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ABSTRACT
Background: This article presents findings from a study that sought to 
explore the extent to which clinical placements have an impact on nursing 
students’ decisions regarding their first staff nurse post. Within the UK, 
nursing is facing a recruitment crisis with particular difficulty recruiting to 
areas such as primary and elderly care. Transitioning into a new role is 
challenging in any occupation, but it is a particular problem in nursing where 
the realities of professional practice often differ from students’ perception 
of the staff nurse role as shaped by their clinical placements. Aim: This 
pilot study aimed to explore the influence of practice placements on final-
year adult nursing students’ career decisions. Method: Qualitative and 
quantitative data were collected in a single phase using a questionnaire 
distributed to nursing students on the final day of their course. A total of 35 
completed questionnaires were returned (response rate 57%). Results: Half 
of the participants entered the course with preconceived preferences for 
clinical specialisms. However, only five participants (14%) applied for first-
destination posts in that specialism. The overall importance of placements 
in career choice increased across the three years of the programme. 
Although placements in all three years are important, the experiences in 
year 3 are pivotal, with 74% ranking these as ‘significantly influential’ in their 
decision-making process. Analysis of the data obtained from the free-text 
responses from the questionnaire suggested that working environment; 
the level of support provided by mentors and clinical staff; the opportunity 
to make a difference to patients’ lives and the variety of placements, were 
key influences on nursing students’ decision regarding their first staff nurse 
post. Conclusions: This study highlights the key role of practice placements 
in the career choices of student nurses, particularly during the final year of 
their programme. It shows that students are likely to apply for posts in the 
placement area they found to be most supportive and developmental. 
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R
ecruiting a stable workforce with appropriate skills 
and knowledge is vital to ensuring the provision of 
high-quality care within a safe clinical environment. 
There is a clear link between staffing ratios and 
quality of care (Aiken et al, 2014; Addicott et al, 

2015; Royal College of Nursing (RCN), 2016). The challenges 
of recruitment and retention in nursing are, however, well 
documented. The Health Education England (HEE) 2016/17 
workforce plan states that there were 26 700 vacancies in 2015 
(HEE, 2016). The most popular career choices for newly 
qualified nurses (NQNs) are acute and highly technical areas 
such as emergency and critical care, while primary care and 
care of older people are less popular (Hapell, 1999; Palese et al, 
2007; Bloomfield et al, 2015). The vacancy rate in some of these 
less popular specialisms is as high as 20% (Foot et al, 2014). This 
nursing shortfall is compounded by high attrition rates, with an 
estimated 25 000 nurses expected to leave the profession in 2016 
(Smith and Baltruks, 2015). Health Education England (2014) 
has suggested that significant contributors to the problem are 
job dissatisfaction, stress and burnout. Poor retention of staff 
jeopardises patient outcomes, threatens safety and increases the 
stress and anxiety level of nurses (Smith and Baltruks, 2015). 
This leads to further attrition and perpetuates the problem. 

NQNs are a particularly vulnerable group, with high attrition 
rates during their first 2 years in post (Dulcos-Miller, 2011). 
This has been attributed to high levels of stress and burnout, 
or ‘reality shock’, among NQNs (Rudman and Gustavsson, 
2011). This phenomenon was first identified by Kramer (1974), 
who recognised that the gap between the graduate nurses’ 
expectations and the realities of professional practice results in 
role conflict and stress. Phillips et al (2014) found that graduates 
entering highly specialised areas felt that their skill set was too 
basic for the level of patient acuity and that this increased stress. 
Matching the graduate’s skills with those required in their first 
destination post is pivotal in facilitating a smooth transition 
into the profession (Burke et al, 2014). Developing strategies to 
support student nurses in matching their skill set to their first 
destination post will help to reduce reality shock and improve 
retention of NQNs.

It has also been argued that the reduction in practice placement 
time associated with the move from the apprenticeship model 
into university-based programmes has resulted in inadequate 
preparation of students for professional practice thereby 
compounding reality shock (Higgins et al, 2010: Smith and 
Baltruks, 2015). This suggests that there is a need to focus on 
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improving the practice experience in order to prepare students 
for the realities of the profession (Allan and Smith, 2009). 

This pilot study examined the influence of placements on the 
career choices of adult field student nurses in an east of England 
university. The findings will be used in the development of a 
larger mixed-methods study examining this issue across adult, 
mental health and child nursing fields. The new knowledge 
generated will contribute towards promotion of less popular 
specialisms and development of a decision-making tool to 
help final year nursing students select their first staff nurse 
post. This will facilitate a smoother transition into the role of 
newly qualified nurse and contribute to improved recruitment 
and retention, ultimately leading to improved quality of care. 

