
340 https://oamjms.eu/index.php/mjms/index

Scientific Foundation SPIROSKI, Skopje, Republic of Macedonia
Open Access Macedonian Journal of Medical Sciences. 2021 Oct 25; 9(T4):340-346.
https://doi.org/10.3889/oamjms.2021.5861
eISSN: 1857-9655
Category: T4 - Thematic Issue “Contribution of Nurses on Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)”
Section: Public Health Education and Training

Supporting the Professional Identity Development of Nursing 
Alumni: A Phenomenology Study

Wulan Noviani1*, Elsye Maria Rosa2

1Department of Fundamental Nursing and Nursing Management, School of Nursing, Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences, 
Universitas Muhammadiyah Yogyakarta, Yogyakarta, Indonesia; 2Department of Nursing Management, Master of Nursing, 
Universitas Muhammadiyah Yogyakarta, Yogyakarta, Indonesia

Abstract
BACKGROUND: Professional identity is the expected outcome of nursing educational institutions reflected in the 
values, beliefs, attitudes, and behavior of nursing alumni as professional nurses. Nursing alumni’s experiences 
at the Bachelor nursing program in Universitas Muhammadiyah Yogyakarta (UMY) related to professional identity 
development (PID) at various nursing careers need to be explored.

AIM: This study aims to describe Ners alumni in PID at UMY.

METHODS: This study was a phenomenological approach with a maximum variation sampling technique. Seventeen 
nursing alumni who have been working as professional nurses for a minimum of 2 years and worked in various 
nursing careers were recruited. A semi-structured interview between 60 and 90 min was conducted. Data analysis 
used Colaizzi’s methods and Nvivo 12TM Plus.

RESULTS: There were two themes emerged from data; (1) Internal motivation to enhancing nursing career, with 
two sub-themes: having a great personal motivation and developing expertise, (2) External support driving nursing 
career, with five sub-themes: family encouragement, supports from a leader, accreditation and credential, exemplary 
role model and positive nursing image.

CONCLUSION: Nursing alumni engaged in a variety of professional roles that contributed to the nursing workforce. 
The support of PID impacts personal and professional capability and strengthens nurses’ careers.
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Introduction

There is a limited consensus regarding the 
concepts of professional identity in nursing that resulted 
in an unclear understanding of personal identity in 
professional occupation [1]. Recently, Fitzergarld (2020) 
emphasized the concept analysis of professional identity 
related to attributes, knowledge, values, ethics, personal 
identity, collective identity, and context of care [2]. In 
terms of the recognizing of status as a nursing career, 
professional identity is essential, which can identify the 
job responsibilities, the role characteristics, and how to 
carry out the workload [1], [2]. Despite the improvement 
of nursing professionalism, the stereotypes of nurses’ 
image as a subordinate profession have not changed 
in several countries globally [3]. Professionalism is a 
core competency in professional health education and 
the foundation of practice among professional health 
workers [4], [5]. There is an urgency to promoting 
professionalism, especially professional identity 
development (PID), in the 21st century [6]. Thus, 
professional identity is essential to status recognition in 
public, especially nursing [1], [2], [7], [8].

Nursing higher education is an essential 
element in instilling professional values reflected 
in the professional identity of its graduates [9] as a 
character for the nursing profession [10]. Professional 
identity is defined as a self-concept that represents 
how nurses or nursing students perceive the nursing 
profession [11], based on attributes, characters, beliefs, 
values, and experiences in carrying out professional 
roles [6], [12] to achieve a sense of identity in a job [13]. 
Professional identity is a transition from theoretical 
learning to nursing practice, which is very important to 
strengthening perceptual abilities, skills, knowledge, 
and how to behave in nursing practice [14]. In addition, 
professional identity is the outcome of nursing education 
institutions and includes decision-making elements for 
choosing a future career [7], [8], [15]. Nursing careers 
are known as careers related to busyness, caring for 
other people, hard work, having job security, but failing 
in ideal careers in terms of respect, autonomy, financial 
remuneration, and respect compared to other health 
professions [16].

