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Aim: To explore the perceived professional benefits among nursing interns in China’s Grade A tertiary hospitals and to provide
empirical evidence for clinical educators and managers to inform targeted intervention strategies.

Design: A descriptive qualitative study.

Methods: Purposive sampling was used to recruit 12 nursing interns from a Grade A tertiary teaching hospital in Shanghai, China.
Semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted between August and October 2025. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis
following Braun and Clarke’s six-phase framework. Trustworthiness was ensured through member checking, peer debriefing,
researcher triangulation, and maintaining an audit trail.

Results: Four themes emerged: (1) professional achievement, comprising awe toward advanced skills, patient feedback motivation,
and growth through challenges; (2) professional value, including value enhancement, self-validation, and role expansion; (3) social
support, encompassing professional recognition, organizational support, and family support; and (4) positive departmental atmosphere,
involving team belonging, communication skills, and humanistic care.

Conclusion: Nursing interns in Grade A tertiary hospitals perceive substantial professional benefits through clinical achievements,
value recognition, multidimensional support, and positive work environments. These findings inform nursing education and hospital
management strategies to enhance professional socialization and reduce intern attrition.

Keywords: nursing interns, perceived professional benefits, qualitative research, work environment, clinical training, healthy work
environments

Introduction
Clinical placement constitutes a pivotal socialization process within the nursing education system, facilitating the
transition of students into the professional nurse role.! During this phase, intern nursing students engage with authentic
healthcare environments, integrate professional knowledge, hone practical skills, and shape professional values.” The
professional identity of intern nursing students—their sense of belonging and self-definition as nurses-is closely linked to
their future career choices and directly influences both nursing quality and workforce stability.*> Research indicates that
intern nursing students with higher professional identity demonstrate improved clinical decision-making and stronger
patient-centered care orientation.”® Conversely, professional identity crisis increases the risk of nursing errors and
elevates career change intention.>’

During the transition from students to clinical practitioners, intern nursing students confront multifaceted challenges
including complex clinical environments, the gap between theory and practice, underdeveloped clinical skills, and high

workload pressure.>* These difficulties can lead to anxiety, depression, and emotional exhaustion.” The turnover rate
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among Chinese nursing graduates reaches 8%-69% during their first year of employment,” while burnout prevalence
among Chinese nurses has been reported as high as 64.5%.'° Nurses experiencing burnout report fatigue, work-related
apathy, diminished initiative, and loss of work motivation."'

Perceived professional benefit among nurses refers to the recognition of rewards and advantages brought by their
profession, as well as the belief that nursing practice contributes to holistic personal growth.'? With the advancement of
positive psychology, scholars have increasingly focused on nurses’ positive psychological experiences in clinical
practice.® Research indicates that nurses’ perceived professional benefit is significantly correlated with job satisfaction,
burnout, and professional identity.'*'> Nurses with higher perceived professional benefit exhibit greater job satisfaction,
lower burnout, and stronger professional identification.'* Enhancing perceived professional benefit among intern nursing
students is therefore important for alleviating occupational stress, strengthening professional identity, and reducing
turnover intention."®

Despite growing quantitative evidence linking perceived professional benefits to nurse retention and job satisfaction,
few studies have explored this construct qualitatively among nursing interns in China’s Grade A tertiary hospitals.

12.14 leaving a significant gap in understanding

Existing qualitative research has primarily focused on registered nurses,
how interns-at the critical transition from student to practitioner-experience and construct meaning around professional
benefits. Grade A tertiary hospitals in China represent the highest tier of medical institutions, characterized by complex
caseloads, advanced technology, and high-intensity clinical environments that create both unique challenges and potential
sources of professional benefit for nursing interns.

This study aimed to answer the following research question: What are the perceived professional benefits among
nursing interns during clinical placement in China’s Grade A tertiary hospitals? Using positive cognitive appraisal as the
starting point, this study investigated how nursing interns in tertiary hospitals construct meaning and derive positive
experiences from their clinical training, with the goal of informing targeted interventions to enhance professional benefit

perception.

Methods
Design

This study employed a descriptive qualitative design, which is particularly suited for exploring subjective experiences
and generating rich, contextualized descriptions of human phenomena.'”'® This design was chosen because perceived
professional benefits constitute a complex, subjective construct requiring in-depth exploration of participants’ lived
experiences, emotional processes, and meaning-making strategies. The study is reported following the Consolidated
Criteria for Reporting Qualitative Research (COREQ) guidelines.'’