Literature review
Much of the literature relating to the transition from student 
to newly qualified nurse focuses on graduates in their first staff 
nurse post. Relatively few studies have focused on student nurses. 

In their longitudinal study Rognstad and Aasland (2007) 
compared 221 Norwegian student nurses’ career predictions 
on commencement of the pre-registration programme with 
their choice at graduation. Students’ values and motivation 
for choice were also assessed. The study found no significant 
change in career preferences with midwifery, public health and 
‘high-tech’ areas remaining popular throughout. Motivators 
did however change from altruistic values such as helping 
others, to the more extrinsic values of salary and job security. In 
contrast, a larger study by Kloster et al (2007) found that career 
preferences changed significantly during the pre-registration 
programme. In this longitudinal study of 620 student nurses 
from five Norwegian universities, students’ preferences changed 
from midwifery and children’s nursing at commencement 
of the course to medical and surgical nursing in the final 
year. Care of older people remained consistently unpopular 
throughout the programme. 

These findings are supported by more recent Australian and 
UK studies. Stevens (2011) used a repeated-measures survey 
to examine Australian student nurses’ career preferences and 
found high-tech acute areas to be the most popular and care 
of older people the least popular. Interestingly initially 8% of 
participants expressed a preference for care of older people but 
this had declined to less than 1% by the end of the programme. 
McCann et al (2010) also used a repeated-measures design 
to examine whether the career preferences of 96 Australian 
nurses changed during the 3-year course. The most popular 
choice was again acute adult care and this remained consistent 
across 3 years. However, there were changes in the second- and 
third-ranked preferences, with midwifery and children’s nursing 
decreasing in popularity and mental health nursing becoming 
more popular during the programme. Care of older people 
remained unpopular throughout the course. Participants in 
this study were asked to select from a restricted list of options 
and this may have influenced the results. The findings are 
consistent with a further Australian study, in which Birks et 
al (2010) explored the career choices and aspirations of 163 
Australian student nurses. Students ranked their preferences 
for the specialism and location of their first destination post. 

Midwifery was ranked by 27% of participants as their first 
preference. Emergency care and children’s nursing were the 
second and third most popular options. This study also found 
a strong correlation between where the participant originated 
and where they wanted to work, with students originating 
from rural areas more likely to want to work there. The authors 
argued the importance of ‘growing your own’ as a means to 
resolve recruitment problems, but acknowledged the potential 
bias created by the high proportion of students originating from 
rural areas. However, differences in both the pre-registration 
nursing programmes and healthcare systems in Australia mean 
that these studies may not be directly applicable to the UK. 

In their exploratory study Harris et al (2013) found a link 
between study location and career choice. Routinely collected 
demographic data from eight UK universities were analysed 
and 804 student nurses were surveyed at graduation and 
again 3 months later. Findings indicated that 88% of graduates 
were offered a post in the city in which they studied and 
67% were recruited to an area in which they had completed 
a course placement. The study was confined to one cohort of 
students in one city and therefore may not be representative 
of other cities and academic years; however, it does highlight 
the potential influence of practice placements on the decision-
making process. Bloomfield et al (2015) argued that there is 
no association between students’ clinical placement experience 
and their career choice. This Australian study presented findings 
from a national online survey of 456 respondents to explore 
final year nursing students’ intentions of working within a 
primary care setting following registration. This study did not 
address the reasons for choice of career and it is possible that 
newly qualified nurses may have wished to consolidate their 
skills before taking up a post in the community. 

All of these studies presented similar findings. All but one 
suggested that career preferences change over time and all of 
them indicated a preference for acute areas with care of older 
people being consistently unpopular. Only one study considered 
the role of practice placements in career choice and this did 
not examine the factors influencing the decision. The majority 
of the literature relevant to this area originates from Australia, 
where the balance between the theoretical and practice aspects 
of the pre-registration programme differ from those in the UK. 
There is a paucity of UK literature focusing on student nurses’ 
career decisions. There is a clear need for further study in this 
area, therefore this pilot study asked how adult nursing students 
make decisions about their first staff nurse appointment.

Aim and objectives  
Aim 
This pilot study aimed to explore the influence of practice 
placements on final-year student nurses’ career decisions. 

