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Abstract  
Introduction: Nurses’ professional identity is important for their career orientation and clinical practice. This study explored 
Singaporean nurses’ perceptions of professional identity. The results provide an understanding of how guided learning and 
reflection could help nurses in their professional identity formation and development. 
Methods: Using an exploratory descriptive qualitative research study and purposive sampling by researchers teaching in the 
programme, 64 Registered Nurses with a diploma qualification pursuing a Bachelor of Science degree with Honours in Nursing 
programme in Singapore were invited to participate. They responded to open ended survey questions online, which were analysed 
using a thematic analysis. Ethical approval was obtained.  
Results: All 64 first year students were invited to participate at the start of the module and upon the completion. The response 
rates were 94% and 81% respectively. Two overarching themes – “nurses as professionals with knowledge and moral character” 
and “the construction of professional identity” - emerged from the data.  
Conclusion: The nurses perceived their professional nursing identity as a construct comprised of knowledge and moral 
characteristics, which is consistent with international literature. A professional nursing identity, relationships with other 
healthcare professionals, patients and confidence in practice were all interrelated. Guided reflection and discussion on clinical 
experiences and social interactions helped students become aware of their professional identity and responsibilities. Such 
purposive educational effort needs to be started early and supported through the students’ educational journey into clinical 
practice.   
 
Keywords: Professional Identity of Nursing, Singapore Nurses, Image of Nursing, Social Perception of Nursing in 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
A. Background 
Professional identity is ‘one's professional self-concept 
based on attributes, beliefs, values, motives, and 
experiences’ (Slay & Smith, 2011, p85). This study 
explored the perceived professional identity a group of 
Registered Nurses (RNs) pursuing a top-up bachelor’s 
degree in nursing.  
 

The development of professional identity is an ongoing 
narrative shaped by work, experience and nurses’ sense 
of ownership (Mao et al., 2021). It is a construct 
comprised of personal values and beliefs fused with the 
expectations of society and the profession, which are in 
turn reflected in the values and ethics of professional 
practice (Crigger & Godfrey, 2014).  It is a difficult 
concept to define and convey causing confusion for 
educators in how best to guide novice nurses (Fitzgerald 
& Clukey, 2022). As research evidence on how nurses 

Practice Highlights 
 Professional nursing identity can be facilitated by guided reflection. 
 Purposive educational effort needs to be started early and continued in clinical practice. 
 Awareness of professional identity relates to practice, relationship and professional development. 
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can elicit their professional identity through guided 
reflection is lacking, this study aims to offer educators an 
important teaching strategy in their toolkit.  
 
Deppoliti (2008) found that nurses with a strong 
professional identity provided better patient care and 
developed higher competencies than those nurses who 
did not. Similarly, Clements et al. (2016) found that 
affirmation of professional identity facilitated a deeper 
sense of self-worth and belonging in nurses who were 
more committed to their careers as a result. Besides job 
commitment, a strong professional identity enhances job 
satisfaction and reduces burnout level (Sabanciogullari 
& Dogan, 2015). All are important in a climate of nursing 
shortage. In Singapore, the local nurse attrition rate was 
reported at 7.4% in 2021, the highest in five years due to 
workload and stress (Goh, 2022). 
 
The transition of pre-registration nurse education to 
Higher Education Institutes in the 1990’s, reduced 
opportunities for students to socialise with experienced 
staff, impacting the development of professional identity 
(Bartlett, 2015; Marique & Stinglhamber, 2011). In 
Singapore, other than the twelve-week consolidation 
Pre-Registration Clinical Practice and the Transition to 
Practice programme at the National University of 
Singapore, clinical placements are mostly focused on 
attaining nursing skills with two to three weeks duration 
being the norm. These touch and go kinds of clinical 
placements do not give students sufficient time to form 
significant relationships with the clinical nurses, thereby 
affecting their practice experience and perceived 
professional identity (Chen, 2020). 
 