Research Team

This study was led by a senior scholar holding dual appointments as a Master’s Supervisor and Associate Professor, with
extensive expertise in nursing management and more than ten years of qualitative research experience. Two trained
master’s students assisted with data collection and initial analysis. The research team declared no potential conflicts of
interest. All team members maintained reflexive journals throughout the research process to document preconceptions,
emotional responses, and analytical decisions.

Participants
Grade A tertiary hospitals in China undertake critical and emergency care, teaching, research, and regional medical
guidance tasks. Their clinical environments are complex, technology-intensive, and fast-paced, creating high-intensity
practical settings for nursing interns’ professional growth. This study employed purposive sampling to select nursing
interns practicing in a Grade A tertiary hospital in Shanghai and meeting inclusion criteria. Purposive sampling allows
researchers to select information-rich cases that illuminate the research question.'’

The inclusion criteria were: (1) Completion of at least two years of systematic nursing curricula; (2) Scheduled to
complete a minimum of eight months of clinical placement; (3) Provision of written informed consent and voluntary
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participation. The exclusion criteria were: (1) Engagement exclusively in secretarial or administrative tasks without direct
clinical participation; (2) Declined to be audio-recorded; (3) Withdrew from participation during the interview.
Participants were recruited through informational posters displayed at the nursing education department and
announcements during intern group meetings. Of 15 interns approached, 12 agreed to participate; three declined due
to scheduling conflicts. Data saturation was determined when no new codes emerged from three consecutive interviews,
which occurred after the 10th participant; two additional interviews were conducted to confirm saturation. All 12
participants were included in the final analysis. Interviews were conducted between August and October 2025.

Data Collection

Semi-structured in-depth interviews were employed for data collection. Following an extensive literature review and
team discussion, a preliminary interview guide was developed. The interview guide was informed by Hu’s conceptual
framework of nurses’ professional benefit perception,'? positive psychology theory,'* and previous qualitative studies on
nursing professional experiences.'**° Key domains covered professional achievement, professional value, social support,
and work environment dimensions. The guide was pilot-tested with two nursing interns and refined for clarity. Specific
interview questions are provided in Figure 1.

Participants were informed about the study’s purpose, methodology, confidentiality measures, and right to withdraw.
Written informed consent was obtained from all participants before interviews, which documented agreement to
participate, permission for audio recording, and explicit consent for the publication of anonymized responses and direct
quotations. Interviews were conducted in quiet, private rooms. Participants were assured that alphanumeric codes (N1-
N12) would replace their names in all records. The researcher employed clarification, probing, and restatement
techniques to ensure depth and accuracy. Each interview lasted 40—60 minutes.

Data Analysis and Quality Control
Within 24 hours post-interview, audio recordings were transcribed verbatim by two team members. Data were analyzed
using thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s six-phase framework:*>' (1) familiarization with data through
repeated reading of transcripts; (2) generation of initial codes; (3) searching for themes; (4) reviewing themes; (5)
defining and naming themes; and (6) producing the report. NVivo software (version 12) was used to assist data
management.

Two researchers independently coded the first three transcripts and then compared coding strategies. Regular team
meetings were held to discuss code development and theme generation. When discrepancies arose between the two
primary analysts, differences were documented in an audit trail and discussed in team meetings. If consensus could not be

Interview Guide

1. How do you regard the nursing work you undertake?

2. Please narrate your overall experiences and personal reflections as an intern in the tertiary
hospital.

3. In which aspects do you believe you have undergone the most notable transformation or
growth through this internship?

4. What factors motivate your decision to remain in the nursing profession?

5. What tangible and intrinsic benefits have you gained through your clinical placement
experience at this Grade A Tertiary Hospital?

6. Based on your experience, what specific recommendations would you offer for enhancing

nursing interns' sense of perceived professional benefits?

Figure | Interview Guide.
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reached, a third senior qualitative researcher (Professor J.JX, with 15 years of qualitative research experience in nursing
education) was consulted. Additionally, two nursing experts from the hospital’s academic committee (Professor Y.CB,
specialist in clinical nursing education, and Professor B.R, specialist in nursing management) reviewed the thematic
structure until full consensus was achieved.

Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness was established using Lincoln and Guba’s criteria:**

Credibility

Prolonged engagement was achieved through three months of field involvement prior to data collection. Member
checking was conducted by returning preliminary findings to three participants for validation. Peer debriefing involved
monthly meetings with an external qualitative researcher who challenged interpretations and assumptions.

