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1  |  INTRODUC TION

Nursing internship is an orientation for the professional life, where 
it facilitates the transition from students' to staff nurse role before 
graduation (Bahari et al., 2022; Graf et al., 2020). The basic nurs-
ing education in China is a 4- year undergraduate degree education 
or 3- year junior college education. Student education includes the 
process of theoretical learning in school and nursing internship in 
hospital. Usually, every student enters the clinical environment to 
experience and implement actual care and management of patients 
about 9– 12 months before graduation in China. The theories, knowl-
edge and skills acquired during a college education are used to care 

for patients, which help students to deeply comprehend nursing 
as a profession and make a better transition to practice (Church 
et al., 2019), but the nursing internship causes a variety of emotions 
that impact a big source of pressure (Weurlander et al., 2018). Many 
students, even senior nursing students, treat clinical practice as a 
stressful event (Güner, 2015).

Previous studies (Edo- Gual et al., 2014; Weurlander et al., 2018) 
found that medical and nursing students have experienced a series 
of emotional challenges in the face of patients' illness and death, 
unprofessional behaviour among healthcare professionals, dilem-
mas about patients' treatment during clinical practice. Demographic 
characteristics of nursing students, such as age, language, financial 
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Abstract
Aim: Some studies have found that clinical practice has caused great pressure and 
negative psychological experience to nursing students. Therefore, this study aimed 
to identify psychological experience at different internship stages among internship 
nurses.
Design: A qualitative study.
Methods: In this qualitative study, one- to- one in- depth interviews and mixed data 
analysis strategies were conducted among internship nurses from May 2018 to 
February 2019.
Results: The pressure of the initial stage was operational pressure (80.0%), intermedi-
ate stage was nurse– patient communication (50.0%), and last stage was employment 
pressure (70.6%). Nursing students mainly expected to improve their operational and 
communication skills, and to acquire clinical experience, thinking ability and frontier 
knowledge. 62.5% students said ambivalent on “let us practice with being monitored,” 
especially in the last stage (88.2%). Clinical nursing teaching should pay attention to 
this dynamic experience and their factors and take corresponding measures to im-
prove the quality of internship.
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status and family education background, can adversely impact stu-
dents' learning experiences and their practice as professional nurses 
(Koch et al., 2014). In the process of practice, a positive and per-
missive learning atmosphere and visible preceptors are essential 
to achieve the maximum learning effect (Bradshaw et al., 2018). 
Feridouni believed that the internship is a beneficial experience by 
assessing the attitudes of students, professors and clients towards 
formation and community (Fereidouni et al., 2017). As far as nurs-
ing students themselves are concerned, their unpreparedness for 
entering the clinical environment can lead to fear and anxiety and 
can even cause sleep disorders (Xu et al., 2020). However, compared 
with other personality characteristics, professional identity had the 
strongest impact on the role stress level of nursing students and 
had a negative correlation (Sun et al., 2016). At present, although 
there were around 11% of Registered Nurses being male (Clifton 
et al., 2018), male nursing students also have encountered a dilemma 
in clinic internship: social and cultural impact, gender discrimination, 
lack of interpersonal communication etc (Al- Momani, 2017). In addi-
tion, the author (Arkan et al., 2018) described the impact of educa-
tional atmosphere, students' personality and education in school on 
the clinical learning process. However, there may be more reasons.

In recent years, researchers have studied about improving the 
clinical environment and promoting the effect of internship: explor-
ing students' internship experiences, developing students' reflective 
learning, increasing their basic clinical skills and enhancing their 
patient safety (Bradshaw et al., 2018; Song & Guo, 2019). A stress 
management based on attention training and resilient thinking im-
plemented by Chesak et al. (2019) scholars can positively enhance 
new nurse's transition to work.

Although these studies have shown that they were committed 
to focusing on nurse students' internship experiences and improv-
ing practice effect, a review (McCarthy et al., 2018) recognized that 
more qualitative studies are needed to capture the experience of 
stress from the students' perspective. It is neither very clear about 
how nursing students experience at different internship stages, nor 
what kind of pressure will lead to students experiencing different 
emotions. The aim of this study was to explore the experience and 
cognition among internship nurses at different stages so as to rec-
ognize the process as a whole, which may help nursing educators to 
formulate targeted education measures and provide valuable refer-
ence for others.

2  |  METHODS

2.1  |  Design, setting and samples

In this qualitative study, one- to- one in- depth interviews and mixed 
data analysis strategies were conducted. The researchers took sam-
ples from the overall internship nurses list of the hospital nursing 
department. Purposive sampling with maximum variation was used 
for selecting participants and was conducted from May 2018 to 
February 2019. The total internship time is 9– 12 months. This study 

defined the initial stage as the first 1– 3 months of internship, the 
intermediate stage as the next 4– 8 months and the last stage as the 
final 9– 12 months. A face- to- face qualitative interview was con-
ducted among internship nurses.