In recent years, Singaporean nurses have taken roles such 
as Advanced Practice Nurses (APN), which require more 
sophisticated knowledge, clinical experience and 
enhanced autonomy to practice (Ministry of Health, 
2012). However, there is a lack of awareness of their 
training, abilities, and roles by the public and other 
healthcare professionals (Woo et al., 2020; Xu et al., 
2022). Ten Hoeve et al. (2014) highlight that nurses are 
responsible to project their own public image. When 
there is a lack of communication from the professionals 
on their roles, the public is influenced by the media, 
which often focuses on practice failures (Girvin et al., 
2016; Peate, 2016). Mistakes made by a minority of 
nurses tend to be perceived by the public as the ‘typical 
nurse’ and nursing practice in general without 
understanding the context (Hoyle et al., 2017).  
 
Such inertia creates a cyclical situation whereby nurses 
draw their professional identity from their public image 
and when portrayed negatively, are less likely to 
communicate their professionalism in return. As 

professional identity is such a complicated construct, 
students need guided reflection on their professional 
experiences, to develop professional values and affirm 
their professional identity. Such awareness is necessary 
to facilitate public dialogue and deliberation and portray 
professional image in a more positive and accurate 
manner.   
 
Nurse education, being the catalysing process of 
converting a layperson into an individual whose values 
and beliefs are consistent with those of the 
professionalisation, should take action (Benner et al., 
2009; Clouder, 2003; Johnson et al., 2012). Black (2014, 
p118) discussing the goal of nursing education argued:  
 
“Nursing education is not simply teaching you 
the tasks of nursing…the overriding goal of 
your education is to teach you to think like a 
nurse, to see the world of healthcare through 
the lens of nursing…” 
 
Fostering a positive professional identity is an imperative 
within nursing education (Clements et al., 2016). This 
research offers a strategy to realise such an aim. 
 
B. Study Context 
Nursing schools in Singapore follow Singapore Nursing 
Board’s (SNB) guideline regarding the development of 
students’ reflective thinking skills and professional 
identity (Singapore Nursing Board, 2011). However, the 
character and psychological aspects of nursing 
professional identity, such as integrity, compassion and 
courage, are often learnt through the hidden curriculum 
in practice as opposed to explicit guided reflection in 
classrooms. Students need guidance to reflect on their 
clinical practice and social encounters, and hence 
commit to the process of reflection as an integral feature 
of professional life (Fitzgerald & Clukey, 2022).  
 
Realising such an educational priority, a module was 
designed to facilitate students' professional identity 
development in a Bachelor of Science degree with 
Honours in Nursing programme in one of the higher 
education institutes in Singapore. This post-registration 
degree programme is offered jointly by a Singapore 
university and an overseas university, admitting students 
who have completed their Diploma in Nursing and are 
registered with the SNB. 
 
To support the students in developing their concepts of 
nursing professionalism and practice, they were guided 
in gaining a critical understanding of nursing knowledge, 
reflective models, and methods. Table 1 shows the 
teaching and learning activities. Forming small groups, 
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students set ground rules of respect and confidentiality at 
the initial meeting. Facilitators started by sharing and 
reflecting on their own critical clinical experiences, 

including mistakes made and what they learnt from them, 
to help build trust and make students feel safe to share 
their stories.  

 
Lecture/seminar Guided Small Group Discussion 
Nursing knowledge, professional development Discusses nursing knowledge and theories, professionalisation, history 

of nursing and Singapore nursing 
 

Skills and attributes in reflective thinking; Reflective models Self-awareness: Johari’s window, clarify values, life map  
Reflection in clinical teaching and learning 
 

Reflection, thinking and knowing My critical moment: attention to details, emotion and feelings, analysis 
of the situation, learning points, plan for future 
 

Purpose, value, reason and ethical issues in practice Reflective case-study: description, critical analysis, recognise value and 
ethical conflicts 
 

Me, other healthcare professionals, society and self-growth Reflect on quality care, patient safety, my role and multidisciplinary 
team; SNB guidelines and standards, Singapore Medical Council 
guidelines and Allied Health Professions Council Act 
 

Professional power and position Being a reflective practitioner and collaborate with others 
 

Table 1. Teaching and learning activities 
 
Lectures and seminars covered important concepts to 
prepare the students for group discussions. The group 
facilitators guided students to first describe their 
experiences clearly, and then explore and acknowledge 
their emotions and feelings. Negative emotions such as 
shame, hurt, resentment and regret were acknowledged 
and considered integral to the spectrum of human 
emotions. From there, students were guided to explore 
the cause of their emotions. Once highlighted, an in-
depth literature review was undertaken to help students 
make decisions on personal and professional learning 
strategies. 
 