Dependability
An audit trail documented all methodological decisions, coding changes, and analytical memos. Detailed records of data
collection and analysis procedures were maintained.

Confirmability

Researcher triangulation was achieved through independent coding by two researchers. All team members maintained
reflexive journals to bracket preconceptions. Regular team discussions examined how researchers’ backgrounds might
influence interpretation.

Transferability
Thick description of the research context, participants, and findings was provided to enable readers to assess applicability
to other settings.

Reflexivity

The research team acknowledged their dual roles as educators and researchers. The principal investigator’s clinical
nursing background and experience mentoring nursing interns provided insider knowledge but also potential assumptions
about interns’ experiences. To minimize bias, all researchers maintained reflexive journals documenting preconceptions
and emotional responses. Regular debriefing sessions examined how researchers’ educational and clinical backgrounds
might influence data collection and interpretation.

Ethical Considerations

This study was approved by the Ethics Review Committee of [Hospital Name] (Approval Number: XXXX; Approval Date:
XX/XX/XXXX). Three layers of privacy protection were implemented: (1) anonymized participant codes (N1-N12); (2)
written informed consent including confidentiality agreements; (3) participants’ right to withdraw at any time. As a token of
appreciation, participants received a small thank-you gift (value approximately ¥30) after completing the interview.
Participants were explicitly informed that this gift was unrelated to their decision to participate and that participation
was entirely voluntary. Institutional approval for publication of study findings was obtained from [Hospital Name].

Results

Participant Characteristics

Table 1 presents the demographic characteristics of the 12 participants (10 females, 2 males; mean age 21.33 £ 2.02
years). Educational backgrounds included one Master’s student, five Bachelor of Science in Nursing students, and six
Associate Degree in Nursing students. The planned duration of clinical placement was 9.25 + 1.66 months, while
completed duration at interview was 5.25 + 1.86 months. Nine participants were enrolled in General Nursing programs
and three in Midwifery programs. Participants had rotated through a mean of 5.5 clinical departments, including
emergency department, ICU, general surgery, pediatrics, and operating room.
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Table | General Profile of Intern Nursing Students

Serial Gender | Age | Education Planned Duration of Clinical Completed Clinical Placement Completed Professional
Number Placement (Months) Duration (Months) Clinical Rotations Structure
NI Female 19 ADN 8 4 4 depts Nursing
N2 Female 21 ADN 8 6 6 depts Midwifery
N3 Male 20 ADN 8 4 4 depts Nursing
N4 Female 23 BSN 12 5 5 depts Nursing
N5 Female 26 Master 8 2 2 depts Nursing
Né Female 20 ADN 8 7 7 depts Midwifery
N7 Female 22 BSN 10 4 4 depts Nursing
N8 Female 23 BSN I 9 9 depts Nursing
N9 Female 21 BSN 12 5 5 depts Nursing
NI10 Female 19 ADN 8 6 6 depts Midwifery
NI1 Male 20 ADN 8 7 7 depts Nursing
NI12 Female 22 BSN 10 4 4 depts Nursing

Three themes and 12 subthemes were identified (Figure 2). The following sections present each theme with
representative quotations. Analytical interpretations are provided to contextualize participants’ experiences within the
broader research framework.

Theme |: Professional Achievement

Professional achievement captures the “doing” dimension of interns’ experiences-tangible accomplishments in clinical
practice that generate competence and satisfaction. Three subthemes were identified: sense of awe toward advanced
skills, motivational effects of patient feedback, and growth through overcoming challenges.

Sense of Awe Toward Advanced Skills

Exposure to advanced life support technologies in Grade A tertiary hospitals generated profound appreciation for clinical
expertise and strengthened interns’ commitment to skill mastery. Participants described how witnessing complex
procedures created both immediate emotional impact and lasting professional motivation.

Witnessing my preceptor’s decisive localization and needle insertion was revelatory. As life-saving fluids infused and blood
pressure stabilized, my motivation to master such skills intensified. N1

Participating in an ECMO resuscitation, I witnessed how extracorporeal circulation maintained perfusion despite cardiac arrest.
This experience imprinted on me that critical care embodies precision guardianship-and ignited my resolve to develop such
expertise. N11

These accounts demonstrate that exposure to advanced technology serves as a catalyst for professional commitment,
transforming abstract educational goals into concrete aspirations for clinical excellence.