2.2  |  Theoretical framework

Firstly, this qualitative research is a phenomenological study that 
uses a conventional content analysis (Lewis, 2015) to examine the 
stressful experiences and psychological processes of internship 
nurses. Qualitative content analysis is an autonomous method, 
which can be used at varying levels of abstraction and interpreta-
tion (Graneheim et al., 2017). This kind of one- to- one in- depth in-
terview method, in which the interviewer and the interviewee are 
not affected by the outside world, and it is well explore the deep 
secret unknown and the real feelings of the researchers, is described 
and applied in litera (Al- Momani, 2017; Fereidouni et al., 2017). 
Furthermore, quantitative methods were used to refine and general-
ize the qualitative data so as to recognize the process as a whole.

2.3  |  Data collection

Semi- structured in- depth interviews were conducted to collect data. 
The interviewees participated voluntarily after clinical practice. 
Before each interview, the interview time and place were arranged 
with the respondents, and one- to- one interview was conducted in 
a hospital conference room without any interference. The individ-
ual interviews were conducted by the corresponding author using 
a semi- structured interview outline, who has more than 20 years 
of clinical teaching experience. Each interview was designed to 
last for approximately 40– 60 min. To ensure that interviewees had 
sufficient time to think about the interview content, the interview 
process was designed in two parts, including the interview question-
naire and interview recording.

First, the investigator introduced herself in detail (e.g. teaching 
interest and research reasons) to gain trust. The respondents were 
fully informed the purpose, content and methods of the interview. The 
name of each respondent was replaced with a code to guarantee ano-
nymity, and each respondent signed a written informed consent at the 
start of each interview. Then demographical information (gender, age, 
education, school, nationality and internship time) and information for 
the interview outline were collected in written form. Finally, the inter-
view process was audio recorded according to the interview outline 
and did not mention the names of the interviewees during the whole 
process. Attention was paid to the interviewee's facial expressions, the 
speed of their speech and the intonation of their voice to clarify and 
confirm their views or feelings, which were supplementary notes. The 
participants were informed about that the participation was voluntary 
and confidential and signed the informed consent before the inter-
view. At the end of the interview, participants received a gift worth 
￥20 yuan in appreciation of their time.



330  |    XIONG and ZHU

The following topics were used to stimulate the students' reflec-
tions regarding their clinical experience.

1. How do you feel about your internship now? How do you 
feel about the effect of your internship?

2. Is there any pressure during the process of your recent internship? 
If yes, then what is it, or can you give some examples?

3. What do you think about the practice of nursing, and what do you 
want to learn from the instructor?

4. How do you treat “let us practice with being monitored”?

2.4  |  Analytic strategy

The Colaizzi method was used to analyse and refine the interview 
data (Lewis, 2015). The two researchers read each interview in depth, 
including the interview questionnaire and interview recording, and 
encoded the transcripts with the same code tree, respectively. 
Then, the authors collaboratively compared the codes, determined 
the similarities, solved the differences and make adjustments in 
the whole coding process. Data saturation is considered when no 
new code is generated from transcripts. The authors adhered to the 
Consolidated Criteria for Reporting Qualitative Research (COREQ) 
guidelines (Tong et al., 2007) in this research.

In the quantitative analysis stage, SPSS 21.0 (SPSS Inc.) was 
used to summarize the qualitative data as a whole. Continuous vari-
ables were expressed as the mean ± standard deviation, because of 
their normal distribution and variance homogeneity, and a one- way 
ANOVA was used for comparison between groups. Categorical vari-
ables were expressed by rate, and intergroup comparison was ex-
pressed by the chi- square test. p < .05 was considered statistically 
significant.

2.5  |  Ethics

This study was in line with the guiding ethical principles of the 
Declaration of Helsinki. Before carrying out the study, ethical 
clearance was sought from the Ethics committee of hospital, and 
there was no plausible harm to participants. Ethics approval was 
obtained from the Ethics committee of Second Xiangya Hospital, 
China (2019/S178).

3  |  RESULTS

3.1  |  Single factor analysis of the nursing students' 
general data in different internship stages

From the third month to the 11th month of the internship, 51 stu-
dents were invited, of which 48 volunteered for the interview (P1– 
P48), including 40 female students. One of the nursing students 
refused to have her interview audio recorded. Therefore, after the 

interview questionnaire, she only had an interview and recorded it 
in detail. The general data of nursing students at different stages 
showed that there were no significant differences in gender, age, 
nationality, educational background and audio time among the three 
groups (p > .05), as shown in Table 1. There was no significant dif-
ference in the satisfaction degree of the internship effect, although 
the satisfaction degree was the lowest (62.5%) at the intermediate 
stage.