Nursing career opportunities can be created 
by nursing educational institutions by focusing on 
knowledge and skills and a strong professional identity as 
a nurse [14]. The development of a professional identity 
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starts from the beginning of nursing education, clinical 
practice, work and continues throughout the career as a 
nurse [7]. Nurses obtain self-concept and professional 
identity from education, experience, work values, 
cultural and social values, work environment, and public 
image [17]. The impact of a weak nursing professional 
identity will affect job satisfaction and retention of 
being a nurse [7], [8], [11], a sense of belonging, self-
confidence, self-esteem, self-image, public recognition, 
and commitment [13], [18]. Therefore, the importance 
of the character of a professional identity for nursing 
has a sense of pride through caring [11].

Professionalism is an Islamic work ethic that 
is contained in the Al Quran Surah Al Isra Verse 84 
as follows: “Say: “Everyone acts according to their 
respective circumstances”. Then your Lord knows 
better who is more correct in the way. The meaning of 
this surah is to work in following your field of expertise. 
Nurses will be considered to be professional if they 
work in the right position according to their competence. 
Professional nurses are the expected outcomes of 
the School of Nursing, Universitas Muhammadiyah 
Yogyakarta (UMY), where nursing alumni can reflect the 
character of a professional identity as a nurse. School 
of Nursing UMY is a nursing education institution that 
has been accredited A since 2015 and maintains 
the accreditation in 2019 for both academic and 
professional programs. The total of nursing alumni was 
1,564 graduates from the academic year 2004 to 2019. 
Nursing career of alumni includes civil servants, clinical 
nurses at regional and government hospitals, nurse 
educators, occupational health nurses, leaders or 
managers in various health and nursing organizations, 
and a professional nurses at the international level 
such as in Saudi Arabia and Japan. The success in 
developing a professional identity as a continuous 
transition from education to becoming a professional 
nurse is influenced by many factors [18]. Therefore, 
nursing alumni experiences in PID at various nursing 
careers are necessary to explore.

Methods

This study was descriptive qualitative with 
a phenomenological approach [19], [20]. The study 
participants were seventeen alumni who have a 
minimum of 2 years of working experience and worked 
in various nursing careers, such as nurse educators, 
nurse managers, clinical nurses abroad, and in the 
country. The participants were recruited through a 
maximum variation sampling technique. The data 
were collected through WhatsApp video call within 
60–90 min from March to June 2020. Data collection 
was conducted through a semi-structured interview and 
began after obtaining consent from nursing alumni. The 

interview was audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, 
and validated by re-listening to the recording and 
re-reading the transcript by the researchers. Questions 
on the interview included supporting factors to develop 
professional identity, the type of challenges they faced, 
and how they would describe their living experience in 
a nursing career.

Data analysis was used seven analysis 
methods by Colaizzi and Nvivo 12 plus software. 
The Colaizzi steps were as follows: (1) data 
familiarization; (2) significant statement identification; 
(3) meanings formulation; (4) themes clusterization; 
(5) develop of exhaustive description; (6) fundamental 
structure production; and (7) fundamental structure 
verification [21], [22]. The analysis was supported by 
Nvivo 12TM plus three senior qualitative researchers 
ensured software and oversight; they reviewed narrative 
syntheses and a sample of interview transcripts and 
field notes to support the analysis. The four criteria of 
Carnevale’s to ensure the trustworthiness in qualitative 
nursing studies were used including credibility, 
conformability, saturation, and transferability [23]. 
Table 1 shows the strategies to ensure the data in this 
study. The permission to conduct this study was granted 
from the Master of Nursing, UMY. The Ethical Committee 
approved ethical clearance with the number 1102/
KEP-UNISA/II/2020. The participants were informed in 
writing and orally that participation was voluntary and 
ensured their confidentiality. The research data could 
only be access all of the research data.