Motivational Effects of Patient Feedback

Participants consistently reported that patients’ encouragement and affirmation motivated them to persevere through
challenges. This subtheme highlights the reciprocal nature of nurse-patient relationships in constructing professional
meaning.
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Sense of awe toward advanced skills

Theme One:

. . Motivational effi f patient f k
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Sense of growth through challenge overcoming

Professional value enhancement

Theme Two:

Professional Value Self-Value Validation

Professional role espansion

Professional recognition

Theme Three:

SotaEUbnoT: Organizational support

Family support

Sense of feam belonging

Theme Four:

- Communication competence enhancement
Positive Departmental

AN Y Y D

Humanistic care infrastructure

Figure 2 Themes and Subthemes of Perceived Professional Benefits.

An elderly post-chemotherapy patient encouraged me after a failed needle insertion: ‘Come back tomorrow, young lady-I trust
you.” When I succeeded the next day, he requested my assistance for subsequent procedures. This trust transformed my fear of

failure into courage. N4

A young chemotherapy patient refused eating due to treatment-induced emesis. I presented a wrapped stone as ‘a monster-tooth-
shattering talisman,” and she resumed eating. When she returned the stone with her mother’s gratitude, I grasped the sacred

nature of nursing. N10

These experiences illustrate how positive patient feedback functions as immediate, concrete validation of clinical

competence and interpersonal effectiveness-key components of professional benefit perception.

Growth Through Overcoming Challenges
Each clinical challenge confronted by interns represented an opportunity for competence development and professional
maturation. This subtheme captures the constructive transformation of stress into growth.
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During a cardiology night shift, a patient’s SpO2 suddenly dropped to 80%. I increased oxygen flow, suctioned the airway, and
activated the rapid response team. By the time my preceptor arrived, SpO2 had stabilized. This emergency showed me how
drilled protocols sustain life at critical moments. N9

Each independent procedure confronted me with growth opportunities. Courageously embracing these challenges embodies

professional maturation. N8

These accounts align with the stress-benefit growth model, wherein manageable challenges in supportive environments

promote competence and confidence rather than burnout.

Theme 2: Professional Value
Professional value captures the “being” dimension-meaning-making processes through which interns construct self-worth
and professional identity. Three subthemes emerged: professional value enhancement, self-validation, and role expansion.

Professional Value Enhancement
Interns observed specialized nursing roles that expanded their understanding of professional possibilities and demon-

strated nursing’s intellectual and autonomous dimensions.

Rotating through Colorectal Surgery, my Enterostomal Therapist preceptor managed complex wound care with specialized

expertise. Observing her mastery made becoming an Advanced Practice Nurse my professional aspiration. N7

I discovered nurse-led specialty clinics where preceptors independently managed PICC line maintenance and patient education.
This contradicted my preconception that only physicians conduct clinics and expanded my understanding of nursing’s scope.
N11

These observations of advanced practice provided concrete evidence that nursing offers intellectually demanding,

autonomous career pathways—directly challenging stereotypes that may diminish professional value perception.

Self-Validation
Direct participation in life-sustaining care provided powerful validation of professional worth, particularly in high-acuity
settings.

During my first CPR, my preceptor guided me to compress at the correct depth and rate. When the patient’s pulse returned,
I realized my scrubs were drenched. I subsequently practiced compressions daily to improve my skills. These experiences
crystallize our mandate as healers. N3

This account illustrates how successful performance in critical situations generates “mastery experiences”—the most

powerful source of self-efficacy belief that validates professional capability and worth.

Professional Role Expansion
Contemporary nursing practice has expanded beyond traditional boundaries, and interns recognized diverse pathways for
professional contribution.

We create value through health education, professional presentations, quality improvement initiatives, and technological

innovations. Our nurse-led research project earned a national award, validating nursing’s innovative potential. N5

My TCM rotation head nurse excels at health science communication with significant social media following. This demon-
strated how nursing expertise can reach broader audiences. N6

These examples show that role expansion perceptions enhance professional value by demonstrating nursing s versatility

and societal contribution beyond bedside care.
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Theme 3: Social Support

Social support encompasses external recognition and resources that interns experience as validating and sustaining their
professional commitment. Three subthemes were identified: professional recognition, organizational support, and family
support.

Professional Recognition
Participants perceived that evolving societal recognition of nursing as an independent profession strengthened their
professional self-worth.