3.2  |  Nursing students' different internship 
experiences at different stages

3.2.1  |  Main themes in the initial stage

Anxiety and tension
Eleven of the 15 interviewees from the initial stage showed anxi-
ety and tension to varying degrees. Some students were worried 
that their professional knowledge and operational ability were not 
sufficient and that they may harm their patients. Some students 
wanted teachers to ask questions and simultaneously worried about 
the questions due to their lack of self- confidence. Student P4 stated, 
“We acquire a great deal of knowledge through practice. Theory and 
practice in school are far from each other. Every time you go to a 
new department, you remember the points that the teacher said, 
and particularly worry about being hurt by mental patients.” Student 
P13 mentioned, “I have experienced three different specialty de-
partments. At the infectious diseases department, I was particularly 
afraid of occupational exposure, so I did everything very carefully. 
At the psychiatry department, I was afraid of excessive behavior.” 
Student P5 mentioned, “I worry about operating skills. If I fail to 
puncture, the patients may lose their temper and get angry. I would 
most like to practice injection skills now.” Student P10 said, “I worry 
that not having enough rest before the night shift will affect my work 
efficiency; I must rest excessively during the day.”

Confusion and puzzlement
Seven of 15 interviewees had various degrees of confusion and puz-
zlement. Some students lacked self- learning ability. Nursing student 
P6 said, “First, when arriving at each department, I did not know 
what specific knowledge I needed to master.” Student P9 stated, “If 
the teacher does not ask me questions, I do not know what to learn 
when I go home, or I even forget.” Even individual student wanted 
their teachers to sort out and summarize information for themselves. 
Two nursing students mentioned that when the patient's condition 
needed to be notified to the doctor, the doctor's answer was “con-
tinue to observe” the patient, and they did not know what to do.

Novelty and fear
At the beginning of the internship, the students' desire for knowl-
edge is generally better, and they can actively learn to adapt them-
selves to clinical work as soon as possible, but it is inevitable that 
the operation will fail or that unexpected situations will arise, which 
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may cause students to feel fear. Student P7 said, “Once a patient's 
venous indwelling needle was removed by me. Maybe pressed im-
properly, the puncture site was resulted in swelling and pain, and 
then the patient lost his temper, which left a psychological scar and 
caused me to dare not pull out the needle for a long time.”

3.2.2  |  Main themes in the intermediate stage

Self- confidence
Six of the 16 interviewees showed a sense of relaxation and self- 
confidence. In the intermediate stage of their internship, the basic 
operation was fundamentally mastered, and students' attention 
began to shift to challenging issues. For example, student P18 said, 
“At present, I feel the internship is good, and my self- evaluation 
score is 9 points.” Student P25 said, “I feel that there are many things 
to learn, which may not be learned in school, such as emergency tri-
age. When encountering patients with poor blood vessels, I hope to 
try to puncture and get more guidance from the teacher and clinical 
experience.”

Decreased passion and monotony
Six of the 16 interviewees showed a feeling of reduced passion. 
This is mainly because the students thought that they were gradu-
ally becoming familiar with the basics of clinical operation, and the 
main work content was measuring blood pressure, measuring body 
temperature, conducting intravenous infusion etc. The nursing stu-
dents said that the work was very simple, mechanical and of low 
difficulty. At this time, the students actively participated in more in-
teraction with patients, but a few students still experienced commu-
nication barriers, especially introverted and timid students. Student 
P23 pointed out, “I feel that I have not reached the internship goal. 

At present, I still lack the courage to communicate with patients. 
Sometimes, I am very nervous when puncturing. There is no sense 
of achievement.”

Confusion
Students began to pay attention to surrounding environment and 
team atmosphere. Nursing student P26 stated, “If the teachers in 
that department are good to patients, and the other staff are good to 
patients too, but another department is different in style.” Nursing 
students P23 and P31 stated, “Patients treat doctors and nurses dif-
ferently. Sometimes you treat patients so well that they think you 
are collecting money, but it is not the same as the doctor.”

3.2.3  |  Main themes in the last stage

Burnout and emotional instability
Five of the 17 interviewees showed lower levels of passion and even 
burnout, while three were still full of enthusiasm and self- confidence. 
At the postinternship stage, the basic operation of nurses is rela-
tively skilled, and their comprehensive quality has been improved. 
However, they face new pressures, such as employment, postgradu-
ate entrance examination and vocational examination, which lead to 
emotional instability. P41, a nursing student from a designated unit, 
said, “I feel less enthusiastic when I come to work after the Spring 
Festival. When I think about the end of my internship, I feel a sense 
of laziness and I want to go back to school. However, I am anxious 
when I think about going to work formally.” Nursing student P36 
stated, “Sometimes I experience a trance- like state if I did not sleep 
well or for other reasons.” Nursing student P42 said, “Recently, I am 
very nervous at practice and afraid of making mistakes, because I 
always attend some interviews, examinations and so on.”

