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1 | INTRODUCTION

| Elizabeth J. Halcomb'? | Ritin Fernandez>® | Anna Williams* |

Abstract

Aim: To explore final year nursing students' perceptions of the general practice envi-
ronment and their priorities when choosing a workplace.

Design: Online survey, reported following the Strengthening the Reporting of
Observational Studies in Epidemiology (STROBE) guidelines.

Methods: The validated Profession Scale from the Scale on Community Care
Perceptions (SCOPE) tool was used to identify characteristics within the general prac-
tice environment and the importance of these in choosing a workplace. To explore the
factor structure, exploratory factor analysis was undertaken which was used to revise
the survey language and flow before widespread dissemination.

Results: Three hundred and fifty-five responses were received. Factor analysis re-
vealed three factors: Provision of care, Employment conditions and Nature of work.
Respondents exposed to general practice in the Bachelor of Nursing program or who
had a general practice clinical placement had significantly different perceptions across
all factors. Although wages, advancement opportunities, work pressures and the
physical nature of work were perceived as important in choosing a workplace, they

were seen as only moderately present in general practice.

KEYWORDS
attitudes, employment setting, genera practice, nursing education, perceptions, primary care,
undergraduate nursing student, work environment, workforce development

to community-based, primary healthcare (PHC) services, such as

Nursing students who graduate from an accredited Bachelor of
Nursing (BN) program are qualified to work as Registered Nurses
(RNs). New graduate nurses have a wide range of career opportu-
nities across diverse clinical settings, from hospitals settings, such

as emergency, intensive care, medical wards or operating theatres

community not-for-profit organizations, public health services, aged
care and general practice (Schwartz, 2019). Transition to Practice
Programs are designed to assist new graduate nurses to “accultur-
ate to their new profession” (Schwartz, 2019, p. 45). However, most
Australian Transition to Practice Programs are offered in hospitals,

which is where most new graduate nurses seek employment (Masso
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et al., 2019; Schwartz, 2019). In contrast, few undergraduate nursing
students express interest in pursuing a career in PHC (Bloomfield
et al., 2018; Bloomfield et al., 2015).

Palese et al. (2016) report that work environments that allow
skill consolidation, the development of supportive team relation-
ships, and offer a diversity of patients, positively influence stu-
dents' career choices. Nursing students' experiences during their
education, including the program theoretical content, the exper-
tise of educators and clinical placement experiences also influ-
ence their career interests (Calma et al., 2019; Calma et al., 2022;
Chai et al., 2019; Hunt et al., 2020). Current evidence suggests
that nursing students' perceptions of PHC settings are diverse.
While some students perceive PHC nurses as having limited clini-
cal skills and making little impact on health outcomes, others view
the role of PHC nurse as having a unique level of professional au-
tonomy that requires a high level of competence and skill (Calma
et al., 2021a; van lersel et al., 2018b).

2 | BACKGROUND

Within the PHC sector, general practices deliver comprehensive,
coordinated and patient-centred care for individuals in the com-
munity, across the lifespan (Royal Australian College of General
Practitioners, 2018). General practices are usually the initial con-
tact people have with the health system (Royal Australian College
of General Practitioners, 2020). In Australia, around 90% of the
population present to general practice each year (Royal Australian
College of General Practitioners, 2020). General practices are
mostly operated and owned by General Practitioners as a small busi-
ness or as part of a larger network of corporations in Australia and
other countries, such as the United Kingdom (UK) and New Zealand
(NZ) (Cowling et al., 2017; Goodyear-Smith & Kassai, 2015; Mclnnes
etal., 2019).