Objectives
The objectives were to:

 ■ Critically examine the influence of student practice 
placements on the graduate nurses choice of specialism

 ■ Examine changes in student’s career preferences across the 
3-year programme
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onto a spreadsheet and responses converted into nominal and 
ordinal scales. Descriptive analysis was completed including 
frequency (expressed in percentages and absolute numbers). 
Raw data was collated and analysed using SPPS v22.

The data from the free-text questions was transcribed and 
then analysed independently by the three members of the 
research team using constant comparative analysis. Constant 
comparative analysis is defined as a qualitative analysis that 
generates successive abstract concepts and theories through 
the inductive process of comparing data with data, data with 
categories, categories with categories and categories with 
concepts (Gray, 2014: 680). In this study each member of the 
research team read the transcribed free-text comments through 
a process of focused reading, to identify key words or phrases. 
The team then undertook analytical coding that revealed the 
properties of each code and therefore a theoretical explanation 
of the free-text data. 

Analysis  
Quantitative data
Demographic data indicated that the majority of the participants 
were in the 18-24 years and 25-31 years age categories (Table 1). 
As illustrated in Table 2, the majority of participants 66% (n=23) 
originated locally (within the county of study or an adjacent 
county). The participants responded with preferences for 
24 clinical placements, these were aggregated into 7 categories to 
facilitate analysis (Table 3). No statistically significant relationship 
was found between the age of the participant and their preferred 
placement.

Eighteen participants (51%) entered the course with 
preconceived preferences for clinical specialisms, however, only 
five of these (14%) applied for first-destination posts in that 
specialism. Five participants (14%) went on to apply for posts in 
clinical areas that they had identified as a preference at the end 
of year 1 and a further 16 (46%) applied for posts in placement 
areas they identified as the most influential placement at the 
end of year 3. 

The overall importance of placements in career choice 
increased across the three years of the programme, as can be 
seen in Figure 1. It is clear from this that the placements in all 
three years are important, however the experiences in year 3 
are pivotal, with 74% ranking these as ‘significantly influential’ 
in their decision-making process. 

Overall participants indicated that practice placement 
experience was a key influencing factor in the choice of first 
destination post, with 6% (n=2) ranking placements as fairly 
important 29% (n=10) ranking them as quite important and 
66% (n=23) ranking them as significant in the decision-making 
process. In total 74% of participants (n=26) intended to apply for 
posts in the placement they found to be most influential, clearly 
illustrating the overall importance of placement experience in 
their career choice. 

Qualitative data
Analysis of the data obtained from the free-text questions 
identified four key themes: 

 ■ The working environment

Box 1. Summary of questions

 ■ When you started the course, did you have in mind a particular clinical area of 
nursing that you thought you would like to work in as a staff nurse? 
■  Please identify what clinical area of nursing that it was you had in mind.  

 ■ Since starting your course have you ever thought that you should have chosen an 
alternative field of nursing? 
■  If ‘Yes’, how often did you think this?

 ■ At the end of your first year did you have in mind a clinical area of nursing that you 
thought you would like to work in as a newly qualified staff nurse? 
■  If ‘Yes’, please identify what clinical area of nursing it was that you had in mind. 

 ■ During your first year, what if any impact did your placements have on the area of 
clinical nursing that you had in mind to work in as a newly qualified nurse?

 ■ During your second year, what if any impact did your placements have on the area of 
clinical nursing that you had in mind to work in as a newly qualified nurse?

 ■  Which placement, if any, has had the most influence on the area of clinical nursing 
that you now have in mind to work in as a newly qualified staff nurse?

 ■ Please explain what it was about this placement that has influenced your decision to 
want to work there as a newly qualified staff nurse? 
■  Have you, or do you intend to, apply for a staff nurse post in this placement?

 ■ Overall, how important have your placements been in helping you to decide where 
you want to work as a newly qualified staff nurse?

 ■ Are there any other comments that you would like to share regarding the influence 
that your placements have had in relation to your first staff nurse post?

 ■ Develop recommendations for UK nursing educational 
programme commissioners and higher education institution 
programme providers

 ■ Use the findings to create a decision tree to assist students 
in selecting their first destination post.

Sample and methods
This mixed-methods study uses a validating quantitative data 
variant of the concurrent triangulation design. In this type of 
study quantitative and qualitative data are of equal weight and are 
collected in a single phase often using a single instrument such 
as a survey (Creswell, 2003). Final-year students on the verge 
of registration as qualified nurses were recruited to the pilot 
study via the university’s student online learning management 
system. The target population was a single cohort of 61 final-
year adult field student nurses divided across two campuses in 
an east of England university. All participants were female in the 
age range 18-51 years. A total of 35 completed questionnaires 
were returned (response rate 57%). 