Table 1: Strategies to ensure the rigor of study
Trustworthiness criteria by 
Carnevale’s (2002)

Strategies used in the study 

Credibility • Prolonged engagement
• Discussion of findings with experts
• Reflectivity

Confirmability • Member checking
• An audit trail (complete field notes and interview transcript)

Saturation • Sample size flexible
• Flexible in a quantity of data collected

Transferability • Description of context in great detail

Results

Majority of participants is female (58.82%; 
n =  10), and (41.18%; 7) were male nursing alumni. The 
majority age of participants ranged from 31 to 35 years 
old, with nine alumni. The maximum length of working 
experience was ranging from 6 to 10 years, with 13 
alumni. Then, majority level of education is Bachelor 
Nursing Science with ten alumni. Nine alumni were 
married in this study. Most of the participants worked 
as clinical nurses in Indonesia, became occupational 
health nurses, civil servants in government hospitals, 
and nurses in a private hospital. Table 2 shows the 
demographics of the participants.
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This article discusses factors supporting the 
development of UMY nursing alumni’s professional 
identity in several nursing careers in Indonesia. Two 
themes emerged from the data analysis: Internal 
motivation to enhance nursing career and External 
support driving nursing career. Table 3 shows themes 
and sub-themes of the study findings.

Table 3: Themes and sub-themes of the study
Themes Sub-themes
Internal motivation to enhance nursing career • having a great personal motivation

• developing expertise
External support driving nursing career • family encouragement

• supports from a leader
• accreditation and credential
• exemplary role model 
• positive nursing image

Themes 1. Internal motivation to enhance 
nursing career

Based on the data, it was evident that nursing 
alumni perceived that personal motivation is essential 
to develop professional identity while working as a 
professional nurse. As a result, all participants shared 
and discussed deeply based on their internal motivation 
to improve their nursing profession careers. There 
were two sub-themes identified: having great personal 
motivation and developing expertise.

Having great personal motivation

Findings showed that nursing alumni had a 
strong motivation to improve nursing career through 
continuing education. Most of the participants stated 
that they had a high initiative to develop personal and 
professional development in the nursing profession. 
The following is an expression from the participants.

“After working for almost 7 years, I reported to 
the BKD provincial. I said that “Sir, I would like to leave 
the social services to move to the hospital that can 
facilitate my career path and further education” I said 

finally, a few months later I moved to the psychiatric 
hospital and I was placed in the outpatient clinic. Only 
a year and a half later, I was immediately appointed as 
the head of nurse in this room, my motivation to move 
jobs. It is just for my personal development to improve 
my career path and continue to study.” (P5)

“...from myself which is the motivation to 
continue learning in Ph.D. education. Internally, my 
motivation is to upgrade myself and enhance my 
career. Then, I would spend my funding for my personal 
development if there was no financial support from my 
workplace...” (P3).

Developing expertise

Findings showed that nursing alumni develop 
their expertise through training and participating in an 
organization. The participant explained in the following 
statements.

“...as a surgical nurses, I want to develop my 
expertise in orthopedics. I usually propose to participate 
in training, and I get sponsored. So, it is so nice to 
develop my self...” (P1)

“...to support my career apart from lecturer 
certification and continue study to Master of Nursing 
and I took specialist in wound healing. I also continue 
to take my initiative to find training and improve my 
expertise in wound healing. Then, I joined in wound 
nurses organization and became a secretary in my 
area...”(P17).

Theme 2. External support driving nursing 
careers

Based on the data, nursing alumni perceived 
that nursing career was driven by external supports, 
including institutional and sociocultural support. There 
were five sub-themes identified: family encouragement, 
support from a leader, supportive working environment, 
exemplary role model, and positive nursing image.

Family encouragement

The participants stated that parents provided 
support to develop professionalism in the nursing 
career. It is the following statements from participants.