TA B L E  1  Single factor analysis of internship nurses' data at different internship stages

Total (n = 48) Initial stage (n = 15)
Medium- term stage 
(n = 16) Later stage (n = 17) p

Female, n (%) 40 (83.33) 12 (80.00) 14 (87.50) 13 (76.47) .847

Age, years (
‼

x ± s) 21.04 ± 1.35 20.60 ± 1.12 21.00 ± 1.16 21.47 ± 1.62 .192

Nationality, n (%)

The Han nationality 42 (87.50) 12 (80.00) 15 (93.75) 15 (88.23) .509

Minority nationality 6 (12.50) 3 (20.00) 1 (6.25) 2 (11.76)

Education degree, n (%)

Junior college 16 (33.33) 5 (33.33) 5 (31.25) 6 (35.29) .970

Undergraduate 32 (66.67) 10 (66.67) 11 (68.75) 11 (64.70)

Audio time, min (
‼

x ± s) 18.00 ± 5.28 18.21 ± 3.49 16.31 ± 6.36 19.41 ± 5.22 .242

Internship effection, n (%)

Satisfactory 34 (70.83) 12 (80.00) 10 (62.50) 12 (70.59) .563

General 14 (29.17) 3 (20.00) 6 (37.50) 5 (29.41)

Let us practice with being monitored, n (%)

Ambivalence 30 (62.50) 8 (53.33) 7 (43.75) 15 (88.23) .021

Firmness 18 (37.50) 7 (46.67) 9 (56.25) 2 (11.76)
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Regret
At the last stage of the internship, because of the large number of 
interns in the hospital, some students regretted that they could not 
gain experience in the operation room, the paediatric department or 
an intensive care unit. Some students also hoped to have access to 
and experience indwelling gastric tubes and catheters during their 
internships.

Lack of a holistic nursing concept
In the last stage, four nursing students were interviewed and asked, 
“Did you carry out systematic observations and holistic nursing 
for a patient from admission to discharge?” They mostly answered, 
“Hardly any.” Only one nursing student answered, “I want to do it, 
but I do not know how to do it.”

3.3  |  Different stress emphasis at different stages

Figure 1 shows that the pressure sources were similar in different 
stages of the internship, but the emphasis was different. In the initial 
stage, the main pressure of the internship was operating pressure 
(80.0%); in the intermediate stage, the main pressure was communi-
cation between the nurses and the patients (50.0%); and in the last 
stage, the main pressure was employment (70.6%). Nursing student 
P16 mentioned, “If the companion is better than me, I feel a lot of 
pressure; my limited knowledge cannot help the patient solve their 
problem.” There were cases of sleep disorders caused by students' 
stress at each stage of the internship. Nursing student P3 said, “The 
night shift is tiring, sleepless and acne- prone.” Nursing student P19 
said, “I have biological clock disorder, which means that I sometimes 
wake up suddenly in the middle of the night.” Students P23 and P27 
stated that they did not rest before the night shift and wanted to 
doze off at work, but they could not sleep off the night shift until 
noon. At the last stage, three nursing students mentioned, “Others 
have found a job, but I have not. I have been very anxious and unable 
to sleep now and before the postgraduate entrance examination.” 

Other stresses came from low educational background (junior col-
lege), economic pressure etc.

3.4  |  Diverse internship expectations

Figure 2 shows that nursing students in the initial and intermedi-
ate stages are mainly expected to improve their operational skills, 
work experience, communication skills and specialty knowledge. 
Nursing students in the last stage are expected to improve their clin-
ical thinking ability and learn clinical frontier knowledge. P47 said, 
“When I communicate with patients, they sometimes ask me why 
you choose a nursing profession? I don't know how to answer, be-
cause I feel that he discriminates against male nurses. I'm confused 
about the professional value of male nurses.” P22 stated that some-
times patients had different attitudes toward doctors and nurses, 
which made me confused.

3.5  |  Different views on “let us practice with being 
monitored”

The students in different internship stages had different views 
on “let us practice with being monitored” (p = .021), as shown in 
Table 1. Over half of the total sample had feelings of ambivalence 
(62.5%), especially in the last stage (88.2%). Nursing students 
thought that if they were skilled in operations, simple operations, 
such as changing liquids or checking fasting blood sugar could 
be completed independently after the teacher approved their 
abilities. However, after asking 25 students about the process of 
changing liquids, “If another bottle of prepared medicine is hung 
on the infusion stand, how do you change it?,” twenty- two stu-
dents only checked the patient's bed number, name and medicine 
name, but did not recheck the quality of the medicine or did not 
do a self- awareness check. They believed that the medicine had 
already been dispensed and checked.

F I G U R E  1  Stress trend of internship 
nurses at different stage
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4  |  DISCUSSION

The nursing internship experience, sources of stress and learning ex-
pectations vary with the different stages of the internship. The dif-
ferent internship stages are not isolated, but are intrinsically linked 
and interacted. The nursing students experienced various degrees 
of trepidation and confusion during the whole process of the intern-
ship, especially in the early stage, which mainly came from the new 
environment, new teaching methods, unskilled operations, facing 
various interpersonal relationships and fear of errors or accidents. 
These findings were consistent with an integrative review (Bhurtun 
et al., 2019), and other research results (Kaur et al., 2020), that was, 
students feel moderate to high pressure during clinical training, and 
teachers, nursing staff and social support were strong stressors. The 
encouraging evaluation from teachers and the self- reflective prac-
tices will help to improve the learning ability and self- awareness 
of nursing practice, further reduce stress and anxiety, and have a 
positive impact on the effect of practice (Contreras et al., 2020). 
In the last stage of the internship, although their comprehensive 
ability had significantly improved and they basically had the pro-
fessional requirements of junior nurses, the nursing students were 
faced with more complex sources of pressure, such as employment 
interviews, the graduate entrance examination and graduation re-
port. Chamberlain et al. (2016) survey of third- year nursing students 
found that obtaining a position in a competitive graduate nurse tran-
sition programme after graduation was a predictor of psychologi-
cal resilience. In keeping with it, employment has become the main 
source of stress in the later stage of internship in this study. Because 
of stress and anxiety, some nursing students have weakened their 
enthusiasm about the nursing internship and even become passive 
and lazy about it, and some students have also relaxed the regulation 
“let us practice with being monitored.”