Qualitative and quantitative data were collected in a single 
phase using a questionnaire (Box 1) distributed to participants 
on the final day of the course. This approach allowed participants 
time to complete the questionnaire on site and avoid the problems 
associated with low response rates for postal questionnaires and 
online surveys (Parker and Dewey, 2000; Shih and Fan, 2012).

Ethical considerations 
The university’s Institute of Healthcare Research granted 
ethical approval for the study. Participation was voluntary and 
written consent was obtained from all participants who were 
free to withdraw from the study at any time. All data have been 
anonymised and pseudonyms have been used in this article.

Data analysis 
The demographic characteristics of the sample were transposed 
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 ■ Support and development 
 ■ Making a difference 
 ■ Influence of placements. 

The working environment 
The participants expressed a preference for fast-paced acute 
environments with a variety of patients. However, although the 
majority of participants highlighted a preference for a fast pace 
of work, this was not universally true, with some expressing a 
preference for the more relaxed pace in community nursing: 

‘More time to nurse, reflect, make decisions, 
less impact on health and ongoing ability to 
continue in nursing.’ 

Jane 

Several participants made a connection between the pace 
of work and learning, for instance: 

‘I enjoy the fast-paced environment, gives you 
lots of opportunities to learn about different 
surgical procedures.’

Sarah

Overall there was a perceived association between fast-paced 
acute areas and more learning opportunities. 

Support and development 
The opportunity to learn and develop new skills and confidence 
was a commonly recurring theme and several participants linked 
this with the level of support from the team and mentors:

‘Good mentors and staff were happy to teach 
and helped me to build confidence and become 
more competent. They pushed me towards 
learning opportunities and allowed me to take 
on a leadership role.’

Mariam

In contrast to this some participants emphatically stated that 
they would not consider returning to areas where they perceived 
that there were low staffing levels and insufficient support. 

 ‘Lack of staffing, lack of support—convinced 
me not to [go] back.’

Siobhan

‘Less supportive placement equals less likely to 
want to work in that environment.’

Rhiannon

Making a difference 
In addition to the support and learning opportunities available 
in the clinical specialism, the opportunity to make a difference 
to patients’ lives was influential in the decision-making process. 
One participant summed this up clearly in her statement:

‘This was a very rewarding placement because it 
was nice to know I was helping patients improve 
physically and psychologically.’

Figure 1. Influence of practice placements on career choice by year of programme 
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Table 2. Origins of participants  

Local 66%

Distant 31%

Unknown 3%

Table 1. Age distribution

18–24 years 49%

25–31 years 31%

32–37 years 3%

38–44 years 11%

45–51 years 6%

Table 3. The most influential placement categories

Category of clinical placement Percentage ranking as most influential

Acute medical/surgical 49% (n=17)

Primary care 17% (n=6)

Emergency care 11% (n=4)

Elderly 9% (n=3)

Theatre 6% (n=2)

Critical care 6% (n=2)

Rehabilitation 3% (n=1)

Sarbjit

Influence of placements
Participants clearly indicated that experiencing a variety of 
placements helped them to decide which areas they wanted 
to work in and which they did not:

‘Good placements increased my areas of interest 
so made the decision harder, bad placements 

%
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enabled me to rule specialities out.’
Patience

Participants emphasised the importance of the final-year 
placements in helping them to make a decision: 

‘Last placement gives a bigger impact on how 
you would work within the staff [sic] and how 
you’d be included.’

Molly

Having experience in the area they selected for their first 
destination post gave participants confidence and helped them 
to see how they would fit into the team.

Discussion 
In keeping with previous studies (Hapell, 1999; Palese et al, 2007; 
Bloomfield et al, 2015), these findings mirrored participants’ 
preferences for fast-paced acute areas with acute medicine and 
surgery being the most popular options. However, contrary to 
previous findings, care of older people was not the least popular 
option, this position was instead occupied by rehabilitation. 
The preference for fast-paced areas is concerning in the light 
of Kuman and Carney’s (2014) findings, which suggested that 
reality shock was intensified by the increased pace of work 
experienced by NQNs. It is ironic that one of the main 
attractions of the chosen specialism is one of the key stressors. 
Phillips et al (2014) suggested that popular career choices may 
not be appropriate for the basic skill set of NQNs and Burke 
et al (2014) emphasised the need to match the graduate’s skills 
with those required in his or her first post. This strongly suggests 
that a decision-making tool used in conjunction with coaching 
from academic staff may be of benefit.

