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Abstract
Purpose The objective of this study is to construct a theory that explains the process
of professional identity formation in early-career nurses, especially in terms of how
nurses find meaningfulness in their practical nursing experiences of 1~5 years.
Methods This study uses the grounded theory approach of Strauss & Corbin (2008).
1. Data collection: Semi-structured interviews were performed using an interview
guide from February 2012 through January 2015. Interview contents were
(1) practical nursing experiences where interactions with a patient left an impression;
(2) additional questions about concepts and hypotheses generated in accordance with
information obtained in the data collection phase, with focus on the effects on the
nurses of such experiences. Data collection and analysis were conducted
simultaneously, and they were carried out in three phases, targeting early-career
nurses categorized by their years of experience and facility by way of theoretical
sampling. 2. Data analysis: Categories were extracted via open coding, axial coding,
and selective coding, phenomena were ascertained via the relationships among
categories, and the theory was generated after traversing a phase where concepts and
hypotheses were generated. The phases involved constant comparative analyses of
respective numbers of years of experience and kinds of institutions the subject nurses
work at. Finally, theoretical saturation was confirmed.
Results Research participants were 20 early-career nurses, and a total of 47 cases of
practical nursing experiences were spoken.

As for the professional identity formation process in early-career nurses in regards
to how such nurses find meaningfulness in their practical nursing experiences, the
core category of “The broadening and deepening of one's perspectival scope as a
professional emerges via reiterative practice and reflection” was found. The process
traverses four 4 steps: “Searching for methods to be of assistance to patients, and
hesitation in one's adaptability,” “Increased awareness of patients, and hesitation in
continuing in the profession,” “While keeping priority on thinking of patients and their
families, probing for one's own roles and responsibilities, and no feeling about growing
and developing as a nurse,” “Awareness of one's vocation as a professional nurse, with
pursuit of one's own individual way of nursing.” In step 1, from experiencing the
gratitude of patients and their families, a nurse finds meaning in “coming to
understand the importance of conversing with patients and their families,” and
discovers that “even someone as inexperienced as myself was able to be of
help,”—these ideas are linked to a professional identity such that “The nurse makes
efforts to converse with patients and families.” In step 2, a nurse finds meaning such



that, in the midst of her/his relations with patients, she/he “learns that her/his nursing
practices change when she/he is aware of my relations with patients”—this is linked to
a professional identity such that “In her/his interactions with patients, the individual
nurse gives priority to the patients.” Also in steps 1 and 2, a nurse attaches meaning to
the facts that, from the harsh words and attitudes of patients, he/she “becomes anxious
about working as a nurse,” and that he/she was “unable to do anything for the
patient”™—these ideas foster extraction of a professional identity that questions one's
suitability for nursing: “Perhaps I am not suited to being a nurse,” and “Can I really
survive and thrive as a nurse?’ In step 3, a nurse finds meaning in her/his interactions
with terminally ill patients and their families, such that she/he realizes that she/he
has “directly faced the difficult nursing phenomenon of end-of-life care”—this is linked
to a professional identity such that “The nurse thinks about what she/he can do for
terminally ill patients and their families.” In step 4, a nurse found meaning in
statements of patients that “It was so good that I met you and had you as my nurse,”
such that the nurse “gains self-confidence as a nurse” from such experiences—thus the
nurse discovers a professional identity such that “As a professional, I will strive to
become a nurse who will remain in the hearts and minds of my patients.”
Discussion  Characteristics of the professional identity formation process in
early-career nurses in regards to how such nurses find meaningfulness in their
practical nursing experiences are as follows: a repeated of finding meaning in one's
practical nursing experiences, causing a change of perspective is truly meaningful,
namely, from oneself, to patients, to patients' families, to one's own individual nursing
style, and the formation of ways of understanding one's professional identity
traversing four stages. Nurses who provide education and training to early-career
nurses in their nursing practice together can help them become aware of how she/he
assigns meaning, and can provide support for promoting changes in what the
early-career nurse thinks meaningful. Such support can lead to the formation of a
professional identity, and can also be expected to prevent the nurse from leaving
her/his profession.

This study was limited to theory construction referring only to early-career nurses
working at general hospitals. Studies should be expanded in the future to include
early-career nurses working in a variety of environments, which will be necessary to

further refine and complete the theory.
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