Rejection of occupation, fear and anxiety were the causes of 
nursing students' inadaptability in clinical practice (Xu et al., 2020). 
They were not psychologically prepared to cope with inadaptability 

before their clinical practice (Xu et al., 2020). In this study, some 
nursing students stated that the nursing profession was not their 
ideal occupation. Moreover, until the end of their internship, they 
still did not accept that they were a nurse and lacked interest in the 
nursing profession. This inner refusal to work affected their initia-
tive to learn and their professional attitude and led to a decline in 
self- confidence and an increase in feelings of fear and anxiety. It 
may be interesting to further study the relationship and influence 
between professional willing and psychological stress in clinical 
practice. It may also be that some nursing students do not under-
stand the balance of sleep, health and nursing and cannot allocate 
time for rest with their work. Some nursing students stated that 
they could not accept the nature of night shifts in the nursing pro-
fession and were reluctant to engage in clinical nursing. In this study, 
20.83% of nursing students had sleep disorders. This study showed 
that employment stress was the main source of psychological stress 
in the last stage of nursing practice. For various reasons, finding 
job is still one of the stressors for many interns before graduation 
(Sirili et al., 2019). Most intern nurses in China can only get their 
first job by looking for employment opportunities and interviews; 
otherwise, they will experience unemployment. We believe that 
the value of pre- internship professional education, psychological 
guidance (Gonella et al., 2020) and the provision of an appropriate 
professional environment, such as rest places, are effective ways to 
reduce psychological stress.

The teaching content and teaching method vary with each 
stage of the nursing internship. The clinical teaching content 
should be combined with students' expectations in every step of 
practice and pay attention to the training of their clinical think-
ing (Sodeify & Moghaddam Tabrizi, 2020). In the initial stage of 
the internship, teachers should give plenty of encouragement, be-
cause of the insufficient clinical skills of nursing students, and they 
should take note of their teaching method, language and tone. 
Even if the operation fails, we should avoid educating nursing 
students in front of patients to prevent damaging the enthusiasm 

F I G U R E  2  Internship expectations of 
internship nurses at different stage
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and self- esteem of nursing students. At the postinternship stage, 
it is suggested that real- time employment information, additional 
interview training courses and employment guidance should be 
provided to alleviate the pressure of nursing students. Devoting 
enough time for teaching consultations and participation in safe 
and effective nursing skills is the basis for students acquiring good 
clinical experience (Henderson & Eaton, 2013). Under the back-
ground of culture and tradition, there are some negative effects of 
society on male nursing as a career (Al- Momani, 2017). Setting up 
correct professional values will help to improve their occupation 
interests, especially in the internship stage.

In this study, 30 students (62.5%) were ambivalent about the 
“let us practice with being monitored.” In the last stage of prac-
tice, more nursing students were blindly confident, believing that 
some simple operations, such as blood pressure measurement, 
body temperature, rapid blood sugar and replacement of infusion 
bottles, could be completed independently. This left a hidden risk 
of adverse events for uncertain clinical conditions, which may 
lead to adverse events. From a psychological point of view, the 
moral exclusion seems to be prevalent in the hearts of all people 
(Tenenbaum et al., 2018). Students may reject teachers' supervi-
sion from the bottom of their hearts. However, supervision from 
supervisors, mentors and peers is critical to the growth and de-
velopment of students in the course of clinical practice (Sommer 
et al., 2020). The “let us practice with being monitored” is not only 
a clinical guidance but also an effective supervision mechanism. 
It runs through the whole process of the practice, fundamentally 
prevents adverse events, ensures the medical safety of patients 
and promotes students' career development.

It can be said that although the values and practice of holistic 
nursing have been integrated into undergraduate nursing education 
(Kinchen, 2019), a considerable number of nursing students still 
lacked the concept of holistic nursing at the end of the internship. 
The reason may be that college and undergraduate nursing students 
pay more attention to the acquisition of clinical skills, lack of knowl-
edge or lack of time. It was suggested that under the guidance of 
teachers, students' holistic nursing ability can be cultivated through 
case nursing, combined with students' expectations of clinical think-
ing ability and learning clinical frontier knowledge.

4.1  |  Limitations

There are some limitations in this study. First, the descriptive re-
sults come from qualitative interviews rather than quantitative 
surveys, and the generalizability may be affected. However, it is 
important to acknowledge that these results are derived from the 
subjects' inner experience and are not influenced by the scale im-
plications. The design (interviewing different applicants in differ-
ent stages of their placement) did not consider the participants' 
personal characteristics (i.e. personality and grade point average). 
Therefore, the results may be influenced by a series of other con-
founding factors.