“My family members are very supportive to my 
development. They set me free and entrust everything 
to me because that’s the work demand.”(P3)

“I was given many opportunities to take part 
in workshops and heart training for 3 months. At first, I 
hate why it was not other people to be asked to come 
along. However, my mother and father encouraged 
me to be trusted, and there was no second chance. 
In the end, I said okay, I would try it to develop my 
self.”(P4)

Table 2: Participants’ demographics
Demographics Nurse participants (n) (%)
Gender

Female 10 58.82
Male 7 41.18

Age (y)
21–25 2 11.76
26–30 5 29.41
31–35 9 52.94
36–40 1 5.89

Working experience (y)
0–5 3 17.65
6–10 13 76.47
11–15 1 5.88

Education 
Bachelor (S.Kep., Ns) 10 58.82
Master of Nursing 5 29.42
Master of Public Health 1 5.88
Ph.D. in Public Health 1 5.88

Marital Status
Single 8 47.06
Married 9 52.94

Nursing careers
Practical nurse in abroad 4 23.53
Practical nurse in Indonesia 5 29.41
Nurse educator 4 23.53
Nurse manager 4 23.53
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Supports from a leader

The participants said that supports developed 
professional identity from their leader in the workplace. 
The following is an expression from the participants.

“...the support from the leader who sees human 
resources as an asset needs to continue to be upgraded. 
There is also a continuation with the hospital’s financial 
support and the job demands that require accreditation. 
Thus, sometimes, you should have to participate”(P3)

“The hospital leader is very supportive of 
education and training for nurses. Training and seminars 
are always shared by the nursing committee through 
the nurses groups WhatsApp. The hospital provides 
financial support so that nurses are put in the first place. 
The financial problem has been taken care of by the 
treasurer. It is excellent in my workplace environment 
felt nice because all of the nurses have fair opportunities 
to participate in education and training...” (P15)

Accreditation and credentials

The participants also conveyed that 
accreditation and credentials can enhance career 
development and nurses’ identity as a professional. 
The following is an expression from the participants.

“...Back then, the study proposal was very 
difficuly if there was no accreditation. However, it is 
now different. All nurses can continue their studies. My 
leader is eager to encourage us go to school...”(P5)

“credential causes me to improve my status. 
I’m still in clinical nurse 1, so I should upgrade to clinical 
nurse 2. Thus, I need to prepare the requirements...”(P4)

Exemplary role model

The participants said they had exemplary 
professional nurses who could be used as role models 
when caring for the patient and supporting their 
development. The following is the statements of the 
participants.

“My role model was good. She has succeeded 
improving employees’ performance in professionalism. 
Her leadership was democratic and she was transparent. 
That’s why my friend and I appreciate her.” (P5)

“...I have a role model that is very protective 
of the patient. His attitude and behavior always ensure 
patient safety. I learned how to be a professional nurse 
from him...” (P4)

Positive nursing image

The participants explained that positive 
nursing images had been acknowledged by society 
not only abroad and in Indonesia. Most participants 
also stated that professional nurses have a sense of 
belonging and self-confidence to show that their identity 

as a professional nurse proudly. The following are the 
statements from the participants.

“I just worked on taking care of the patient 
totally, and they remembered me, it does not because I 
pretended to be good, but they remembered what I ever 
did. It’s a tremendous reward for me; for example, I met 
patient’s families several times who gave me a discount 
when I bought something. They said, ”you are a nurse 
who took care of my child while in the hospital. I thank 
you for your help.” (P5)

“Japanese people already know that 
Indonesian nurses are diligently considered more 
famous than others...” (P14)

“...Nurses must have their specialty, that is 
what we will sell at our workplaces. The points are 
not easy to underestimate. Like here, nurses are 
underestimated, and I answered that I am a different 
nurse. I have integrity and I have a specialty; skills that 
do not belong to other nurses. So, I can proudly say that 
I am a professional nurse in a wound specialist...” (P17)