General practices are typically staffed by multidisciplinary
health professionals, with General Practice Nurses (GPNs) being the
largest non-physician workforce (Innes, 2019). While nurses em-
ployed in general practice can be nurse practitioners (Masters pre-
pared) or enrolled nurses (Diploma prepared), most are registered
nurses (Baccalaureate prepared or equivalent) (Australian Primary
Health Care Nurses Association, 2019; Halcomb et al., 2020). The
role and responsibilities of GPNs are diverse. GPNs may under-
take clinical activities, such as health assessments, screening,
patient education, acute care and coordination of chronic condi-
tions (Halcomb et al., 2017; Heywood & Laurence, 2018; Matthys
et al., 2019). The current GPN workforce faces increasing de-
mands in continuing to meet the increasingly complex care needs
of the community with a workforce that is aging and faced with
critical shortages (Heywood & Laurence, 2018; Innes, 2019). In
Australia, some 60% of GPNs are aged 45years or over (Halcomb
et al., 2020). While previous studies have explored workplace fac-

tors that influence the transition of acute care nurses to general

practice (Ashley et al., 2017), and the impact of job satisfaction
and retention of GPNs (Halcomb & Ashley, 2019; Halcomb &
Bird, 2020), little attention has been given to the perceptions of
undergraduate nursing students about general practice. To ad-
dress this gap, a study exploring the final-year nursing students'
preparedness for and perceptions about employment in general
practice was undertaken. Data on students' confidence, interest
and intention to work in general practice have been reported else-
where (Calma et al., 2022). This paper seeks to explore the views
of final-year nursing students about the general practice environ-
ment and understand the factors that they consider most import-
ant when choosing an employment setting.

3 | METHODS

3.1 | Design
Data were collected between March and June 2019 using a cross-
sectional online survey using SurveyMonkey© (2018). The STROBE

guidelines were used as reporting guidelines (Appendix S1).

3.2 | Sample and setting

All nursing students in their final year of the BN program at five uni-
versities in New South Wales, Australia were eligible to participate.
As these students were nearest to transitioning into the RN role,
it was anticipated that they would have concerns and insight into
their career plans (McCann et al., 2010; Newton & McKenna, 2007).
Universities were approached to participate if they offered an un-
dergraduate BN program. Institutions were purposively selected
to give a diversity of metropolitan and rural locations. To comply
with individual University policies about access to students, the sur-
vey was either disseminated by a contact person in the School of
Nursing via direct email or promoted on the e-learning platform. An
information sheet was the opening screen of the survey. This pro-
vided details about the study aim, benefits and risks to participation

and confidentiality and use of data.

3.3 | Data collection
The survey comprised six sections combining both validated tools,
modified for use in general practice, and investigator-developed
items. The validated tools were modified by replacing references to
the setting in the original tool with references to general practice.
Section one and two investigated respondents' experience
of PHC and general practice nursing as part of their BN pro-
gram, and their experiences of general practice nursing. Section
three explored respondents' confidence and interest about gen-

eral practice employment using the modified 9-item Confidence
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and Interest in Critical Care Nursing tool (Halcomb et al., 2012).
Using the modified Profession Scale from (van lersel et al., 2018b)
SCOPE tool, Section four explored the expectations of the gen-
eral practice work environment and the factors considered most
important when choosing an employment setting. Section five ex-
plored the intention to seek general practice employment using
the modified Attitudes, Subjective Norms, Perceived Behavioural
Control and Intention to Pursue a Career in Mental Health Nursing
scale (Wilbourn et al., 2018). The final section collected demo-
graphic information about the respondent and their educational
characteristics.

This paper presents findings from Section four of the survey,
which comprised the modified 17-item Profession Scale for use
in general practice, a subscale of the Scale on Community Care
Perceptions (SCOPE) (van lersel et al., 2018a). The structure and
construct validity of the SCOPE and its subscales were previously
reported in a community nursing setting (van lersel et al., 2018a).
The Profession Scale was modified by revising the wording to reflect
a focus on general practice and adding two additional items, “Hours
of work” and “Wages,” following examination of the literature and
expert consultation (Halcomb & Ashley, 2017). These new items and
the 16 existing items were rated on a 10-point Likert scale rang-
ing from 1 (“very little”)-10 (“a lot”). The final existing item, “work
environment” was rated on a 10-point scale from 1 (“poor envi-
ronment”)-10 (“good environment”). Given the difference in rating
scales, this item was not included in the factor analysis. Finally, the
19 items from the modified Profession Scale were also used to mea-
sure the level of importance of each item when choosing an employ-
ment setting. ltems were rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from
1 (“not important”)-5 (“very important”).