5  |  CONCLUSION

This study explored the psychological experience among intern-
ship nurses by the qualitative study with mixed data analysis strat-
egies. They have different feelings at different internship stages, 
which are influenced by various sources of stress, learning expec-
tations and professional attitudes. It is very important to focus 
on the training of operation and humanistic communication in the 
initial stage and interview training in the later stage. Even if stu-
dents are skilled in the later stage, they cannot be deregulated. 
Strict adherence to checking is accompanied by the lifetime of the 
nursing profession, so as to avoid adverse nursing events. There 
is still a long way to go to cultivate the concept of holistic nurs-
ing and apply it to honour comprehensive, patient- centred and 
relationship- based care. Case nursing and situational teaching may 
be an effective method. These results indicate that fully given the 
different influencing factors and practice expectations, any ef-
forts both improving the clinical learning environment at hospital 
level and improving self- quality at the personal aspect should be 
encouraged and pursued to promote the development of nursing 
profession.

6  |  RELE VANCE FOR CLINIC AL PR AC TICE

At different stages of internship, students have different concerns 
and problems to be solved. We can add some courses, such as hu-
manistic nurse– patient communication and job interview guidance. 
Regular communication meeting between students and teachers is 
a good way to solve the needs of students. The combination of clini-
cal teaching and psychological counselling maybe better relieve the 
psychological pressure of interns. Only the joint efforts of students 
and teachers can effectively improve the quality of teaching, provide 
patients with comprehensive and patient- centred holistic nursing 
and promote professional development.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
All authors have agreed on the final version and meet at least one 
of the following criteria [recommended by the ICMJE (http://www.
icmje.org/recom menda tions/)]:

• substantial contributions to conception and design, acquisition of 
data or analysis and interpretation of data;

• drafting the article or revising it critically for important intellec-
tual content.

ACKNOWLEDG EMENTS
The authors wish to thank the participants for their willingness to 
complete the questionnaire.

FUNDING INFORMATION
This work was supported by Hunan Science and Technology 
Innovation Platform and Talent Plan (File Number: 2017TP1004).

http://www.icmje.org/recommendations/
http://www.icmje.org/recommendations/


    |  335XIONG and ZHU

CONFLIC T OF INTERE S T
The authors report no conflict of interest.

DATA AVAIL ABILIT Y S TATEMENT
Derived data supporting the findings of this study are available from 
the corresponding author on request.

E THIC S S TATEMENT
The study was approved by the Ethics committee of Second Xiangya 
Hospital, China (2019/S178).

ORCID
Aiqun Zhu  https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9163-1841 

R E FE R E N C E S
Al- Momani, M. M. (2017). Difficulties encountered by final- year male 

nursing students in their internship programmes. The Malaysian 
Journal of Medical Sciences, 24(4), 30– 38. https://doi.org/10.21315/ 
mjms2 017.24.4.4

Arkan, B., Ordin, Y., & Yılmaz, D. (2018). Undergraduate nursing stu-
dents' experience related to their clinical learning environment 
and factors affecting to their clinical learning process. Nurse 
Education in Practice, 29, 127– 132. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
nepr.2017.12.005

Bahari, G., Alharbi, F., & Alharbi, O. (2022). Facilitators of and barriers 
to success in nursing internship programs: A qualitative study of 
interns' and faculty members' perspectives. Nurse Education Today, 
109, 105257. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2021.105257

Bhurtun, H. D., Azimirad, M., Saaranen, T., & Turunen, H. (2019). Stress 
and coping among nursing students during clinical training: An in-
tegrative review. The Journal of Nursing Education, 58(5), 266– 272. 
https://doi.org/10.3928/01484 834- 20190 422- 04

Bradshaw, C., Murphy Tighe, S., & Doody, O. (2018). Midwifery stu-
dents' experiences of their clinical internship: A qualitative de-
scriptive study. Nurse Education Today, 68, 213– 217. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.nedt.2018.06.019

Chamberlain, D., Williams, A., Stanley, D., Mellor, P., Cross, W., & Siegloff, 
L. (2016). Dispositional mindfulness and employment status as 
predictors of resilience in third year nursing students: A quantita-
tive study. Nursing Open, 3(4), 212– 221. https://doi.org/10.1002/
nop2.56

Chesak, S. S., Morin, K. H., Cutshall, S., Carlson, M., Joswiak, M. E., 
Ridgeway, J. L., Vickers, K. S., & Sood, A. (2019). Stress man-
agement and resiliency training in a nurse residency program: 
Findings from participant focus groups. Journal for Nurses in 
Professional Development, 35(6), 337– 343. https://doi.org/10.1097/
NND.00000 00000 000589

Church, C. D., Cosme, S., & O'Brien, M. (2019). Accreditation of transi-
tion to practice programs: Assessing the value and impact. Journal 
for Nurses in Professional Development, 35(4), 180– 184. https://doi.
org/10.1097/NND.00000 00000 000555

