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Abstract

Background: Clinical internships are a critical transition period for nursing students to develop into nursing profes-
sionals and are essential for the solidification of their professional attitudes. Undergraduate nursing students face
multiple sources of severe anxiety that affect their nursing career development during this period. This study aimed to
understand the anxiety experienced by undergraduate nursing students in the later period of their internship periods
in a Chinese educational context.

Methods: A descriptive qualitative study was conducted. A purposive sample of 17 undergraduate nursing interns
with experiences of anxiety was selected from three teaching hospitals in Hunan Province, China. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using the Colaizzi seven-step method for data analysis.

Results: Three themes emerged: the sources of perceived anxiety, the psychological journey of coping with anxiety,
and suggestions for nursing management and education. The sub-themes for the first theme included career deci-
sion dilemmas, competitive pressures for employment, worries about progress of the graduation projects, challenges
of the nursing licensure examination, and low self-confidence in clinical competence. The second theme consisted of
two sub-themes: negative avoidance and retreat, and positive preparation and response. The third theme consisted
of policy support to create more employment opportunities, comprehensive guidance from nursing schools and
hospitals, and psychological assistance and counseling.

Conclusions: This study revealed that undergraduate nursing students were prone to anxiety during the later period
of their clinical internships. Specific sources of anxiety encompassed career decision-making, job pursuit, gradua-
tion, and licensure examination. Undergraduate nursing students adopted both positive and negative approaches in
coping with anxiety during the later period of their clinical internships. Nursing educators and administrators should
develop appropriate instructions and support systems to reduce anxiety among undergraduate nursing students.
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Background

A shortage of nurses affects hospital stability and quality

of patient care [1]. As the backbone of the future nursing
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instilled into nursing students will influence whether they
choose to become nurses; nursing knowledge and skills
they learned at school will affect the quality of nursing
care they provide as clinical nurses after graduation [2].
Clinical internships are a crucial period for nursing stu-
dents to experience clinical nursing and develop a profes-
sional identity, enabling them to transition smoothly into
professional clinical nurses [3]. The later period of the
internship (internship duration >6 months) is an impor-
tant period for nursing students to decide whether to
pursue a nursing career after graduation [4]; further, their
mental health directly affects their lives, studies, and ulti-
mately the stability of the future nursing workforce [5].

Undergraduate nursing education in China is a four-
year program. According to the three-stage training
model of public courses, professional courses, and clinical
placement, students are required to complete a 10-month
clinical internship in their fourth year [3]. The internship
phase requires nursing students to cope with the chal-
lenges associated with their academic studies in addition
to the demands of clinical practice [5]. In the later period
of their internships, nursing students will have gradually
adapted to the clinical work environment but are faced
with multiple stressors, including concerns of employ-
ment, graduation, and licensure exams. As a result, nurs-
ing students view the internship phase as one of the most
anxiety-filled periods in nursing education [5].

Anxiety is a complex emotional state involving tension,
entanglement, panic, and irritability caused by confron-
tation with a potentially dangerous situation [6]. Certain
experiences of anxiety can have positive effects on indi-
viduals; however, excessive anxiety can lead to nervous-
ness, boredom, and sullenness; severe anxiety can even
cause learning challenges and affect physical health [7].

Numerous studies have revealed that nursing students
who undergo internships experience various degrees
of anxiety. The reasons are multifaceted, and the main
stressors might be lack of knowledge and skills, and fear
of medical error resulting from inadequate preparation
[8]. In addition, Chinese undergraduate nursing students
need to make career decisions in the later part of their
internship periods, such as deciding whether to join the
nursing workforce and become clinical nurses, whether
to continue their studies, or even whether to leave the
nursing profession [9], which exacerbates their anxiety.
The nursing licensure examination [10], operational tests,
interviews, and job trials during the process of seeking
jobs and thesis writing requirements [11] also add to the
competitive pressure on Chinese nursing students [2, 12].
Svitsky et al. [13] revealed that the ongoing COVID-19
pandemic may also be positively related to high levels of
anxiety among nursing students. It was found that per-
ceived anxiety among nursing students in the later period
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of their internships was much higher than that among
experienced nurses [8, 14]. A high level of anxiety may
result in impaired psychological well-being and cause
depression and burnout syndrome, and in extreme cases,
post-traumatic stress disorder among these students,
especially in the stage of clinical practice [15].

Li et al. [2, 16, 17] conducted a systematic review of
synthesis interventions that promoted the mental health
of nursing students. Various interventions have been
found, such as psychotherapy, exercise, and training pro-
grams, among which psychotherapy showed a signifi-
cant effect on decreasing students’ anxiety levels. To our
knowledge, such an intervention has yet to be developed
specifically for undergraduate nursing students in China.
Furthermore, there are no qualitative studies examining
post-practicum anxiety among nursing students in a Chi-
nese educational context and understanding their experi-
ence of anxiety, reactions, and anticipated support during
the internship period. It is critical to help students reduce
their anxiety and ultimately stabilize the nursing work-
force. Therefore, this study aimed to understand the anxi-
ety experiences of undergraduate nursing students in the
later period of their internships in a Chinese educational
context.

Methods

Design

Drawing on the principles of naturalistic inquiry, a
descriptive qualitative study was conducted to explore
the experience of anxiety among Chinese undergraduate
nursing students and strategies to alleviate anxiety during
the later period of their clinical internships. Descriptive
qualitative research is valuable for exploring the experi-
ences of a phenomenon when a comprehensive summary
is desired [18]. The aim of descriptive qualitative studies
is to provide a descriptive summary of the desired data.
Descriptive qualitative analysis is considered the method
of choice when a straight description of phenomena is
desired [18, 19].

