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Nurse residency programs (NRPs) have been identified as a means to promote transitioning of new 
nurses into the professional nursing role. Questions have arisen related to which elements within those 
programs are most meaningful to the development of new nurses. As the nursing shortage drives the 
need for quick transition and development of nurses to meet workforce needs (Buerhaus, Auerbach, 
Staiger & Muench, 2013), nursing must identify what factors are meaningful to nurses in their transition to 
practice. The Future of Nursing Report called for measurement of nurse retention, nurse competency, 
and patient outcomes to determine outcomes related to the nursing workforce (IOM, 2011). Hospitals 
using established programs for nurse transition had higher retention rates, fewer reported patient care 
errors, and fewer negative safety practices (Spector et al., 2015). An NCSBN-sponsored study recently 
concluded that many elements exist in transition to practice, but identification of specific elements or 
combinations of elements is needed to further the development of transition programs in the United 
States (Spector et al., 2015). 

The purpose of this multi-site study is to explicate meaning from the experiences of newly licensed 
registered nurses (NLRNs) who have just completed NRPs in acute care settings. What factors within 
their new practice environment contributed to their growth and satisfaction in the workplace? The 
research question was “What factors have meaning for NLRNs who have experienced transition to 
practice in nurse residency programs in acute care settings?” 

Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data from six NLRNs from three different NRPs after 
completion of their nurse residency programs. Using interpretative phenomenological analysis, themes 
and variations within those themes, were derived from the descriptive narratives provided from participant 
interviews. Overarching themes identified from the narratives were Relationships, Reflection, Desire 
for Active Learning, Resources and Organizational Infrastructure. Within the theme of Relationships, the 
subthemes of “Connectedness” and “Support” emerged from the data. Another noted subtheme occurred 
within the discussion of Resources—“Access to Seasoned Nurses.” 

Relationships were noted to be significant among the participants as they described the interactions with 
preceptors, mentors and other staff within their workplace settings. Participants also described important 
relationships among the peer groups within the NRPs. The NLRNs derived a sense of connectedness 
that enabled them to assimilate their new roles and become a part of the profession. The NLRNs also 
described a sense of support that empowered them to gain competence and confidence in the new 
experiences. In situations which lacked the presence of connectedness and support, the NLRNs 
described less positive experiences. Other studies have also demonstrated the importance of the 
preceptor or mentor relationships (Spiva et al., 2013; Craig, Moscato & Moyce, 2012; Olson-Sitki, 
Wendler & Forbes, 2012). 

Reflection was another factor deemed important to the NRP process by participants in the study. The 
NLRNs described struggles that they encountered in each of their settings and how they were able to 
take these experiences back to the NRP classroom, sharing their feelings and reflecting on the 
experiences that they had encountered in practice. Individualized reflection within their practice setting 
helped NLRNs to work through the emotions and the problem-solving aspect of the situations that they 
experienced. Exploration of experiences with opportunities to debrief and reflect on practice contribute to 
the development of nurses (Sherwood & Horton-Deutsch, 2012; Trepanier et al., 2012). 



Participants in this study expressed a desire for active learning in the workplace and in the educational 
setting, as well. The NLRNs described some of their best learning opportunities as those activities that 
occurred in simulated bedside scenarios, interactive case studies, and guided practice at bedside with the 
preceptor. Many described similar active learning strategies within their nursing programs which they 
attributed to their formation as a nurse. The opportunity to practice within a safe and non-judgmental 
environment contributed to the efficacy of these nurses as they entered practice settings. In the NCSBN 
study, similar conclusions were noted about the importance of active learning (Spector et al., 2015). 

The NLRNs also ascribed meaning to the quick access to resources. At times this was noted in the need 
for physical resources, such as blood products or personal protective equipment. But more frequently the 
resources that they wanted were of an instructional nature—ready access to policies and procedures or 
information about patient care. The most common discussion was that of access to seasoned nurses, 
who could provide guidance and information quickly and decisively. Some of the nurses described 
situations in which the preceptor had limited experience and was unable to provide the information 
needed. Some participants relayed stories of several new nurses on a unit with one preceptor with less 
than one year of experience. Hospitals must ensure that nurses have adequate resources available to 
promote optimal care for patients and adequate support for new nurses (Bratt, 2013). 