3.4 | Dataanalysis

Data were imported from SurveyMonkey© (2018) into SPSS ver-
sion 25 (IBM Analytics, 2018) before being checked and cleaned.
The data were then summarized using descriptive statistics. To
determine the factor structure, an exploratory factor analysis
method was adopted using Principal Components Analysis with
Varimax Rotation (Field, 2018). To ensure the adequacy of the sam-
ple size for factor analysis, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin index was used
(Field, 2018). Bartlett’s test of sphericity was used to evaluate the
correlation between variables (IBM Corporation, 2016). To gauge
the substantive importance of variables to the extracted factors,
variables with factor loadings of >0.40 were retained (Field, 2018).
The mean total score for each factor and the mean score for the
overall modified Profession Scale were calculated by adding the
scores for each item and then dividing these by the number of
items in the factor/scale. The association between demographic
characteristics and respondents’ perceptions of the general prac-
tice environment was evaluated using a 2-tailed t test. “Age” was
dichotomized at the mean (28years). Statistical significance was
demonstrated with a p-value of < .05.
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TABLE 1 Respondent characteristics

Characteristic n %

Current place of residence
Urban 247 69.6
Rural 108 30.4
Country where majority of pre-university was completed
Australia 232 65.4
Other 123 34.6

Enrolment status

Domestic 265 74.6

International 88 24.8

Missing 2 0.6
Exposure to general practice nursing within BN

Yes 218 61.4

No 137 38.6

Work experience in general practice
No 178 50.1
Yes 177 499
Clinical placement in general practice
No 234 65.9
Yes 121 34.1
Receiving care from a GPN currently or in the past
Yes 209 58.9
No 146 41.1

3.5 | Validity and reliability

To establish face validity, the survey was reviewed by two final-
year nursing students and two RNs who recently graduated with
a BN and three nurse academics who had expertise in PHC educa-
tion and research. These reviewers provided feedback which was
used to revise the survey language and flow before widespread
dissemination.

The complete SCOPE tool has been reported to have a Cronbach’s
alpha of 0.892 (van lersel et al., 2018a). Additionally, the Professions
Scale has been reported to have a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.799 (van
lersel et al., 2018a). Both demonstrate good internal consistency.

4 | RESULTS

4.1 | Respondent demographics

One hundred and thirty-nine responses were excluded due to in-
complete data (n = 106; 21.5%) or absent demographic data (n = 33;
6.7%), leaving 355 responses included in the analysis. The mean age
of respondents was 28 years (Range 18-58, SD = 8.2) and the major-
ity were identified as female (n = 329, 92.7%). Nearly, a quarter of
respondents were enrolled as international students (n = 88, 27.8%),
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and 65.9% reported never having a general practice clinical placement
within their BN program (n = 234) (Table 1).

4.2 | Factor structure of the modified
profession scale

The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin index of 0.901, indicates “marvellous”
sampling adequacy (Hutcheson & Sofroniou, 1999). The data were
deemed suitable for factor analysis as Bartlett’s test of sphericity
was 3,100.421 (p = .000) (Field, 2018).

Factor analysis revealed a three-factor solution, accounting for
57.33% of the total variance. These factors were labelled Factor 1
“Provision of care” (11 items), Factor 2 “Employment conditions”

(three items) and Factor 3 “Nature of work” (four items) (Table 2). The

Factor  Factor Factor
1 2 S

Factor 1: Provision of care (Mean = 8.01, SD = 1.36, a = 0.896)

Contact with Family/ 0.777 0.026 0.036 0.606
Carers

Health improvements 0.742 0.222 0.16 0.625
for patients

Enthusiastic colleagues ~ 0.698 0.433 -0.091 0.683

Variety of caregiving 0.692 0.267 0.197 0.588

Collaboration with 0.681 0.258 0.109 0.542
colleagues

Individual responsibility = 0.671 0.141 0.217 0.517

Enjoyable relationships ~ 0.66 0.079 0.034 0.443
with patients

Collaboration with 0.651 0.279 0.136 0.520
other disciplines

Freedom of action 0.609 0.16 0.056 0.400
(Autonomy)

Technical nursing skills 0.573 0.394 0.355 0.610
needed

Elderly patients 0.482 -0.412 0.434 0.591

Factor 2: Employment conditions (Mean = 7.02, SD 1.81, a = 0.768)