Participants and sampling method

Purposive sampling was used to recruit participants
from three teaching hospitals in Hunan Province, China
[20]. After obtaining the required authorization from the
nursing departments of each hospital, participants were
recruited by research assistants (RAs) under the super-
vision of the first author. The RAs were nurses work-
ing in the participating hospitals. They met the student
nurses interning at the hospitals, explained the study to
them, and provided them with their contact informa-
tion. If students felt anxious in the clinical setting and
wanted to participate in the study, they contacted RAs
by phone. RAs then assessed their anxiety levels using
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the Self-Rating Anxiety Scale (SAS). The SAS is a reli-
able and validated measure of somatic symptoms associ-
ated with anxiety responses [21]. In China, in accordance
with the China Mental Health Center’s recommendation
[22], the standard score ranges are 25—-49 (normal range),
50-59 (mild anxiety), 60—69 (moderate anxiety), and > 70
(severe anxiety). The inclusion criteria for participants
were: (1) undergraduate nursing interns with an intern-
ship duration of >6 months; (2) SAS score > 50. Students
who met the two inclusion criteria were invited to partic-
ipate in the study. Data saturation was reached when the
sample size reached 17 during the interviews. The gen-
eral profile of the 17 participants, identified by NI to N17
as their serial numbers in the chronological order of the
interviews are shown in Table 1. Six of the participants
were men and 11 were women. The ages of the partici-
pants ranged from 19 to 22 years (u=20.7 years).

Theoretical framework

This study is based on Jiang’s theory of “Psychologi-
cal Stress System” [23], in which stressors lead to physi-
ological, psychological, and behavioral reactions among
nursing students in the later period of their clinical
internships. Coping styles and social support for nursing
students were considered stress-mediating variables, and
anxiety was the outcome of the stress response [24]. The
research interview outline was designed based on “Psy-
chological Stress System” and is shown in Table 2. Spe-
cifically, the second question aimed to find the stressors

Table 1 Participant characteristics (n=17)
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Table 2 Interview guide exploring the experiences of anxiety
among nursing students in the later period of their clinical
internships

No. Questions

How many months into your internship are you right now?

2 What is your biggest source of anxiety at the moment?
What are your feelings?

What measures have you taken to deal with these anxieties?

What measures do you think schools and hospitals can
implement to alleviate your anxiety?

(i-e., sources) that led to anxiety among participants; the
third and fourth questions were designed to understand
the coping styles participants adopted, and the social sup-
port they expected from nursing schools and hospitals.

Data collection

The study data were collected from March 2021 to
April 2021. Data were collected through face-to-face,
semi-structured interviews at three teaching hospitals
in the Hunan Province. Interviews were held in quiet
and accessible rooms to enable participants to speak
confidently. All interviews were conducted by the first
author, who had 26years of clinical training experience
and was proficient in qualitative research. Participants
signed the consent forms and were briefed on the pur-
pose, procedures, and significance of the study before the

Nursing Genders Suburban/Urban Months of SAS score Graduation/ employment intention Self-assessment  Self-evaluation
Student internship of thesis progress of clinical

No. competence
N1 F Urban 7 53 Clinical Nursing Dissatisfied Satisfied

N2 M Urban 7 55 Clinical Nursing Average Satisfied

N3 F Urban 7 59 Graduate Nursing Dissatisfied Average

N4 F Rural 8 63 Clinical Nursing Average Dissatisfied

N5 M Rural 8 63 Clinical Nursing Dissatisfied Average

N6 F Rural 8 52 Clinical Nursing Dissatisfied Average

N7 F Urban 7 65 Pharmaceutical Company Average Dissatisfied

N8 M Rural 7 56 Clinical Nursing Average Satisfied

N9 F Rural 8 63 Clinical Nursing Very dissatisfied Average

N10 F Urban 7 56 Clinical Nursing Satisfied Average

NT1 M Urban 8 55 Inter-professional Graduate Studies Average Average

N12 F Urban 7 56 Nursing Teaching Dissatisfied Average

N13 F Rural 8 66 Self-employment Average Very dissatisfied
N14 F Rural 7 63 Clinical Nursing Dissatisfied Average

N15 M Rural 7 60 Clinical Nursing Average Average

N16 F Urban 7 68 Civil Service Examination Very dissatisfied Dissatisfied
N17 M Rural 7 65 Clinical Nursing Average Dissatisfied
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face-to-face interviews. Before the interviews, the first
author sought the informed consent of the participants
through phone calls. Interview dates and times were also
set through phone calls prior to the interviews. All par-
ticipants completed a form seeking demographic infor-
mation according to the instructions of the first author.
The form contained questions about gender, place of resi-
dence, month of internship, graduation, or employment
intention and self-assessment of thesis progress and clini-
cal competence. All questions were open-ended except
for the self-assessment portions, and were assigned a
scale measuring satisfaction from 0 (very dissatisfied)
to 5 (very satisfied). None of the participants dropped
out during formal interviews. The researcher also tried
to avoid verbal or non-verbal signs of bias to allow par-
ticipants to speak freely. Interviews averaged between
20 and 30min and were audio-recorded and then tran-
scribed verbatim.