Clifton, A., Higman, J., Stephenson, J., Navarro, A. R., & Welyczko, N. 
(2018). The role of universities in attracting male students on to 
pre- registration nursing programmes: An electronic survey of UK 
higher education institutions. Nurse Education Today, 71, 111– 115. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2018.09.009

Contreras, J. A., Edwards- Maddox, S., Hall, A., & Lee, M. A. (2020). Effects 
of reflective practice on baccalaureate nursing Students' stress, anx-
iety and competency: An integrative review. Worldviews on Evidence- 
Based Nursing, 17(3), 239– 245. https://doi.org/10.1111/wvn.12438

Edo- Gual, M., Tomás- Sábado, J., Bardallo- Porras, D., & Monforte- Royo, 
C. (2014). The impact of death and dying on nursing students: An 

explanatory model. Journal of Clinical Nursing, 23(23– 24), 3501– 
3512. https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.12602

Fereidouni, Z., Hatami, M., Jeihooni, A. K., & Kashfi, H. (2017). Attitudes 
toward community –  based training and internship of nursing stu-
dents and professors: A qualitative study. Investigacion y Educacion 
en Enfermeria, 35(2), 243– 251. https://doi.org/10.17533/ udea.iee.
v35n2a13

Gonella, S., Brugnolli, A., Randon, G., Canzan, F., Saiani, L., Destrebecq, 
A., Terzoni, S., Zannini, L., Mansutti, I., Dimonte, V., & Palese, A. 
(2020). Nursing students' experience of the mental health set-
ting as a clinical learning environment: Findings from a national 
study. Perspectives in Psychiatric Care, 56(3), 554– 563. https://doi.
org/10.1111/ppc.12467

Graf, A. C., Jacob, E., Twigg, D., & Nattabi, B. (2020). Contemporary nurs-
ing graduates' transition to practice: A critical review of transition 
models. Journal of Clinical Nursing, 29(15– 16), 3097– 3107. https://
doi.org/10.1111/jocn.15234

Graneheim, U. H., Lindgren, B. M., & Lundman, B. (2017). Methodological 
challenges in qualitative content analysis: A discussion paper. 
Nurse Education Today, 56, 29– 34. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
nedt.2017.06.002

Güner, P. (2015). Preparedness of final- year Turkish nursing students for 
work as a professional nurse. Journal of Clinical Nursing, 24(5– 6), 
844– 854. https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.12673

Henderson, A., & Eaton, E. (2013). Assisting nurses to facilitate student 
and new graduate learning in practice settings: What ‘support’ do 
nurses at the bedside need? Nurse Education in Practice, 13(3), 197– 
201. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nepr.2012.09.005

Kaur, G., Chernomas, W. M., & Scanlan, J. M. (2020). Nursing students' 
perceptions of and experiences coping with stress in clinical prac-
tice. International Journal of Nursing Education Scholarship, 17(1), 
20200005. https://doi.org/10.1515/ijnes - 2020- 0005

Kinchen, E. (2019). Holistic nursing values in nurse practitioner educa-
tion. International Journal of Nursing Education Scholarship, 16(1), 
20180082. https://doi.org/10.1515/ijnes - 2018- 0082

Koch, J., Everett, B., Phillips, J., & Davidson, P. M. (2014). Diversity char-
acteristics and the experiences of nursing students' during clin-
ical placements: A qualitative study of students and supervisors 
views. Contemporary Nurse, 49, 15– 26. https://doi.org/10.5172/
conu.2014.49.15

McCarthy, B., Trace, A., O'Donovan, M., Brady- Nevin, C., Murphy, M., 
O'Shea, M., & O'Regan, P. (2018). Nursing and midwifery students' 
stress and coping during their undergraduate education pro-
grammes: An integrative review. Nurse Education Today, 61, 197– 
209. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2017.11.029

Lewis, S. (2015). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing 
among five approaches. Health Promotion Practice, 16(4), 473– 475. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/15248 39915 580941

Sirili, N., Frumence, G., Kiwara, A., Mwangu, M., Goicolea, I., & Hurtig, 
A. K. (2019). "Doctors ready to be posted are jobless on the street 
… " the deployment process and shortage of doctors in Tanzania. 
Human Resources for Health, 17(1), 11. https://doi.org/10.1186/
s1296 0- 019- 0346- 8

Sodeify, R., & Moghaddam Tabrizi, F. (2020). Nursing Students' per-
ceptions of effective factors on mental health: A qualitative 
content analysis. International Journal of Community Based 
Nursing and Midwifery, 8(1), 34– 44. https://doi.org/10.30476/ 
IJCBNM.2019.81316.0

Sommer, I., Larsen, K., Nielsen, C. M., Stenholt, B. V., & Bjørk, I. T. (2020). 
Improving clinical nurses' development of supervision skills through 
an action learning approach. Nursing Research and Practice, 2020, 
9483549. https://doi.org/10.1155/2020/9483549