Discussion

The study was a phenomenology descriptive 
aiming to explore nursing alumni’s experience on 
supporting factors of PID. The pattern in this sample 
indicates of broader phenomena of supports confronted 
by UMY nursing alumni in Indonesia related to the 
development of professional identity in various 
nursing careers. A review paper revealed how nurses 
develop their professional identity in a nursing career, 
addressed multidimensional factors such as personal, 
family, institutional, social [3] professional roles, and 
practice contexts [24]. These supports are present in 
Indonesia’s nursing career to show their identity as 
professional nurses. Besides, the National League of 
Nurses defined professional identity as personal and 
professional development for nurses [25].

Findings revealed that nursing alumni aspiring 
to become a professional nurse had a strong personal 
motivation to develop their personal and professional 
capabilities. Based on the study, it came to light that 
internal and external contexts had considerably positive 
influences on enhancing the nursing alumni’s career. 
The data shows that successful professional nurses 
revealed that they had the initiative to boost their 
current positions by their efforts and suitable for their 
willingness to improve their nursing expertise. They 
continue to study in Master of Nursing or Ph.D. degrees 
and attended training programs, even though they 
should pay with our money.

Personal factor is related to professional 
development which involves self-motivation, self-
confidence, self-resilience, and professional identity. 
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Nursing professionalism is determined by three attributes, 
namely cognitive, attitude, and psychomotor. The most 
important supporting factors in nursing professionalism 
are personal demographics, experience, education, 
environment and attitudes [26]. Personal factors are a 
significant factor in supporting professionalism based on 
knowledge and skills, professional ethics, professional 
commitment, self-respect, respect for others, interest, 
and responsibilities [27]. The individual also uses 
personality and personal qualities to enhance success 
in a nursing career, such as motivation, intellegence, 
altruism and caring behavior. It is supported by Jackson 
et al. (2007), which encourages professional nurses 
to actively participated in career development and 
strengthened personal resilience to reduce vulnerability 
in facing the difficulties in the workplace and improve 
quality in the health setting.

The strategies to increase nurses’ personal 
strength of include building positive professional 
relationships, maintaining positive thoughts, 
developing emotional insight, achieving a balance of 
life and spirituality, and becoming more reflective [28]. 
Education is a critical stage where knowledge and 
skills are acquired and empowered nurses as health 
professionals from ordinary people [7]. Furthermore, 
personal qualities have a significant correlation with 
academic and clinical performance, and the ability 
to finishing the nursing education program within 
3 years, such as personality, self-control, resilience, 
self-confidence, and involvement [29]. Nurses have 
to set goals in the nursing career path to enhance 
competency through further education and training. 
As literature mentioned, professional nurses 
perceived their professional identity, including self 
(who I am), role (what I do), and context (where I 
do it) [24], [30].

Furthermore, participants stated that external 
support had driven their nursing careers, such as 
family, leader, credential and accreditation, role model, 
and nursing image. Factors that contribute to Chinese 
nurses’ PID include family support, family income, parent 
work, family social status and night shifts. Various family 
factors support Chinese nurses in carrying out their 
professional roles and showing their professional identity 
[3]. As mentioned in the literature, family background 
influences nurses’ professional behavior in Iran, including 
distinctions in family perspectives, moral differences 
in the family, knowledge learned from family, and the 
absence of trust related to the family’s honesty [31]. 
Besides, work-family conflicts have a positively affect on 
the nurses’ intention of turnover to move from hospital 
[32]. Ohio male nurses needed special support regarding 
personal identification and choosing appropriate 
strategies in professional nurses’ role. The need for 
educational preparation and training can enhance the 
competence of nurses to provide safe practices. This 
workplace support can facilitate the adaptation process 
and understand the nursing culture [33].