Data analysis

After the interview, descriptive statistical analysis was
applied to the participants’ demographic characteristics
using SPSS 23.0 [25]. Two nursing professionals with
qualitative research experience transcribed the audio
data into text in a timely manner and compiled it into
a case file. The recordings were transcribed within 24h
after the completion of the interviews. The transcribed
interview data were recorded using Nvivo 11.0 software
and analyzed according to Colaizzi’s [26, 27] seven-step
method:

Step 1. Familiarization

Transcripts were reviewed numerous times to obtain a
general picture of students’ perceptions and experiences
of anxiety.

Step 2. Extraction of significant statements

We first underlined the significant statements from the
transcription that could be attributed to the three inter-
view questions (i.e., sources of perceived anxiety, psycho-
logical journey of coping with anxiety, and suggestions
for nursing management and education). The questions
were developed based on a psychological stress system
theory [12].

Step 3. Formulating meanings (hidden and disclosed)

from these statements

Each underlying meaning was coded and typed in the
code system of Nvivo 11.0.

Step 4. Organization of themes into clusters
We compared the determined codes and organized for-
mulated meanings into themes such as career decision
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dilemma and competitive pressure for employment
which could be attributed to the “sources of perceived
anxiety”

Step 5. Writing an exhaustive description

In this step, the significant statements, formulated mean-
ings, and sub-themes were integrated into exhaustive
descriptions of each question.

Step 6. Construction of fundamental structure

We narrowed the themes and explanations of their fun-
damental structures. We merged similar or meaningfully
similar subthemes into the main categories and reached a
consensus.

Step 7. Returning to participants for member checking
validation

A follow-up appointment was conducted between the
researchers and each participant via telephone call. Each
participant was given the chance to respond to the ana-
lyzed data, and alterations were made according to their
feedback. Eventually, all of them agreed that the results
reflected their real experiences.

Trustworthiness

We followed Denzin and Lincoln to ensure credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability to verify
the trustworthiness of the data [28]. The interviewer lis-
tened carefully to the thought shared by the participants
during the interviews, and when there was ambiguity
or any unclear statements from a participant, the inter-
viewer repeated the participant’s statement to obtain the
most accurate information. Each participant was offered
a chance to correct the summary of the interview. We
provided a quiet and private environment by reassur-
ing the participants regarding the confidentiality of the
information provided by them; moreover, we carried out
constant reviews and detailed descriptions of how we
collected data. Confirmability and constant reflection
encouraged us to consider our own positionality.

Results

Anxiety experiences included nervousness (n=17), sleep
disturbance (#=15), unfortunate premonitions (n=13),
fatigue (n=12), fear (n=12), frequent urination (n=11),
excessive sweating (n=10), facial flushing (n=10), dizzi-
ness (n=9), hand and foot tremors (n=38), panic (n=8),
dyspnea (n=8), nightmares (n=6), somatic pain (n=6),
palpitations (#=6), and stomach pain and indigestion
(n=6). The main themes and subthemes were catego-
rized, as shown in Table 3. “Sources of perceived anxi-
ety” refers to reasons which led to nursing students to
perceive mild to moderate (SAS scores =50-69) levels
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Table 3 Main themes and sub-themes categorized from the study
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Main themes Sub-themes

3.1 Sources of perceived anxiety 3.1.1 Career decision dilemmas
3.1.2 Competitive pressure for employment
3.1.3 Worries about the progress of the graduation project
3.1.4 Challenges of the nursing licensure examination

3.1 Psychological journey of coping with anxiety

3.3 Suggestions for nursing management and education

3.1.5 Low confidence in clinical competence

3.2.1 Negative avoidance and retreat

3.2.2 Positive preparation and response

3.3.1 Policy support to create more employment opportunities
3.3.2 Comprehensive guidance from nursing school and hospital
3.3.3 Psychological assistance and counseling

of anxiety. “Psychological journey of coping with anxi-
ety” involved positive and negative methods nursing stu-
dents adopted to cope with the anxiety. “Suggestions for
nursing management or education” involved proposals
from students regarding the potential support provided
by nursing schools and hospitals to ease their levels of
anxiety.

Sources of perceived anxiety

Career decision dilemmas

Career decision dilemmas refers to the dilemmas faced
by nursing students who were confused or unprepared
to make career decisions. As nursing students approach
graduation, they are faced with choices such as taking
up employment or continuing their studies. Some of the
interviewees chose to continue their studies in graduate
school, some chose to switch to other majors for gradu-
ate studies, and others gave up their nursing majors for
jobs in other fields for various reasons. Some nursing
students were confused and perplexed about their career
decisions and did not have clear goals.

"I do not know whether I should choose to be an
on-the-job postgraduate student or a full-time post-
graduate, so I am a bit torn."—N3

"T did not pass the postgraduate examination this
year, so I will consider holding off on employment
and will continue to try again next year’—N16

For many reasons, I may not choose clinical nursing,
and I may not even pursue this specialty’—N13

Negative internship experiences also have an impact
on students’ career decisions. Negative experiences
include painful experiences during the internship, neg-
ative comments and actions of teachers, a perceived

lack of respect for nursing staff in society, hard work
on evening and night shifts, and the challenge of
COVID-109.

"I can’t stand the evening and night shifts and the
job’s social status is not high. My parents want me
to work in a pharmaceutical company. Moreover, I
would feel upset if I gave up the nursing specialty,
because I have spent four years studying this sub-
ject’—N7

“There was a shortage of protective equipment dur-
ing COVID-19, and I am a little afraid that I may
choose to join the civil service”’— N16

Some nursing students have a preference for certain
employment units, such as the employment units in big
cities. However, the reality of the employment situation
is far from their expectations, thus creating psychological
pressure.