Our unit implements virtual nursing consultations, enabling homebound patients to access expert guidance remotely. Such

advancements reflect societal endorsement of nursing innovation. N9

After rotations in specialized units, I reject the notion of nurses as ‘physician extenders.” Witnessing enterostomal therapists
leading independent clinics signifies recognition of nursing’s specialized disciplinary maturation. N2

These perceptions align with social identity theory, wherein group status elevation enhances individual members’ self-

esteem and commitment.

Organizational Support
Structured support systems within the hospital-particularly from preceptors and nurse managers-provided practical and
emotional scaffolding for interns’ professional development.

Our hospital has a robust intern training system. After a failed venipuncture, my preceptor taught me angle adjustment
techniques and shared her own early failures. This mentorship transformed frustration into learning. N1

During COVID, the hospital provided free counseling that helped my roommate process a traumatic code experience. This sense

of being ‘protected’ empowers us to face difficulties. N12

Practical provisions like quality meals in the staff canteen demonstrate organizational care that sustains morale during
demanding rotations. N8

These multi-level organizational supports-clinical mentorship, psychological services, and welfare provisions-

collectively communicate institutional valuing of interns, which reciprocally enhances their valuation of the profession.

Family Support
Family members’ understanding and practical support reinforced participants’ capacity to manage internship demands
and sustained their professional commitment.

My parents recognized that post-night shifts are exhausting. They exempted me from housework so I could rest. This practical
support matters for my work. N6

During my ICU rotation assessment, my grandmother concealed my grandfather’s hospitalization until after my examination.
Such family understanding, experienced from the patient-relative perspective, deepened my appreciation for intergenerational
support in nursing. N11

Family support operates as a buffer against occupational stress and as implicit endorsement of participants’ career

choice, thereby amplifying perceived professional benefits.

Theme 4: Positive Departmental Atmosphere
Collegial relationships and humanistic management practices within clinical departments fostered team belonging and
enhanced professional benefit perception. Three subthemes emerged: sense of team belonging, enhanced communication

skills, and humanistic care.
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Sense of Team Belonging
Inclusion in departmental activities and recognition from senior colleagues provided interns with authentic membership
in the clinical team.

During my cardiology rotation, the department director mandated that interns lead morning handover reports. Despite trepida-
tion, my successful presentation and colleagues’ affirmative responses made me feel I had transitioned from observer to

integrated team member. N4

When assisting in resuscitations or performing procedures, I undertook supervised responsibilities that contributed to collective
efficacy. This operational interdependence instilled profound purposefulness. N1

Team belonging satisfies the fundamental human need for relatedness identified in Self-Determination Theory, generating

positive emotional experiences that constitute professional benefits.

Enhanced Communication Skills
Guided clinical interactions progressively developed interns’ communication competence, generating confidence and
recognition from patients and colleagues.

Initially, communication was my primary challenge-I feared misspeaking. Through collaborative practice, I assimilated essential
techniques. As my competence grew, my patient education initiatives expanded, earning affirmative feedback. This commu-
nicative growth has yielded substantial professional dividends. N3

Communication skill development represents a concrete domain of professional growth that interns recognize as both

personally satisfying and professionally valuable.

Humanistic Care
Department leaders’ and preceptors’ attention to interns’ wellbeing created psychologically safe environments that
sustained motivation despite demanding workloads.

Certain preceptors demonstrated exceptional attunement to interns’ psychological well-being, inquiring about circumstances and
mobilizing support. Our head nurse implemented team-building initiatives that fostered collective positivity. N8

Amidst demanding responsibilities, preceptors extended holistic concern-asking ‘Need respite?’ or sharing humor during
fatigued moments. These subtle gestures epitomized our collective resilience. N5

Humanistic leadership creates a positive emotional climate that amplifies interns’ capacity to perceive benefits despite
objective challenges, consistent with Broaden-and-Build Theory's proposition that positive emotions expand awareness

and build enduring resources.

Discussion

This study provides the first qualitative exploration of perceived professional benefits among nursing interns in China’s
Grade A tertiary hospitals. Four interconnected dimensions-professional achievement, professional value, social support,
and positive departmental atmosphere-constitute a comprehensive framework for understanding how interns construct
positive meaning from their clinical experiences. These findings extend understanding of professional benefits beyond
registered nurses to the critical internship transition period and offer practical guidance for nursing education and
healthcare management.