Song, J., & Guo, Y. (2019). What influences nursing safety event reporting 
among nursing interns?: Focus group study. Nurse Education Today, 
76, 200– 205. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2019.02.010

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9163-1841
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9163-1841
https://doi.org/10.21315/mjms2017.24.4.4
https://doi.org/10.21315/mjms2017.24.4.4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nepr.2017.12.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nepr.2017.12.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2021.105257
https://doi.org/10.3928/01484834-20190422-04
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2018.06.019
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2018.06.019
https://doi.org/10.1002/nop2.56
https://doi.org/10.1002/nop2.56
https://doi.org/10.1097/NND.0000000000000589
https://doi.org/10.1097/NND.0000000000000589
https://doi.org/10.1097/NND.0000000000000555
https://doi.org/10.1097/NND.0000000000000555
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2018.09.009
https://doi.org/10.1111/wvn.12438
https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.12602
https://doi.org/10.17533/udea.iee.v35n2a13
https://doi.org/10.17533/udea.iee.v35n2a13
https://doi.org/10.1111/ppc.12467
https://doi.org/10.1111/ppc.12467
https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.15234
https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.15234
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2017.06.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2017.06.002
https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.12673
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nepr.2012.09.005
https://doi.org/10.1515/ijnes-2020-0005
https://doi.org/10.1515/ijnes-2018-0082
https://doi.org/10.5172/conu.2014.49.15
https://doi.org/10.5172/conu.2014.49.15
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2017.11.029
https://doi.org/10.1177/1524839915580941
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12960-019-0346-8
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12960-019-0346-8
https://doi.org/10.30476/IJCBNM.2019.81316.0
https://doi.org/10.30476/IJCBNM.2019.81316.0
https://doi.org/10.1155/2020/9483549
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2019.02.010


336  |    XIONG and ZHU

Sun, L., Gao, Y., Yang, J., Zang, X. Y., & Wang, Y. G. (2016). The impact 
of professional identity on role stress in nursing students: A cross- 
sectional study. International Journal of Nursing Studies, 63, 1– 8. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnur stu.2016.08.010

Tenenbaum, H. R., Leman, P. J., Aznar, A., Duthie, R., & Killen, M. (2018). 
Young people's reasoning about exclusion in novel groups. Journal of 
Experimental Child Psychology, 175, 1– 16. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jecp.2018.05.014

Tong, A., Sainsbury, P., & Craig, J. (2007). Consolidated criteria for 
reporting qualitative research (COREQ): A 32- item checklist for 
interviews and focus groups. International Journal for Quality in 
Health Care, 19(6), 349– 357. https://doi.org/10.1093/intqh c/
mzm042

Weurlander, M., Lönn, A., Seeberger, A., Broberger, E., Hult, H., & 
Wernerson, A. (2018). How do medical and nursing students experi-
ence emotional challenges during clinical placements? International 

Journal of Medical Education, 9, 74– 82. https://doi.org/10.5116/
ijme.5a88.1f80

Xu, S., Ouyang, X., Shi, X., Li, Y., Chen, D., Lai, Y., & Fan, F. (2020). 
Emotional exhaustion and sleep- related worry as serial mediators 
between sleep disturbance and depressive symptoms in student 
nurses: A longitudinal analysis. Journal of Psychosomatic Research, 
129, 109870. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsyc hores.2019.109870

How to cite this article: Xiong, W., & Zhu, A. (2023). 
Psychological experience among internship nurses at 
different internship stages: A qualitative study. Nursing Open, 
10, 328–336. https://doi.org/10.1002/nop2.1307

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2016.08.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2018.05.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2018.05.014
https://doi.org/10.1093/intqhc/mzm042
https://doi.org/10.1093/intqhc/mzm042
https://doi.org/10.5116/ijme.5a88.1f80
https://doi.org/10.5116/ijme.5a88.1f80
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychores.2019.109870
https://doi.org/10.1002/nop2.1307

	Psychological experience among internship nurses at different internship stages: A qualitative study
	Abstract
	1|INTRODUCTION
	2|METHODS
	2.1|Design, setting and samples
	2.2|Theoretical framework
	2.3|Data collection
	2.4|Analytic strategy
	2.5|Ethics

	3|RESULTS
	3.1|Single factor analysis of the nursing students' general data in different internship stages
	3.2|Nursing students' different internship experiences at different stages
	3.2.1|Main themes in the initial stage
	Anxiety and tension
	Confusion and puzzlement
	Novelty and fear

	3.2.2|Main themes in the intermediate stage
	Self-confidence
	Decreased passion and monotony
	Confusion

	3.2.3|Main themes in the last stage
	Burnout and emotional instability
	Regret
	Lack of a holistic nursing concept


	3.3|Different stress emphasis at different stages
	3.4|Diverse internship expectations
	3.5|Different views on “let us practice with being monitored”

	4|DISCUSSION
	4.1|Limitations

	5|CONCLUSION
	6|RELEVANCE FOR CLINICAL PRACTICE
	AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	FUNDING INFORMATION
	CONFLICT OF INTEREST
	DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT

	ETHICS STATEMENT
	REFERENCES