"Although 1 like big provincial cities, I am afraid
that I will not find a job in the provincial cities. I
will hence consider returning to the local hospital for
future employment as the competition there is rela-
tively smalll”—N7

Competitive pressure for employment

Nursing students, especially those in the later period of
their internships, felt pressure in competing with peers
when looking for jobs. Seven nursing students cited anxi-
ety due to high levels of employment stress.

"The competition for employment is tremendous,
and although there are many positions available,
there are also many competitors competing with
each other, and my bachelor’s degree is just of the
average standard in the provincial capital!"—N4
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“My parents have high expectations of me and thus, part
of my concern originates from them”—N8.

Most employers conduct several rounds of assessment
before hiring, and some nursing students worry that they
will not pass the recruitment exam, which triggers their
anxiety.

"The competitive pressure is tremendous, and I
have not properly prepared for the written recruit-
ment test, skill assessment, and interviews. Moreo-
ver, some units require a trial of practical work that
makes me very nervous because operating skills are
often my shortcoming”—N13

Recruitment information determines the amount of
participation in employment opportunities, and recruit-
ment information resources are like a lighthouse that
determines the direction of individual action. Six nurs-
ing students indicated that their level of ability to actively
access recruitment information resources was weak, and
although they entered the career selection stage later in
their internship, they still did not understand the recruit-
ment requirements and methods, leading to anxiety.

"Currently, I am most worried about the limited
resources of recruitment channels and not knowing
how to prepare for the prospective recruitment pro-
cess, resume creation, etc. I was losing sleep and feel-
ing anxiety all night”—N4

Worries about the progress of the graduation project
Undergraduate institutions require senior students to
complete their research and defend their theses. Stu-
dents were worried about whether they could finish the
project in time for different reasons. Seven nursing stu-
dents indicated that they were too busy to write their
thesis because of their clinical internship, and the limited
resources available to nursing students in the internship
hospitals caused problems for their graduation projects.

"T think I have difficulty coordinating between my
internship and the [research] project. Currently,
my graduation process is slow, and I want to finish
my project by the end of May. Furthermore, I still
have to defend my thesis in June, so I am really wor-
ried!”—N16

Challenges of the nursing licensure examination

In April or May, before their graduation, nursing students
are required to take the national licensing exam. One of
the requirements for employment at many hospitals is
passing the nursing licensing exam. Nursing students in
the later period of their internships face challenges in
preparing for the exam while simultaneously interning
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in hospitals and looking for jobs. Five students said that
they were currently anxious about the licensure exam.

"I am worried that I will not be able to pass the
licensing exam without enough revisions, and I am
worried that the hospital will not accept my applica-
tion when I apply for the job."—N12

Low self-confidence in clinical competence

Upon graduation and obtaining a license, nursing stu-
dents become registered nurses. However, some nursing
students do not have a high degree of confidence in their
nursing knowledge and clinical skills; such lack of self-
confidence leads to anxiety and fear. Only three nursing
students rated themselves as being “confident” of their
clinical competence.

"Realizing that I am about to work alone, I feel
scared and feel that my self-confidence is not enough.
1 believe that my operational skills need more prac-
tice, and that I should strengthen my knowledge of
the theory that I have learned”—N16

Psychological journey of coping with anxiety

Negative avoidance and retreat

Anxiety often leads to negative emotional experiences
among nursing students, such as nervousness, anxiety,
worry, and even fear, causing corresponding cognitive,
physiological, and behavioral changes. Some nursing
students reported negative effects such as feeling over-
whelmed, avoidance, withdrawal, insomnia, doubts about
their careers and goal shifting.

"I am not able to sleep when I feel nervous and anx-
ious, and sometimes I try to distract my negative
emotions by shifting my attention to other areas."—
N3

“I know that I should focus more on learning or prac-
ticing my operational skills to improve my nursing
abilities, but I really cannot take action on it while
anxiety is dragging me back."—N16

Positive preparation and response

Moderate anxiety is protective and can improve the
body’s ability to respond to environmental stimuli, which
can have positive effects on work and learning. In this
study, anxiety enabled some nursing students to respond
actively, by paying attention to employment information,
adjusting employment expectations, and preparing for
employment in advance.

"l have actively looked for information related to
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employment exams, such as communicating with
friends, collecting information online, and preparing
while studying."—N1

"Get help from family members to ask if there are
suitable positions, read professional books to pre-
pare, look for opportunities to apply for large hospi-
tals, and be admitted successfully."—N8

Some students generated positive behaviors, such as
actively learning and seeking support, to successfully
defend their research projects, improve their clinical
competencies, and successfully pass their nursing licen-
sure exams.

“Advance the project as soon as possible and strive
for a successful defense."—N17)

"Read and study for two hours a day, complete the
predetermined small goals, communicate with
friends, and communicate with parents to obtain
support and comfort."—N7

Suggestions for nursing management and education
Policy support to provide more employment opportunities
Considering the fierce competition in finding jobs, nurs-
ing students seek policy support at the government level
that could provide more employment opportunities. For
example, raising wages in county and municipal hospi-
tals, and promoting specialized training in geriatric nurs-
ing, community nursing, rehabilitation nursing, hospice
care, and traditional Chinese medicine nursing.

“Big hospitals have bigger development platforms
with better benefits, so they attract people who are
desperate to squeeze in. If county- and city-level
hospitals can increase recruitment positions as well
as improve job benefits and future career develop-
ment security, I am happy to change my direction of
employment."—N8

Some nursing students also suggested the establish-
ment of an employment platform to provide employ-
ment information. “There is a lot of job information on
the internet, but it feels like the information is scattered.
A platform dedicated to providing employment informa-
tion could increase our chances of getting information on
employment”—N16.