Professional Achievement as Competence Development

The professional achievement theme, encompassing awe toward advanced skills, patient feedback, and challenge
mastery, aligns with Self-Determination Theory’s competence dimension.?® Interns’ descriptions of witnessing complex
procedures and subsequently developing their own skills illustrate the transformation of external observation into
internalized capability. This competence-building process has been documented among nursing students internationally.
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A qualitative study of Australian nursing students similarly found that successful performance in clinical tasks generated
self-efficacy and professional commitment.**
The subtheme of patient feedback motivation is particularly noteworthy. While quantitative studies have documented

correlations between patient satisfaction and nurse wellbeing,>

our findings reveal the mechanisms through which
individual patient interactions generate immediate professional benefits. This aligns with constructivist learning theory,
wherein feedback from authentic practice contexts serves as the primary driver of professional identity formation.”®
Interns’ growth through challenge overcoming reflects the stress-related growth phenomenon documented across
healthcare professions. Research with medical residents in the United States found that manageable clinical challenges in
supportive environments promoted professional development rather than burnout.”” However, our participants’ accounts
consistently emphasized the critical role of supervisor support in transforming stress into growth-a finding that resonates

with UK studies highlighting the protective function of clinical mentorship against transition shock.*®

Professional Value as Meaning Construction

The professional value theme captures how interns constructed meaning and self-worth through their clinical experi-
ences. This meaning-making process is central to professional identity formation and has been theorized as the cognitive
foundation for sustained career commitment.*’

Observations of advanced practice roles generating professional value enhancement reflect the expanding scope of
nursing globally. Similar findings have been reported in Canadian studies where exposure to nurse practitioners and
clinical nurse specialists increased nursing students’ career aspirations.’® The specific domains observed by our
participants-enterostomal therapy, nurse-led clinics, quality improvement-mirror international trends in advanced practice
nursing development.*’

Self-validation through direct patient care participation connects to research on moral distress and moral courage in
nursing. Studies from Scandinavian countries have emphasized how nurses’ sense of professional worth derives from
meaningful patient relationships and successful clinical outcomes.*? Our finding that critical care experiences particularly
generated self-validation supports previous research suggesting that high-acuity environments, while stressful, offer
unique opportunities for competence demonstration and professional affirmation.

Role expansion perceptions reflect nursing’s evolving identity as a knowledge-based profession. This finding
resonates with research from Singapore documenting nursing students’ aspirations toward non-traditional roles in
education, technology, and leadership.>* The diversity of career pathways described by our participants suggests that
modern nursing education should explicitly expose interns to varied professional trajectories.

Social Support as Relational Resource
Social support emerged as a critical contextual factor enabling professional benefit perception. This aligns with extensive
international literature documenting social support’s buffering effects against occupational stress.>>°

Professional recognition as a support source reflects the evolving status of nursing in China’s healthcare system.
Interns’ awareness of advanced practice developments and telehealth innovations suggests that perceived professional
benefits are partially socially constructed through exposure to institutional innovations. This finding extends previous
research conducted primarily in Western healthcare systems®’*® by demonstrating similar mechanisms in China’s distinct
institutional context.

Organizational support findings parallel research from multiple countries demonstrating that structured mentorship
programs and psychosocial services reduce new graduate nurse turnover.''** The specific forms of support valued by our
participants-clinical debriefing after difficult cases, psychological counseling access, practical welfare provisions-offer
concrete guidance for internship program development.

Family support as a professional benefit determinant has received limited attention in international nursing literature,
which has focused predominantly on workplace factors. Our finding that family understanding and practical assistance
significantly influenced interns’ professional experiences suggests that support system interventions should extend
beyond healthcare institutions to include family education about nursing career demands.
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Positive Departmental Atmosphere as Enabling Environment

The departmental atmosphere theme highlights how localized work environments shape professional benefit perception.
This finding connects to international research on healthy work environments for nursing students and new
graduates.*>*!

Team belonging findings align with social connectedness theory and its application to healthcare teamwork. Research
from the Netherlands found that nursing students’ sense of team integration predicted both learning outcomes and
wellbeing.*> Our participants’ descriptions of moving from peripheral observation to active team contribution illustrate
the developmental process of professional socialization.

Communication skill development as a professional benefit source extends previous research by identifying skill
acquisition itself-not merely skill application-as a source of positive professional experience. This finding suggests that
explicit attention to communication skill development during internship may enhance professional benefit perception.