An understanding of self and professional identity can 
help students affirm their professional role and career 
commitment (Sather, 2020). These guided reflective 
thinking activities enabled students to reach a new and 
deeper understanding of their beliefs and values, as well 
as the socio-cultural, professional, and personal 
background underpinning them.  
 
Having created a student-centred module based on their 
learning experiences, this study was initiated to 
understand their perceived professional identity and the 
impact on practice. The research questions were: 

(1) What are Singapore Nurses’ perceptions of 
Professional Identity? 
(2) What is the impact of their perceived professional 
identity on practice? 
 

I. METHODS 
 

A. Methodology 
Adopting the exploratory descriptive qualitative 
approach to explore under researched topics detailed by 
Hunter et al. (2019), this study explores Singapore 
nurses’ professional identity, to offer an initial 
understanding of this concept.  
 
B. Study Sample 
A purposive sample of all first-year students in 2018 was 
invited to participate. Eligibility criteria included: age 
above 21 years old, having a pre-registration Diploma in 
Singapore, RN registered with the SNB and enrolled in 
the module. All 64 students met these criteria. Most 
students were in their early twenties from Chinese, 
Malay, Indian and other ethnic groups. Gender split was 
73% females to 27% males, while 45% had above six 
months of clinical experience. Their particulars are 
shown in Table 2. 
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Gender Male 16 
Female 48 

Age 
(Years) 

21 – 25  42 
26 – 30  19 
> 30 3 

Ethnic Chinese 37 
Malay 18 
Indian 7 
Others 2 

In 
practice 
as RN 

Fresh graduates 35 
Less than 1 year 10 
1-3 years 12 
>3 years 7 

Table 2. Participant particulars 
 

C. Ethical Consideration 
The study was approved by the University’s Ethics 
Committee. Students were informed of the study and 
given the opportunity to ask questions.  They were 
assured that their decision to participate was entirely 
voluntary and not linked to their academic performance 
in any way. The students were provided with a research 
information sheet clearly describing the purpose of the 
study and their involvement along with the consent form. 
They were given time to consider their decision. Each 
student was assigned a code which was kept separately 
from the data in a locked drawer. Any information that 
could lead to a student’s identification was rephrased or 
removed.  
 
D. Data Collection 
The complexity of the concept of professional identity 
meant it would have been confusing to ask the students 
the research question verbatim. Consequently, the 
questions were phrased in a way that was more intuitive 
for students to understand. They were: 

• When you think of professionalism, what image 
or word comes into your mind?  

• What is the effect of professional identity on 
your practice? 
 

Those who agreed to participate were sent the online 
survey questions. This approach was adopted as the 
students were still new to the programme and likely to 
feel overwhelmed and less inclined to be authentic if 
interviewed. The online survey was carried out at the 
start and the end of the module. The purpose of the two-
point data collection was to consider the students’ 
learning and ongoing reflection and to provide them with 
the opportunity to answer the questions 
comprehensively. A quiet classroom in school was 

offered to those wishing to avail themselves of it at each 
data collection point.  
 
E. Data Analysis 
All submitted responses were included for analysis using 
the thematic analysis approach described by Braun and 
Clarke (2012). The first author (MC) familiarised herself 
with the data by reading the narratives and coded the 
entire data set. Codes were applied to sections with 
similar meanings, which were then categorised, clustered 
and organised into themes. The indexed data were linked 
to the actual transcripts to demonstrate a clear audit trail 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006).  
 
A second round of data analysis was carried out by the 
same author four weeks later to allow a more in-depth 
analysis, identification of consistencies and clarification 
of any discrepancies. According to Miles et al. (2019), a 
time lapse between the two analyses allows the 
researcher to look at the data afresh and minimise the 
potential for bias and assumptions. In so doing, it 
enhances the rigour of the analysis and the credibility of 
the findings.  
 