Comprehensive guidance from nursing school and hospital

With respect to nursing schools, nursing students
expressed their desire to have career planning education
immediately after they entered the school and to receive
guidance on graduation projects, on how to balance the
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graduation project with other commitments, on licensure
exams, on employment, and on how to improve clinical
competency.

"I hope that teachers will inform students of the
employment situation through continuous lectures
from freshman year and by holding mock recruit-
ment scenarios and mock job application competi-
tions in junior year’—N6

“Through meetings or information, systematically
analyze the employment situation, inform students
what they need to prepare for the nursing exams,
how to balance subjects, nursing exams and work, so
that nursing students are not so confused”—N13

“I hope that the school can help broaden profes-
sional knowledge and provide skills training for skills
such as first aid skills, cardiac monitoring, indwell-
ing needle usage, and other operations to enhance
professional skills."—N16

Regarding the hospital, nursing students believed the
hospital could provide more employment information
in the later period of their internships by providing guid-
ance on the employment scenario, simulations and com-
petitions to further improve their clinical skills, and give
students sufficient time to work on their graduation pro-
jects and prepare for licensure exams.

“I hope that hospitals will provide more recruit-
ment information in the middle and later period of
the internship, so that nursing students can think
more and prepare early according to the recruitment
requirements and their own conditions."—N14

"Training on the process and form of job applica-
tions and simulating job interviews so that students
can be prepared by being familiar with the form of
job applications."—N4

“I hope the skills training room can be expanded to
provide opportunities for nursing students to prac-
tice operational skills."—N16

Psychological assistance and counseling

The participants mentioned that they would like clinical
teachers to pay more attention to the psychological state
of students, especially in the later period of their intern-
ships, and to give positive guidance and comfort to stu-
dents when they ask questions or are emotionally tense.
Some nursing students suggested setting up a counseling
room or establishing activity groups to carry out psycho-
logical guidance activities so that nursing students can
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have an organization to rely on when they need it, which
can effectively relieve anxiety.

"Sometimes 1 feel like I need a place to breathe or
someone to talk to. However, in the internship hos-
pital, we are not familiar with each other, so I hope
there could be a special psychological studio’—N3

Another nursing student—N13—also said, “When I feel
stressed and can’t bear it alone, I hope to find a place like
this”

Discussion

Anxiety of nursing students in the later period of their
internships deserves attention

The later period of the clinical internship is a decisive
period for nursing students considering a career in nurs-
ing [4]. Our study revealed that nursing students at this
stage face multiple stressors that caused anxiety, includ-
ing the dilemma of making care decisions, pressure to
compete for employment, worry about graduation pro-
jects and nursing licensure exams, and low self-confi-
dence in clinical competence.

In the process of career selection, undergraduate nurs-
ing students face various psychological pressures and
conflicts. For example, some nursing students desire to
pursue postgraduate studies but are worried about not
being shortlisted or have difficulty deciding; some nurs-
ing students wish to transfer to civil service or start their
own business because they do not identify enough with
nursing work or because of its physical nature, but do not
want to give up their 4-year professional education. In
summary, they are very confused about career decisions,
and this dissonance between ideals and reality makes
nursing students feel lost, confused, and anxious when
choosing a career in the later period of their internships
[29].

The shortage of human resources for nursing pro-
fessionals is a global challenge according to the World
Health Organization [13], especially challenging for
countries such as China [29, 30]. The population-to-
nurse ratio in China is approximately 3 per 1000, much
lower than the average of more than 8 per 1000 in devel-
oped countries [31, 32]. As a reserve of nursing profes-
sionals, undergraduate nursing students are crucial to
the stability of the workforce and to ensure the quality of
patient care. Students affected by anxiety are at greater
risk for poor academic and clinical performance, as well
as decreased well-being, and this may lead to dissatisfac-
tion with clinical practice, in turn resulting in students
considering leaving the profession, thus leading to brain
drain [13]. Therefore, the anxiety of nursing students in
the later period of their internship deserves attention.
Nursing educators and administrators should provide the
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necessary guidance and support, directing hospitals and
academic institutions to help nursing students establish
a positive career outlook and successfully complete the
transition from a trainee role to a nurse’s role. This would
ensure the stability and sustainable development of the
nursing workforce.

Emphasis on professional identity education

Our study found that undergraduate nursing students
who were affected by anxiety in the later period of their
internships exhibited poor cognizance of their profes-
sional identities and showed negative professional atti-
tudes toward nursing. Such negative attitudes by nursing
students include them considering changing majors in
graduate school, changing careers, and being reluctant to
engage in clinical nursing; they were even ready to give
up clinical nursing work, which would result in the loss of
nursing professionals.

To strengthen nursing students’ professional identities,
schools can introduce ideological elements in the cur-
riculum design and find ways to inspire nursing students
and guide them in their career planning [33]. Addition-
ally, internship hospitals can arrange nursing experts or
nursing staff who have received commendations to give
lectures related to professional identity by combining
their personal work experience with role-model demon-
strations, thereby inspiring nursing students’ professional
identities.

Post-internship targeted support and coaching

Our study revealed that nursing students need targeted
training and support from the government, schools, and
hospitals during the later period of their internships. For
example, a sound employment service platform should
be provided to undergraduate nursing students. Intern-
ship hospitals should provide employment guidance and
group-based mock interviews on recruitment examina-
tion content, procedures, and skills, and help students
analyze the employment scenario to improve their self-
identity and mental health [9]. Interns themselves should
pay attention to the integration of theory and prac-
tice, develop the ability to adapt to their environment,
improve their communication skills, and continuously
enhance their own professional qualities [34].