Wages 0.374 0.039 0.688
Hours of work 0.156 0.334 0.603
Opportunities for 0.55 0.126 0.700
advancement
Factor 3: Nature of work (Mean = 6.61,SD = 1.57, « = 0.662)
Work pressures 0.251 0.135 0.747
Physically demanding 0.152 0.316 0.744
work
Complex patient care 0.553 0.003 0.598
needs
Low-status work -0.12 0.002 0.457

Communalities

Cronbach’s alpha scores were Factor 1: o = .896, Factor 2: a = .768,
Factor 3: a = .662 and Total scale: a = .906, indicating good internal
consistency (Ursachi, Horodnic, & Zait, 2015).

4.3 | Perception of the general practice work
environment

The overall mean score for the modified Profession Scale was 7.53.
The three factors, “Provision of care”, “Employment conditions”
and “Nature of work” had a mean score of 8.01 (SD = 1.36), 7.02
(SD = 1.81) and 6.61 (SD = 1.57), respectively (Table 2). The high-
est mean scores for individual items indicated the characteristics
that respondents felt would be present “a lot” in general practice.
These items were “elderly patients” (Mean 8.70 SD 1.60), “individual

X TABLE 2 Factor analysis
Presence in

general practice
Mean (SD)

8.25(1.81)
8.12(1.75)

7.43(2.00)
7.76 (2.20)
8.29 (1.91)

8.39(1.78)
7.97 (1.90)

8.09 (2.04)
7.45(2.07)
7.67 (2.16)

8.70 (1.60)

6.75(2.13)
7.35(1.88)
6.97 (2.50)

6.98(2.12)
6.15(2.33)

7.43(2.30)

5.88(2.15)

Note: Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser

Normalization. * Rotation converged in 6 iterations.

The different colours delineate distinguish the variables between the three different factors.
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responsibility” (Mean 8.39, SD 1.78), “collaboration with colleagues”
(Mean 8.29, SD 1.91) and “contact with family/carers” (Mean 8.25
SD 1.81) (Table 2). Conversely, the lowest mean scores for individual
items indicated characteristics that respondents expected to be the
least present in general practice. These items were “opportunities for
advancement” (Mean 6.97, SD 2.50), “wages” (Mean 6.75, SD 2.13),
“physically demanding work” (Mean 6.15, SD 2.33) and “low status of
work” (Mean 5.88, SD 2.15).

4.4 | Association between the modified profession
scale and demographics

441 | Provision of care

Items in the “provision of care” factor related to the types of con-
sumers, variety of work and relationships with colleagues (Table 2).
Respondents who were exposed to general practice nursing within
their BN program (p = .000) or who had a general practice clinical
placement (p = .001) had significantly different perceptions of the

characteristics within the factor “Provision of care” than those who

did not have this experience (Table 3).

TABLE 3 Correlations analyses

Factor 1: Provision of care
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442 | Employment conditions

The “employment conditions” factor contained items about wages,
hours and opportunities. Respondents enrolled on an international
visa had significantly different perceptions of characteristics in the
“Employment conditions” factor than domestic students (p = .018).
Similarly, those who had exposure to general practice nursing within the
BN program (p = .030) had general practice work experience (p = .000)
or had a general practice clinical placement (p = .000) and had signifi-
cantly different perceptions of the “Employment conditions” factor in
general practice than those respondents without this experience.

4.4.3 | Nature of work

Items in the “nature of work” factor were related to work pressures,
the physical nature of the work, complexity of care needs and per-
ceived status of the work. Respondents had significantly different
perceptions of this factor if they were exposed to general practice
nursing within the BN program (p = .000), had work experience in
general practice (p = .000) or had undertaken a general practice

clinical placement (p = .000).