Humanistic care from preceptors and managers reflects transformational leadership theory’s application to nursing
education. Research from South Korea similarly found that preceptors’ emotional support and personalized attention
significantly influenced nursing students’ clinical learning and satisfaction.** Our finding that micro-interventions-brief
inquiries, shared humor, small gestures-collectively created supportive climates suggests that humanistic leadership need
not require resource-intensive programs.

Theoretical Integration

These findings can be understood through two complementary theoretical lenses. Self-Determination Theory*® provides
a framework for understanding how the four themes correspond to fundamental psychological needs: professional
achievement addresses competence, social support and departmental atmosphere satisfy relatedness, and professional
value reflects autonomous meaning-making. When these needs are met through clinical experiences, interns develop
intrinsic motivation and psychological wellbeing that sustain career commitment.

Fredrickson’s Broaden-and-Build Theory** explains how positive professional experiences function as emotional
resources that expand cognitive and behavioral repertoires. Each positive interaction, successful procedure, or supportive
encounter builds enduring personal and professional resources that buffer against subsequent challenges. This perspective
reframes professional benefits not merely as pleasant experiences but as active contributors to professional development
and resilience.

Cultural Context

The findings must be understood within China’s specific healthcare and cultural context. Confucian values emphasizing
respect for authority, collective harmony, and filial piety shape both participants’ expectations and their experiences of
professional benefits. The hierarchical structure of Chinese tertiary hospitals, with clear authority gradients between
physicians and nurses, may intensify interns’ appreciation for moments of autonomous practice and professional
recognition. Additionally, China’s one-child policy generation may experience family support as particularly significant
given the concentration of parental investment in single children.

The single-site design, while enabling deep contextual understanding, limits transferability. Grade A tertiary hospitals
in China represent the highest tier of medical institutions; interns in secondary hospitals or community settings may
experience different benefit profiles. Similarly, the voluntary participation of motivated interns may have introduced
selection bias toward those with more positive experiences.

Limitations

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, single-site recruitment limits transferability to other healthcare
settings. Second, the small sample size, while appropriate for qualitative saturation, precludes statistical generalization.
Third, voluntary participation may have attracted interns with more positive experiences, potentially overestimating
professional benefit levels. Fourth, all participants were from one Grade A tertiary hospital in Shanghai, which has
greater resources than many Chinese hospitals. Fifth, researcher-participant power dynamics inherent in the academic-
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clinical relationship may have influenced disclosure patterns. Finally, data collection during ongoing clinical placement
may have captured situational rather than enduring professional benefit perceptions.

Implications for Future Research

Future research should employ longitudinal designs to track how perceived professional benefits evolve throughout
internship and early career stages. Multi-site comparative studies across hospital tiers and geographical regions would
enhance transferability. Intervention studies testing structured mentorship programs, reflective practice groups, or benefit-
focused debriefing protocols could establish evidence-based strategies for enhancing professional benefits. Additionally,
quantitative instrument development based on these qualitative findings would enable larger-scale assessment. Research
exploring perceived professional benefits among interns in non-tertiary settings and cross-cultural comparative studies
would further extend understanding.

Conclusion

This study provides the first qualitative exploration of perceived professional benefits among nursing interns in China’s
Grade A tertiary hospitals. Four interconnected dimensions—professional achievement, professional value, social
support, and positive departmental atmosphere—constitute a comprehensive framework for understanding interns’
positive professional experiences.

For nursing educators, these findings suggest integrating explicit attention to professional benefit sources into
curricula and preceptor training. Highlighting how clinical challenges generate competence, how patient interactions
provide meaning, and how supportive relationships sustain commitment may help interns actively recognize and cultivate
professional benefits during placement.

For hospital administrators, investment in structured mentorship programs, psychosocial support services, and
humanistic leadership development for preceptors and nurse managers can create environments where professional
benefits flourish. Specific attention to ensuring interns experience genuine team inclusion and progressive responsibility
may enhance both learning and wellbeing.

For policy makers, recognizing professional benefits as a modifiable protective factor against nurse turnover supports
investment in internship quality as a workforce retention strategy. The substantial costs of nurse replacement warrant
proactive investment in positive internship experiences.

Fostering positive professional experiences during internship is not merely a retention strategy-it is an ethical
imperative that shapes the next generation of nursing professionals and, ultimately, the quality of patient care. Future
research should build on this foundation through longitudinal and intervention studies to develop evidence-based
strategies for cultivating professional benefits across diverse healthcare settings.
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