Implementing post-internship anxiety relief strategies

In the later period of their internships, support from fam-
ily, institutions, hospitals, and friends can help nursing
students make a smooth transition out of nursing school
[7]. As shown in our study, parents had an impact on the
anxiety of nursing students. Parents should be reminded
to give reasonable advice and support to nursing students
to reduce anxiety through family involvement. Schools
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can set up student counseling stations to provide positive
psychological interventions to college students free of
charge, to ensure that nursing students can have a suit-
able channel to address and release their anxiety.

Students should also seek help from their supervising
teachers for psychological guidance to relieve them from
their anxiety. Meanwhile, clinical preceptors should pay
attention to the psychological condition of nursing stu-
dents during the post-internship period, conduct regular
assessments, and provide group or individual psycho-
logical counseling to students with different personal-
ity traits, such as relaxation training, breathing training,
guided reflection, positive meditation training, music
therapy, and aromatherapy to help nursing students regu-
late their own emotions [7]. When severe anxiety symp-
toms last for more than 2 weeks, a visit to the psychology
department is required [35].

Implication for research and practice

Our results, combined with the literature review, sug-
gest that nursing students in the later period of their
internships faced multiple stressors that caused anxiety.
Nursing educators and nursing administrators should
pay attention to the factors that cause anxiety among
nursing students in the later period of their clinical
internships and take appropriate measures to reduce
the anxiety conditions of nursing students to help them
transition smoothly to nursing positions. More particu-
larly, we recommend that nursing schools provide spe-
cific career planning courses, psychological support, and
employment guidance for nursing students throughout
their study. In addition, the government could set up
an employment service platform that provides timely
employment information. Internship hospitals should
also pay attention to the psychological condition of nurs-
ing students during the post-internship period and pro-
vide psychological counseling services regularly.

Limitations

There were some limitations to our study. First, we used
a relatively small sample size with samples from only
three hospitals; hence, the results may not be applicable
to all nursing students at different levels and in different
regional hospitals in China. Further research is neces-
sary with students working in different institutions and
regions to obtain more conclusive evidence. Another
matter to consider is that the interviews were conducted
in Mandarin. The verbatim data presented in this study
are directly translated from Chinese, and in places the
text may be difficult to understand due to cultural dif-
ferences. In spite of these limitations, we believe that the
study adds to the knowledge of the experience of anxi-
ety among nursing undergraduate students in the later
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period of their internships and could serve as a reference
for future research.

Conclusion

This study suggests that undergraduate nursing students
are prone to anxiety during the later period of their clini-
cal internships. Specific sources of anxiety are career
decision-making, job pursuit, graduation, and licensure
examination. Our study revealed both positive and nega-
tive approaches adopted by undergraduate nursing stu-
dents in coping with anxiety during the later period of
their clinical internships, and provided specific sugges-
tions for nursing educators and administrators in devel-
oping appropriate instructions and support systems to
reduce anxiety among undergraduate nursing students.

Abbreviations
SAS: Self-Rating Anxiety Scale; RA: Research Assistant.

Acknowledgements

The study was approved by the Third Xiangya Hospital of Central South
University, so we appreciate all the research assistants as well as students who
participated in the study. We also extend our thanks to Nursing Department of
Ningxiang People’s Hospital and Pingjiang People’s Hospital in Hunan Province
for their kind support. We also thank AiMi Academic Services (www.aimieditor.
com) for English language editing and review services.

Authors’ contributions

QFY and JY conceived and designed the project. QFY, HH, YY and CJZ col-
lected data. QFY and GLY were involved in the data analysis. QFY and CJZ
wrote the manuscript draft. GLY and JY read the draft and provided sugges-
tions for revisions. All authors have agreed both to be personally accountable
for the author’s own contributions and to ensure that questions related to
the accuracy or integrity of any part of the work. All the authors read and
approved the version for submission.

Authors’ information

All authors are interested in clinical education and are familiar with the meth-
odology of qualitative research. The first author is a nursing professor. The
second author is a professor of nursing and expert in qualitative research. The
third author is a head-nurse and have 13years of clinical training experience.
The fourth author is a PhD and works in a teaching Hospital. The fifth and the
sixth authors has witnessed the anxiety of nursing students during the latter
internship period.

Funding

This project was supported by 1) Changsha Science and Technology Bureau of
COVID-19 Emergency Special Science and Technology Program (kq2001045);
2) Education and Teaching Reform Project of Central South University
(2019JY188).

Availability of data and materials

The datasets generated and/or analysed during the current study are not pub-
licly available due to limitations of ethical approval involving the anonymity
but are available from the corresponding author on reasonable request.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate

This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board of the Third
Xiang-ya Hospital of Central South University (No.120011). The objectives and
procedures of the study were explained to the participants, with an emphasis
on voluntary participation, anonymity, and confidentiality. All participants
provided written informed consent. Each participant was assigned a number


http://www.aimieditor.com
http://www.aimieditor.com

Yi et al. BMC Nursing (2022) 21:70

to maintain anonymity, and all information collected was kept strictly con-
fidential. The study was performed in accordance with the general ethical
principles of the International Ethical Guidelines on Biomedical Research
Involving Human Subjects (2016).

Consent for publication
The article does not contain any individual’s details and consent for publica-
tion is not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.