 
 
 
The second author triangulated the data analysis by 
synthesising codes into themes and linking them to the 
original data to contextualise their meaning. The two 
authors then met to reach a consensus on the themes. The 
refining process of Theme One is shown in Tables 3 and 
4. Table 3 shows the initial thematic analysis, while 
Table 4 illustrates the finalised themes. 
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Theme Subtheme Codes 

Theme 1: Professional Characteristics Knowledgeable and good attributes  
 
 

expert knowledge 
science and the arts 
communication 
able to teach 
intelligent 
patient 
understanding 
caring  
control emotion 
non-judgmental 
sacrifice 
gratefulness 
positive,  
trustworthy 

Table 3. Initial theme one with subthemes and codes 
 

Themes Subthemes Codes 
Theme 1: Professionals with 
knowledge and moral character 

Knowledgeable  expert knowledge 
communication 
intelligent 

Moral character understanding 
caring  
control emotion 
sacrifice 
positive 
trustworthy 

Theme 2: The construction of 
professional identity  
 
 

A social perception  
 

as a ruler  
traditional image 
the classes of professional 
being respected (negotiated) 
vibes of being superior 
 

Identity challenges  
 

being watched and monitored 
power position 
source of negativity 
boundary and roles 
 

Realising their role in the construction of 
professional identity  

advocate self 
long journey learning to be one 
hard work in making one 
not to lose faith 

Table 4. Finalised themes, subthemes and codes 
 

III. RESULTS 
All 64 students agreed to participate and signed the 
consent form. The response rate at each collection point 
was 94% and 81% respectively. While the reason for the 
drop is not clear, it is possible that the demands from 
competing modules at the time of the second survey were 
influential.  
 
Two overarching themes emerged (Table 4). The first, 
“Nursing profession is perceived as a profession with 
knowledge and moral character” stood out clearly from 
the responses given. It encompassed the subthemes of 
knowledge and moral character. The second theme – 
“The construction of professional identity” - elicited 
codes that made up the subthemes of social factors, 
identity challenges and nurses’ role in the construction of 
their professional identity.  

 
Theme 1. Professionals with Knowledge and Moral 
Character 
Students perceived a professional nurse as someone with 
a “good character, and capable of knowing” and “doing 
what was needed with self-control and discipline”. The 
theme was supported with two subthemes – ‘knowledge’ 
and ‘moral character’.   
 
1) Knowledge: The students believed a professional 
nurse needed to engage in learning throughout their 
professional lifetime. A knowledgeable nurse was 
described as “knowing the job well” and “having special 
knowledge and being able to perform well”. The 
knowledgeable nurse could create new knowledge 
through study as exemplified in the quote below.  
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“…Professionalism is the outcome of a work that can 
have both the elements of arts and science …. been 
thoroughly sorted out to create knowledge that could be 
of relevance to the present study or development for 
future studies.”  

(S37) 
2) Moral character: The moral character of a 
professional nurse encompasses the moral agency 
demonstrated in his/her daily practice. A nurse needed to 
be “someone with good virtues and moral values” and 
uphold “ethical conduct and practice contentiously 
beyond any selfish thoughts”. The quotes below indicate 
some of these moral characteristics: 
 
“Nursing is a job that is not meant for anyone, it 
takes dedication, strength and passion to be one.”  

(S44) 
 

“Because we work together as a team, it is important to 
trust each other based on the individual training that we 
had gone through and are able to carry out our duties 
well. It also serves as a form of accountability to people 
in our team and people receiving care from us” 

 (S08) 
 
Students were clearly aware of the ethical code expected 
of them, which was reassuring in terms of the pre-
registration education received.  
 
Theme 2. The Construction of Professional Identity 
This theme illuminated how the students viewed the 
construction of their professional identity. Three 
subthemes including ‘a social perception’, ‘identity 
challenges’ and ‘realising their role in the construction of 
professional identity’ were elicited.  
 