Qualitative data showed that nursing alumni 
should improve their careers through accreditation 
and credentials. Evidence revealed that credentials 
influence the integration of male nurses’ professional 
identity and have a strong correlation with job satisfaction 
and organizational commitment [34]. Furthermore, 
job satisfaction and rewards simultaneously affect 
nurses’ turnover intention in hospitals [32]. Also, 
application of spirituality in the workplace could shapes 
positive perception and reduce nurses’ turnover in 
Indonesia [35]. In this study, there is a positive impact 
on professional identity, which nursing alumni had the 
internal motivation to join in continuing professional 
development programs that are linear with their 
expertise. Moreover, participants stated that they need 
to show their expertise through nursing services to get 
public recognition. It indicates that a sense of belonging 
in the nursing profession had evolved with their identity 
as a professional nurse. Also, the Indonesian Nursing 
Act of 2014 stated that nursing services are defined as 
a form of professional service that is an integral part 
of the health service based on the nursing science 
and art that aimed at individuals’, families’, groups’ or 
communities health [36].

Drawing from the study finding, it has provided 
with the information that it is not only family and 
institutional support that encouraged nursing alumni to 
enhance their professional identity, but also role models 
and positive nursing image. A role model in the working 
environment can help new nurses find out their roles and 
responsibilities as professional nurses. The exemplary 
role model provides encouragement and support for 
the development of professional identity [37]. Also, role 
models have a vital role in forming a professional identity 
for nursing students to become professional nurses [8]. 
Besides, the succes in developing professional identity 
are influenced not only by positive role models but also 
by peer support in clinical practice [38]. Furthermore, 
Indonesian nurses have perceived positive self-image 
by implementing of spiritual nursing services and 
Islamic cultural values, including prioritizing care-
givers suitable with gender. They are also considered 
to perform many roles in hospitals and various job 
positions that influence the strong professional identity 
of nurses in the community [39]. In contrast, the 
perception of Indonesian nurses’ negative image as 
physician assistants having lower status [40], [41] could 
be an obstacle for younger generation’s motivation to 
choose nursing as their career [39]. The positive aspect 
of nurses’ professionalism must be understood and 
incorporated in retaining experienced nurses in the 
nursing profession and attracting the young generation 
to choose nursing as a viable career [42].

The finding reveals factors supporting UMY 
nursing alumni to become professional nurses in several 
nursing careers in Indonesia. The finding was supported 
by the social capital theory that found a microlevel, 
mesolevel, and macrolevel phenomenon [43], and 
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supports the occupational career [44]. It facilitates 
individuals and and organizations’ actions within social 
structures; and the achievement of personal and 
group goals [43], [44]. It is expected that the finding 
of the study may help to capture the nurses’ identity 
in professional roles in Indonesia and to provide some 
recommendations that could address a positive nursing 
image. Findings may also provide a career pathway 
for nurses to pursue their career in top position. For 
authorities, the findings may be used for strengthening 
nurses’ professional identity and positive nursing image 
as a viable career through nursing regulation and 
nursing education.

Conclusion

The descriptive phenomenology study 
sought to discover the essential factors supporting 
professional development, especially UMY alumni’s 
identity in Indonesia. The finding obtained from this 
study could not be generalized to the whole population. 
This paper describes the findings of supporting factors 
for developing a professional identity influenced by 
internal factors (personal motivation) and external 
factors (institutional and sociocultural). Nursing 
alumni have worked in various professional roles that 
contributed to the nursing workforce. The supporting 
of PID impacts personal and professional capability 
and strengthens nurses’ careers. Some aspects of this 
study may reflect the initial challenges encountered by 
Indonesian nursing alumni and may support the nursing 
career progression. These findings can contribute to 
the curriculum development in the Bachelor nursing 
education program, including a hidden curriculum 
related to professional identity as nurses suitable for 
nursing institution’s culture. There should be a focus 
on internalization values, characteristics, sense of 
belonging, and personal identification in becoming 
professional nurses.
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