Author details

"Nursing Department, the Third Xiang-ya Hospital of Central South University,
Changsha, China. *Xiang-Ya Nursing School of Central South University,
Changsha, China. >Nursing Department, the People’s Hospital of Ning-xiang,
Ning-xiang, China. “Department of Respiratory, the Third Xiang-ya Hospital

of Central South University, Changsha, China. >Department of Epidemiol-

ogy and Health Statistics, Xiang-Ya School of Public Health, Central South
University, Changsha, China. ®Department of Cardiovascular, the Third Xiangya
Hospital of Central South University, Changsha, China.

Received: 14 July 2021 Accepted: 17 March 2022
Published online: 29 March 2022

References

1. ShenY, Jian W, Zhu Q. Nurse staffing in large general hospitals inChina: an
observational study. Hum Resour Health. 2020;18(3):2-7.

2. YeJ,Mao A, Wang J, Okoli CTC, Zhang Y, Shuai H, et al. From twisting to
settling down as a nurse in China: a qualitative study of the commitment to
nursing as a career. BMC Nurs. 2020;19(1):1-11.

3. You LM, KeYY, Zheng J. The development and issues of nursing educa-
tion in China: a national data analysis. Nurse Educ Today. 2015;35(2):310-4.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2014.10.004.

4. Woo MWJ, Newman SA.The experience of transition from nursing
students to newly graduated registered nurses in Singapore. Int J Nurs Sci.
2020;7(1):81-90. https://doi.org/10.1016/}ijnss.2019.11.002.

5. Walker A, Costa BM. Transition into the workplace: comparing health gradu-
ates’and organisational perspectives. Contemp Nurse. 2017;53(1):1-12.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10376178.2016.

6. Macauley K, Plummer L, Bemis C, Brock G, Larson C, Spangler J. Prevalence
and predictors of anxiety in healthcare professions students. Health Prof
Educ. 2018;4(3):176-85. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hpe.2018.01.001.

7. Quinn BL, Peters A. Strategies to reduce nursing student test anxiety: a
literature review. J Nurs Educ. 2017;56(3):145-51. https://doi.org/10.3928/
01484834-20170222-05.

8. LiL, Yao G, Zhang, Chen G.Trait forgiveness moderated the relationship
between work stress and psychological distress among final-year nursing
students: a pilot study. Front Psychol. 2020;11:1674. https://doi.org/10.3389/
fpsyq.2020.01674.

9. LiuT,LiS,YangR, Liu S, Chen G. Job preferences of undergraduate nursing
students in eastern China: a discrete choice experiment. Hum Resour
Health. 2019;17(1):1-12. https://doi.org/10.1186/512960-018-0335-3.

10. Wang Z. Study on Chinese nurse registration and licensure examination
based on literature analysis. [Master]. Changchun: Changchun University;
2020.p. 123.

11. Yang QYO, Cheng H, Xiong Z. A survey on related attitude and behavior
about dissertation among nursing undergraduates. Nurs J Chin Peoples
Liberation Army. 2016;33(17):57-9. https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1008-9993.
2016.17.017.

12. Gao X, Zhong M. The relationship between college Students’social support
and employment anxiety: mediating effects of self-efficacy. Chin J Health
Psychol. 2020;12(2):622-4.

13. Savitsky B, Findling Y, Ereli A, Hendel T. Anxiety and coping strategies
among nursing students during the covid-19 pandemic. Nurse Educ Pract.
2020;46:102809. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nepr.2020.102809.

14. Bhurtun HD, Azimirad M, Saaranen T, Turunen H. Stress and coping among
nursing students during clinical training: an integrative review. J Nurs Educ.
2019;58(5):266-72. https://doi.org/10.3928/01484834-20190422-04.

Page 10 of 10

15. Smith GD, Yang F. Stress, resilience and psychological well-being in Chinese
undergraduate nursing students. Nurse Educ Today. 2017;49:90-5. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2018.05.025.

16. FangW, Zhang Y, Mei J, Chai X, Fan X. Relationships between optimism, edu-
cational environment, career adaptability and career motivation in nursing
undergraduates: a cross-sectional study. Nurse Educ Today. 2018;68:33-9.

17. LiC,Yin H, Zhao J, Shang B, Hu M, Zhang P, et al. Interventions to promote
mental health in nursing students: a systematic review and meta-analysis of
randomized controlled trials. J Adv Nurs. 2018;74(12):2727-41. https://doi.
org/10.1111/jan.13808.

18. Sandelowski M. Whatever happened to qualitative description? Res Nurs
Health. 2000;23(4):334-40. https://doi.org/10.1002/1098-240%(200008)23:4<
334:aid-nur9>3.0.co2-g.

19.  Al-Hamdan ZM, Muhsen A, Alhamdan M, Rayan A, Banyhamdan K, Bawadi
H. Emotional intelligence and intent to stay among nurses employed in
Jordanian hospitals. J Nurs Manag. 2020,28(2):351-8. https://doi.org/10.
1111/jonm.12932.

20. Campbell S, Greenwood M, Prior S, Shearer T, Walkem K, Young S, et al. Pur-
posive sampling: complex or simple? Research case examples. J Res Nurs.
2020;25(8):652-61. https://doi.org/10.1177/1744987120927206.

21. Olatuniji BO, Deacon BJ, Abramowitz JS, Tolin DF. Dimensionality of somatic
complaints: factor structure and psychometric properties of the self-rating
anxiety scale. J Anxiety Disord. 2006;20(5):543-61. https.//doi.org/10.1016/j.
janxdis.2005.08.002.