Only five participants applied for first destination posts in 
the area they identified as their preferred career option at the 
start of the programme. This indicates that career preferences 
can be changed by education and exposure to a variety of 
different practice placements. This is further supported by the 
fact that a clear majority of participants ranked the overall 
impact of placements as ‘significantly influential’ with final-year 
placements being the most important. Participants identified that 
positive influencing factors were the variety of patients, support 
from the team and mentors, availability of learning opportunities 
and the opportunity to make a difference. Negative influencing 
factors were short staffing and lack of support. The fact that 
over 74% of participants intended to apply for the placement 
they felt was most influential clearly indicates that practice 
experience is pivotal in career choice and implies that provision 
of positive placement experiences may contribute to resolution 
of the recruitment crisis in nursing. 

Ensuring a smooth transition from student to staff nurse is 
central to retention of staff (Rush et al, 2013). In their study 
Maxwell et al (2011) noted that the transition was less difficult 
for students who had trained in the trust in which they took 
up their first staff nurse post. Familiarity with the ward routines 
and rituals may reduce stress and help to facilitate a smooth 
transition into the staff nurse role (Allan et al, 2015; Kuman and 
Carney, 2015). The fact that the majority of participants applied 
for first destination posts in areas in which they had been placed 

as a student is encouraging as this may help to reduce reality 
shock and improve retention of graduates. However, further 
research is need to determine if this is the case. 

Findings indicated that students were attracted to areas 
where they felt supported by their mentors and the wider 
team. Participants were clear that they did not wish to return 
to work areas where support was poor. It is interesting to note 
that although students did mention their mentors, the emphasis 
was on the support from the team as a whole. Traditionally 
support for students in practice has focused on the role of the 
mentor; however, this study suggests that this may need to be 
extended to the wider team to ensure that all nurses contribute 
to the provision of good-quality practice experiences in order to 
attract new graduates and ensure sufficient numbers of qualified 
nurses to provide high-quality care in the future. 

Limitations 
This was a small pilot study limited to one cohort in one 
university in the east of England; as such the results may not be 
applicable to students in other academic years or locations. In 
addition all participants were female and therefore the results 
may not apply to male students. The small sample size also 
limited the potential for statistical analysis.

Conclusions and future work
This study has highlighted the key role of practice placements in 
the career choices of student nurses. It has shown that students 
are likely to apply for posts in the placement area they found 
to be most supportive and it is possible that returning to a 
familiar area may reduce reality shock thereby reducing attrition 
and creating a more stable workforce. There is a clear benefit 
in investment in provision of high-quality clinical placement 
experiences that encourage students to return to that area as 
qualified nurses, this is of particular importance for the less 
popular specialisms such as care of older people. Failure to 
recruit and high attrition rates lead to low staffing levels, which 
then lead to poor standards of care and poor patient outcomes. 
Understaffing leads to poor teamwork and lack of support, 
resulting in negative practice experiences, which in turn 
discourages students from returning to that area as an NQN. 

The main objective of this study was to pilot a survey 
instrument for use in a larger study; however, it has yielded some 
interesting data. While it is impossible to generalise from such 
a small sample, the findings echo those of previous studies. It is 
beyond the scope of this pilot study to make recommendations 
for wider practice but the results indicate that there is a need for 
universities, mentors and the wider teams within placement areas 
to work collaboratively to provide high-quality experiences 
that prepare the student for professional practice and reduce 
reality shock, thereby enhancing recruitment and retention. 
Finally a future longitudinal study, following graduates into the 
first two years of employment, is needed to ascertain whether 
gaining employment in a previous practice placement has any 
impact on reality shock. BJN
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KEY POINTS
 ■ The quality of clinical placements has an influence on the decisions that 

nursing students make regarding their first staff nurse post

 ■ Clinical placements in the final year of study have a particular influence on 
nursing students’ choice of clinical specialty

 ■ Nursing students particularly value a working environment that is 
supportive of their development and where they feel they are making a 
difference to patients’ lives

 ■ Investment in high-quality clinical placement experiences may encourage 
students to return as qualified nurses, which is particularly important for the 
less popular specialisms such as primary care and care of the older adult

CPD reflective questions

 ■ What has been your most vivid clinical learning experience so far?

 ■ To what extent has the quality of different learning environments had an impact on your learning and development?

 ■ What is the likelihood of a final-year nursing student selecting your clinical area as their first choice as a newly 
qualified nurse?

 ■ Analyse the conditions within your clinical area that have the strongest influence on the quality of learning experience 
for all learners
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