1) A social perception: The students’ perception of their 
professional identity was influenced by the images and 
values directed towards nursing by society in comparison 
to other professions. The students perceived doctors, 
lawyers, and teachers as well-respected professionals. 
Doctors were “in a white coat with a stethoscope around 
their neck with confidence” while lawyers and teachers 
had “nice and neat suits” and were deemed to be “a sage 
or Master Yoda”, or “a confident global speaker”, “the 
force is within them”, or “have an aura of superiority, 
authority and power”. In contrast, the students viewed 
themselves as engaging in a “low skill/dirty job and of 
lower social status” due to the nature of the essential care 
they delivered daily. Such socially perceived images of 
being a professional were internalised resulting in the 
projection of a poor perception of their care work and 
image, as indicated here. 
 

“When the word professionalism…the image of a doctor 
comes to my mind…portrayed as a superior figure as 
compared to a nurse… they (patients) will usually turn 
for help from [the] doctors as they perceive that 
doctor[s] have all the information and 
knowledge…parents also encourage or advise their 
children to become doctors... 

(S17) 
 

 
 

2) Identity challenges: Closely linked to social 
perception, the students encountered identity challenges 
from their interactions with people around them. They 
noted the development of special relationships with 
patients while remaining deferential to doctors. Some 
students also felt the process of professionalisation was 
akin to a sorting method, which differentiated 
professionals into higher or lower social status. Such 
relationships caused confusion and challenged their 
professional identity as the following quotations 
exemplify. 
 
“I think that by having professional identity…only 
favours the doctors… Even if nurses make the right 
decision and doctors are wrong in the case, patients will 
still think that doctors are always right.”  

(S17) 
 

“The effect of professional identity in our practice is that 
the people around us may or may not get [us] respected. 
For example, in front of the doctors, we would portray 
like a maid who just do as what they say. However, in 
front of patients, we are their healthcare advocates 
which they listened to. Thus, it is a mixture of set of 
identity…” 

(S28) 
 

3) Realising their role in the construction of professional 
identity: The guided reflection created a safe space and 
provided methods for students to learn from their own 
and others’ experiences. As the module progressed, 
students came to realise their roles and their relationship 
with other professionals, as well as their responsibility in 
constructing their professional identity and how this 
identity was then portrayed to others. The quotes below 
offer some examples: 
 
“The effects of the professional identity are how you 
portray the occupation to the world. People tend to judge 
the occupation by the way we portray ourselves.”  

(S63) 
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“I value my role as a nurse as I feel that nurses can play 
a lot of roles…versatile, as nurses have greater 
knowledge than patients think. Also, nurses have 
judgment and good assessment skills so that we can 
identify what is not right with patients right away.”  

(S17) 
 

At a wider level, the students portrayed an optimistic 
outlook on their professional status with reference to the 
approved prescription rights to APNs in Singapore 
(Liew, 2018). The students felt their devotion towards 
patients led to them gaining wider trust and respect, as 
shown here:  
“I valued the fact that my role gave me a sense of 
responsibility to advocate to the best of my patient’s 
interest. And the fact that more people are approaching 
nurses for advice makes me feel that we have slowly 
gained public trust on nurses.”  

(S64) 
 
The students believed that mutual respect was essential 
for quality patient care, positive relationships, and the 
affirmation of their professional identity. Student S54 
provided an example.  
“As a nurse, I feel that mutual respect is vital for nursing. 
As the nurse respects the patient as an individual to 
provide the best quality care, the value for respect 
towards nurses should also be established as 
professionals.” 

(S54) 
 

IV. DISCUSSION 
The study demonstrated that students perceived nursing 
as a professional with knowledge and moral character, 
which is consistent with the professional requirement by 
the SNB (2011). However, students perceived a lack of 
awareness of nurses’ roles and some confusion about 
nursing identity by the public and other healthcare 
professionals, which does not reflect the intended 
development of nursing practice. 
 