22. LiH,Jin D,Qiao F, Chen J, Gong J. Relationship between the self-rating
anxiety scale score and the success rate of 64-slice computed tomography
coronary angiography. Int J Psychiatr Med. 2016;51(1):47-55. https://doi.
0rg/10.1177/0091217415621265.

23. Qianjin J. Medical psychology. Beijing: Peoples Health Publishing House;
2010. p. 326.

24. Beltrdn-Velasco Al, Bellido-Esteban A, Ruisoto-Palomera P, Clemente-Sudrez
VJ. Use of portable digital devices to analyze autonomic stress response
in psychology objective structured clinical examination. J Med Syst.
2018,42(2):1-6. https://doi.org/10.1007/510916-018-0893-x.

25. Kirkpatrick LA. A simple guide to IBM SPSS statistics-version 23.0. Cengage
Learning; 2015.

26. Colaizzi PF. Psychological research as the phenomenologist views it; 1978.

27. Shosha GA. Employment of Colaizzi's strategy in descriptive phenomenol-
ogy: a reflection of a researcher. Eur Sci J. 2012,8(27). https://doi.org/10.
19044/e5].2012.v8n27p%25p.

28. Denzin NK, Lincoln YS. The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research. Thou-
sand Oaks: SAGE, 2011.

29. Tongtong L, Li S, Renyong Y. Job preferences of student nurse internsin
eastern China: a discrete choice experiment. Hum Resour Health.
2019;17(1):2-12.

30. ChenW, Chen J,HuJ, Zhao J, Zhang J, He G, et al. The professional activities
of nurse managers in Chinese hospitals: a cross-sectional survey in Hunan
Province. J Nurs Manag. 2021,29:145-51. https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.
13110.

31. LiuW. National Health Commission of the PRC: the total number of regis-
tered nurses in China exceeds 4 million. 2019.

32. Organization W.H. WHO Global Health Workforce Statistics WHO. Available
from: https://www.who.int/data/gho/data/themes/topics/health-workf
orce. Cited 21-01-2022.

33. Jang MH, Gu SY, Jeong YM. Role of coping styles in the relationship
between nurses'work stress and well-being across career. J Nurs Scholarsh.
2019;51(6):699-707. https://doi.org/10.1111/jnu.12523.

34. Lent RW, Brown SD. Career decision making, fast and slow: toward an inte-
grative model of intervention for sustainable career choice. J Vocat Behav.
2020;120:103448. https://doi.org/10.1016/jjvb.2020.103448.

35. Wang AH, Lee CT, Espin S. Undergraduate nursing students’experiences
of anxiety-producing situations in clinical practicums: a descriptive survey
study. Nurse Educ Today. 2019;76:103-8. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2019.
01.016.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in pub-
lished maps and institutional affiliations.


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2014.10.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnss.2019.11.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/10376178.2016
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.hpe.2018.01.001
https://doi.org/10.3928/01484834-20170222-05
https://doi.org/10.3928/01484834-20170222-05
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01674
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2020.01674
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12960-018-0335-3
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1008-9993.2016.17.017
https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1008-9993.2016.17.017
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nepr.2020.102809
https://doi.org/10.3928/01484834-20190422-04
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2018.05.025
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2018.05.025
https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.13808
https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.13808
https://doi.org/10.1002/1098-240x(200008)23:4<334::aid-nur9>3.0.co;2-g
https://doi.org/10.1002/1098-240x(200008)23:4<334::aid-nur9>3.0.co;2-g
https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.12932
https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.12932
https://doi.org/10.1177/1744987120927206
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2005.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.janxdis.2005.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1177/0091217415621265
https://doi.org/10.1177/0091217415621265
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10916-018-0893-x
https://doi.org/10.19044/esj.2012.v8n27p%25p
https://doi.org/10.19044/esj.2012.v8n27p%25p
https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.13110
https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.13110
https://www.who.int/data/gho/data/themes/topics/health-workforce
https://www.who.int/data/gho/data/themes/topics/health-workforce
https://doi.org/10.1111/jnu.12523
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2020.103448
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2019.01.016
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2019.01.016

	The experience of anxiety among Chinese undergraduate nursing students in the later period of their internships: findings from a qualitative study
	Abstract 
	Background: 
	Methods: 
	Results: 
	Conclusions: 

	Background
	Methods
	Design
	Participants and sampling method
	Theoretical framework
	Data collection
	Data analysis
	Step 1. Familiarization
	Step 2. Extraction of significant statements
	Step 3. Formulating meanings (hidden and disclosed) from these statements
	Step 4. Organization of themes into clusters
	Step 5. Writing an exhaustive description
	Step 6. Construction of fundamental structure
	Step 7. Returning to participants for member checking validation

	Trustworthiness

	Results
	Sources of perceived anxiety
	Career decision dilemmas
	Competitive pressure for employment
	Worries about the progress of the graduation project
	Challenges of the nursing licensure examination
	Low self-confidence in clinical competence

	Psychological journey of coping with anxiety
	Negative avoidance and retreat
	Positive preparation and response

	Suggestions for nursing management and education
	Policy support to provide more employment opportunities
	Comprehensive guidance from nursing school and hospital
	Psychological assistance and counseling


	Discussion
	Anxiety of nursing students in the later period of their internships deserves attention
	Emphasis on professional identity education
	Post-internship targeted support and coaching
	Implementing post-internship anxiety relief strategies
	Implication for research and practice
	Limitations

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	References