Factor 2: Employment

Mean (SD) p-Value
Age
0-28 8.01(1.39) 977
229 8.01(1.31)
Place of residence
Urban 7.96 (1.44) .251
Rural 8.13(1.14)
Enrolment status (Domestic/International)
Domestic 8.00(1.31) 696
International 8.07 (1.46)
Exposure to general practice nursing within BN
Yes 8.21(1.19) .000’
No 7.68(1.53)
Work experience in general practice
Yes 8.14 (1.35) .064
No 7.88(1.36)
Clinical placement in general practice
Yes 8.33(1.19) .001"
No 7.85(1.41)
Received Care from a GPN currently or in the past
Yes 8.10(1.33) 141

No 7.88(1.38)

Indicates significance.

conditions Factor 3: Nature of work
Mean (SD) p-Value Mean (SD) p-Value
7.12(1.80) 195 6.57 (1.60) .532
6.87 (1.81) 6.67 (1.51)

6.97 (1.87) .368 6.59 (1.59) .647
7.15 (1.65) 6.67 (1.51)

6.89 (1.79) 018" 6.61 (1.54) 951
7.42(1.83) 6.62 (1.66)

7.19 (1.75) .030 6.91(1.47) 000
6.76 (1.88) 6.14 (1.61)

7.38 (1.75) .000° 6.91(1.54) .000°
6.66(1.80) 6.32(1.54)

7.60 (1.60) .000" 7.24 (1.36) 000
6.73 (1.84) 6.29 (1.57)

6.94 (1.81) .295 6.57 (1.57) .583
7.14 (1.81) 6.67 (1.57)
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4.5 | Priorities when choosing a
place of employment

Respondents considered all 19 items on the modified Profession Scale
important to some degree when deciding where to seek future em-
ployment (Table 4). Items that were rated as most important when de-
ciding where to seek employment included “work environment” (Mean
4.68, SD 0.54), “collaboration with colleagues” (Mean 4.58, SD 0.64)
and “opportunities for advancement” (Mean 4.54, SD 0.69). Items that
were deemed to be of least importance were “level of work pressures”
(Mean 4.06, SD 0.90), “status of work” (Mean 3.72, SD 1.15) and “pa-
tient age group” (elderly patients)(Mean 3.21, SD 1.42).

5 | DISCUSSION

This paper describes the final-year nursing students' views on the
general practice work environment and their priorities when choos-
ing an employment setting. Explicating these factors can guide poli-
cymakers, managers and primary care organizations on how general
practice can be presented as an attractive career choice. They may
also assist in preparing nursing students to consider general prac-
tice employment. Analysis of the modified Profession Scale showed
good internal consistency suggesting that the tool is reliable for
measuring final year nursing students' views of the general practice
environment (Pallant, 2001).

The Profession Scale has previously been used to evaluate “per-
ceptions of community nursing as a profession,” with particular em-
phasis on understanding clinical placement experiences and changes
over time during nursing education ((van lersel et al., 2018a, b). This
study has focussed on validating the scale for use specifically in gen-
eral practice. Previous factor analysis was undertaken with 1,062
first-semester Dutch nursing students (van lersel et al., 2018a). This
demonstrated a four-factor solution accounting for 50.2% of the total
variance. These factors were named “professional development,”
“collaboration,” “freedom of action,” and “complexity and workload.”
In this study, items from the first three factors were loaded onto the
single “provision of care” factor. This factor refers to the nature of
the GPNs role, their interaction with others and their skills. All items
in the fourth factor and the item “low-status work” from the initial
validation were all loaded onto the “nature of work” factor in this
study. This factor refers to the complexity of work pressures and
the status of work. The factor “employment conditions,” referred to
remuneration, hours of work and advancement opportunities. This
factor comprised the two items added to the modified scale and the
single item “opportunities for advancement.” While the similarities
in factor structure and psychometric properties give confidence in
the use of the scale in general practice, further research with larger
sample sizes is required.

This study has demonstrated that exposure to general practice
in theoretical and clinical experience during the BN changed respon-
dents' perceptions across all factors. This is consistent with literature
that reports that once students have experienced nursing in general