The repeated comments of nurses being perceived as 
inferior to doctors by the public indicated that to them, 
nursing is still viewed negatively and of lower social 
status in Singapore, similar to the study done by Tay et 
al. (2012) ten years ago where nurses felt devalued and 
disrespected. Internationally, a division in the treatment 
towards doctors and nurses persists, as people tend to 
give doctors credit and recognition and view nurses as 
having a complementary role (de Araujo Sartorio & 
Pavone Zoboli, 2010; de Meis et al., 2007; Johnson, 
2018; Kemmer & Paes da Silva, 2007). The biased 
perception and treatment contribute to the devaluation of 
nursing, resulting in a focus solely on nursing functions 

and categories, rather than profiling nursing’s 
professional identity. 
 
Despite more nurses pursuing higher education and 
leading comprehensive patient care roles such as APNs 
in Singapore, patients still have a poor perception of their 
roles and lack awareness of the preparation needed (Woo 
et al., 2020). A study set in a primary care setting found 
that doctors viewed APNs as competent clinical partners, 
but their roles were not well understood (Soh et al., 
2021). This role confusion is possibly due to the breadth 
of nurses’ roles and a failure to communicate their 
professional roles effectively to the public. Pimenta and 
Souza (2017) reviewed 55 newspapers concerning the 
professional identity of nursing from 1983 to 2012 and 
found that nursing was treated as a unified entity. There 
was no differentiation between “nursing practiced by 
nurses” from the “nursing practiced by the other workers 
making up the team” (Pimenta & Souza, 2017, p4) 
indicating there is still much work to be done to make the 
roles of nurses more comprehendible and visible.  
 
This study showed how intentional education can help 
nurses to reflect on their clinical experiences and form a 
positive professional identity. The finding is consistent 
with that of a recent study by Fitzgerald and Clukey 
(2022, p1349) who found that reflection helped students 
to “think about thinking”, connecting the dots together to 
know what nursing really is and internalise their 
professional identity. The educational effort highlighted 
in both studies can be extended to interprofessional 
education, to create opportunities for different 
professional groups to learn together and understand one 
another’s abilities and roles better. In Singapore, studies 
on interprofessional learning revealed improved 
communication, mutual respect, trust and changing the 
stereotypes and attitudes towards the nurse–physician 
relationship (Liaw et al., 2014; Liaw et al., 2023). 
Another study demonstrated how interprofessional 
virtual rounds helped students from six healthcare 
courses, including nursing, to gain insights into one 
another’s professional role and build mutual trust (Liaw 
et al., 2020). However, these studies were all based in 
schools with a short duration of learning. Intentional 
education and long-term studies on professional identity 
and interprofessional relationships should be continued 
in clinical settings.  
 
A Singaporean ethnographic study by Chen et al. (2021) 
exposed the complexity of nurses’ daily work and how 
nurses navigated their participation and relationships 
with other healthcare workers. The deliberation of 
nurses’ professional identity is not a single professional 
affair, but that of all healthcare professionals. 
Nevertheless, more action is needed from nurses, nurse 
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educators, and nursing leaders to define, develop, and 
portray their professional identity. Ben Natan and Becker 
(2010) urged nurses to let the public know what their 
work entailed by giving speeches and presenting their 
work through social media. With the Healthier SG 
movement (MOH, 2023), it is foreseeable that nurses 
will play more important roles in preventive and 
community health. Nurses should seek opportunities to 
communicate their roles and articulate their abilities to 
the public.  
 
This study collected data from only one group of nurses 
undergoing a top-up degree study. Many nurses did not 
explain their ideas in detail. Future studies can consider 
using interviews and focus group discussions to explore 
these ideas in further depth. Nurses from various nursing 
schools and clinical settings could also be included and 
views from the public and other healthcare professionals 
would be welcomed. 
 

V. CONCLUSION 
Nursing identity is influenced by multiple factors, which 
can cause role confusion. The educational effort is vital 
to nurture nurses’ abilities to reflect, deliberate and 
communicate their professional identity. Nursing 
schools in Singapore and further afield need to include 
such intentional reflective approaches to help nursing 
students deliberate their professional identity and to 
nurture their ability to do so throughout their professional 
careers. Nurses and nursing leaders need to be more 
proactive in communicating their professional values and 
roles. More longer-term research is needed in both 
education and clinical practice settings to understand the 
sustained effect of education on nurses’ ongoing 
negotiation of their professional identity.  
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