clinical nursing and their own current
skills/abilities. This can lead to cognitive dissonance,[23] for
which relief is attained only by leaving the nursing field.

4.3 Implications
This study has some practical implications, ranging from the
entrance examination process to supporting students who
have been admitted to nursing school. In entrance examina-
tions, it might be necessary to carefully inquire about not
only applicants’ reason for applying to a nursing school but
also their decision making processes for application. Further-
more, whether the nursing profession is the applicant’s first
choice of a career or not is an important factor in determining
whether the applicant will remain in the nursing field in the
long term.[21] We further suggest that applicants be required
to complete a self-assessment of their own suitability for the
nursing profession and to explain their reasoning.

Coaching newly qualified nurses is also important. For in-
stance, coaching system should strive to create a career sup-
port environment that increases new nurses’ intrinsic moti-

vation. Such an environment can be cultivated via coaching
based on an understanding of the individual’s goals from a
broad perspective. The approach might help nurses working
in hospitals avoid an identity crisis in determining what they
really want to do as a career, and may lead them in a positive
direction. In addition, creating opportunities for applicants
to meet a variety of role models could help in their career
development in the nursing field.[20, 21] Furthermore, organiz-
ing opportunities for applicants to engage in introspection
about the nursing perspective and supporting them in realiz-
ing their intrinsic motivation might help applicants adjust to
their working environment.

4.4 Limitations
There are several limitations in this study. First, only two
teaching hospitals were involved in the study, and the field of
this study was limited to only hospital settings, which limits
the generalizability of the findings. In addition, only ten
underperforming newly qualified nurses agreed to participate
in the study. Second, our findings might reflect characteris-
tics unique to Japanese nurses; therefore, the validity of the
results should be confirmed outside of Japan. Finally, our
focus was on nurses’ reasons for wanting to enter nursing
school, and therefore cannot fully account for all reasons for
nurses’ delayed professional development. We also have to
note the possibility that nurses who demonstrated adequate
professional development might have had a similar type of
motivation and patterns of decision making in choosing to
enter nursing school. Therefore, in depth exploration of stu-
dents’ learning experiences prior to graduation as well as
during their training period are needed. This would help us
qualitatively understand, in more depth, nurses judged as
showing a delay in professional growth.

5. CONCLUSION
This study the revealed nurses’ reasons for deciding to apply
to nursing school and several characteristics of the decision-
making process in selecting nursing as a career among nurses
that showed delayed professional development.
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