practice through clinical placement, they better appreciate the scope
and complexity of the GPN role (Mclnnes et al., 2015). Additionally,
new graduate nurses working in general practice have asserted that
more exposure to theory or clinical placement would have better
prepared them for the role (Mclnnes et al., 2019). Both theoreti-
cal exposure and clinical placement experiences have been shown
to influence students' views and attitudes about particular clinical
settings (Chai et al., 2019; Koehler et al., 2016). Theoretical content
is necessary to develop undergraduate nursing students' under-
standing of clinical situations through problem-based learning, and
“classroom” discussions give students with the space to reflect and
develop critical thinking skills (Arreciado Marafién & Isla Pera, 2015).
Additionally, the quality of students' learning experience on clinical
placement can increase students' confidence and familiarize them
with roles and diverse settings, which can positively influence their
subsequent career intention (Hunt et al., 2020; Mclnnes et al., 2015).
Both theoretical and clinical practice training is necessary for the
preparation of undergraduate nursing students for the RN role, and
in developing their professional identity (Arreciado Maranén & Isla
Pera, 2015).

Our study showed that respondents who were enrolled on an
international visa had significantly different perceptions of the char-
acteristics within the factor “Employment conditions” compared
with respondents who were domestic students. International re-
spondents were found to have diverse cultural backgrounds, and are
likely to have experienced a range of exposures and understanding
of health systems and clinical settings (John McKitterick et al., 2021).
Therefore, it was likely that their perceptions were impacted by per-
sonal experiences of and/or exposure to community-based nursing
roles in their home countries. Individuals are influenced by their
personal experiences of healthcare settings through illness, work
or clinical placement exposure, and their overarching beliefs within
their cultural groups (Hickey et al., 2012). Future research needs to
explore innovative strategies to integrate an international lens in BN
programs, and to explore how students' pre-conceived ideas, under-
standings and personal experiences impact their perceptions of clin-
ical settings as employment options.

There was little discrimination in the scoring of the modified
Profession Scale in terms of the presence of characteristics in gen-
eral practice and the importance of these characteristics in choos-
ing a workplace. Therefore, it was difficult to ascertain the relative
importance of individual items. Such challenges in rating scales
have been previously reported where respondents may respond
in perceived consistency with others' opinions or tend to favour
the positive end of the scale regardless of the items (Kreitchmann
et al., 2019). In this study, only two items that scored in the top half
of the “importance” items were rated in the lower half of the scale
of characteristics expected in general practice. Wages and opportu-
nities for advancement were both seen as important when choosing
an employment setting but felt to be limited in their presence in gen-
eral practice. Opportunities for personal and professional growth
and good remuneration are factors that have been identified as
impacting the career plans of nursing students (Palese et al., 2016).
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Dissatisfaction with remuneration has been widely reported among
nurses working in PHC settings such as general practice (Halcomb
& Ashley, 2017; Halcomb & Bird, 2020). Similarly, limitations in ad-
vancement opportunities and a lack of a clear career pathway have
been reported (Calma et al., 2021b; Halcomb & Ashley, 2019). Brook
et al., (2019) check this section as reference out of place. Given the
links between career opportunities and sufficient remuneration and
job satisfaction, these areas require consideration to promote gen-

eral practice to new graduate nurses as a viable career opportunity.

5.1 | Limitations

This study has some limitations. Respondents may have had more posi-
tive or negative views about nursing in general practice than those who
chose not to participate. Although respondents were from five geo-
graphically dispersed universities, nursing students studying at other
institutions may have different perceptions based on the diversity in BN
programs across Australia and local clinical placement opportunities in
general practice. Finally, the quantitative method of data collection re-
stricted the scope of responses. Follow-up interviews sought to further

explore survey findings (Calma et al., 2021a; Calma et al., 2021b).

6 | CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

This study revealed that exposure to general practice nursing within
theoretical content and clinical placement influences final year nurs-
ing students' views of the general practice environment. Despite
the importance of wages and opportunities for advancement when
choosing an employment setting, respondents generally felt that
these would be limited in general practice.

Implications of these findings are two-fold. First, to prepare new
graduates to work in diverse clinical settings, universities need to en-
sure nursing students experience settings, such as general practice,
within the BN program. Secondly, policymakers and primary care or-
ganizations need to be clear about remuneration and opportunities
for nurses in general practice and ensure that these are commen-
surate with other nursing employment. Re-evaluating nursing stu-
dents' preparation to work in diverse clinical settings such as general
practice, and supporting the current GPN workforce, may improve
nursing students' perceptions of general practice work and encour-

age them to pursue employment in this setting following graduation.
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