A key theme that developed from the narratives of the participants was the need for organizational 
structure that supported the NRP. As noted by Bratt (2013), the importance of top-down support for the 
NRP is non-negotiable. Administrative support within the hospital system is elemental. Follow-up to 
ensure that roles within the NRP structure are fully developed and communicated is essential to the 
success of the programs (Spiva et al., 2013). Ensuring that adequate staffing is in place to support the 
learning that must occur in the workplace begins with nurse administrators (Blegan et al., 2015). 

Findings of this study have implications for practice and education as the nursing profession strives to find 
ways to transform nurses in an effective and efficient manner. Nurses within practice and academia must 
work collaboratively to further define the meaningful factors that contribute to growth of NLRNs. 
Professional nursing must be proactive in developing the next generation of nurses to continue safe and 
effective practice. 

 
Title: 
Meaningful Factors in Nurse Transition for Newly Licensed Registered Nurses in Acute Care Settings 
 
Keywords: 
Newly Licensed Registered Nurses, Nurse Residency Programs and Transition to Practice 
 
References: 
Blegan, M.A., Spector, N., Ulrich, B.T., Lynn, M. R., Barnsteiner, J., & Silvestre, J. (2015).  Preceptor 
support in hospital transition to practice programs.  Journal of Nursing Administration, 45(12), 642-649. 

Bratt, M.M. (2013).  Nurse residency program:  Best practices for optimizing organizational 
success.  Journal for Nurses in Professional Development, 28(2), 102-110. 

Buerhaus, P.I., Auerbach, D.I., Staiger, D.O. & Muench, U. (2013).  Projections of the long-term growth of 
the registered nurse workforce:  A regional analysis.  Nursing Economics, 31(1), 13-17. 

Craig, C., Moscato, S., & Moyce, S. (2012).  New BSN perspectives on the transition to practice in 
changing economic times.  Journal of Nursing Administration, 42(4), 202-207. 

Sherwood, G.D. & Horton-Deutsch, S. (2012).  Reflective Practice:  Transforming Education and 
Improving Outcomes.  Indianapolis, IN:  Sigma Theta Tau, International. 



Institute of Medicine. (2010).  Future of nursing:  Leading change, advancing health.  Retrieved 
from http://www.thefutureofnursing.org/sites/default/files/Future%20of%20Nursing%20Report_0.pdf 

Olson-Sitki, K., Wendler, M.C. & Forbes, G. (2012).  Evaluating the impact of a nurse residency program 
for newly graduated nurses.  Journal for Nurses in Staff Development, 28(4), 156-162. 

Spector, N., Blegan, M.A., Silvestre, J., Barnsteiner, J., Lynn, M.R., Ulrich, B. … & Alexander, M. 
(2015).  Transition to practice study in hospital settings.  Journal of Nursing Regulation, 5(4), 24-38. 

Spiva, L., Hart, P.L., Pruner, L., Johnson, D., Martin, K., Brakovich, B., McVay, F., & Mendoza, S.G. 
(2013).  Hearing the voices of newly licensed RNs:  The transition to practice.  American Journal of 
Nursing, 113(11), 24-32. 

Trepanier, S., Early, S., Ulrich, B. & Cherry, B. (2012).  New graduate residency program:  A cost-benefit 
analysis based on turnover and contract labor usage.  Nursing Economics, 30(4), 207-214. 

Abstract Summary: 
This qualitative, multi-site study is an interpretative phenomenological analysis of Newly Licensed 
Registered Nurses' narratives describing factors that the participants found meaningful to nurse transition 
in Nurse Residency Programs in acute care settings. 
 
Content Outline: 
Introduction 

A. Effective and efficient nurse transition is important in light of looming nursing shortage. 
B. Nurse satisfaction relates to nurse retention and is important in defining what factors are 

important to nurses in transition. 
C. Elements of nurse residency programs that are meaningful to nurses are not clearly defined. 

Body 

A. One identified factor that newly licensed registered nurses (NLRNs) found meaningful in the study 
was Relationships in the nurse residency program (NRP): preceptors, mentors, staff, and peers 
within the NRP. 

a. Participants garnered support from the relationships developed. 
b. Participants developed a sense of connectedness that contributed to their assimilation 

into the profession. 
B. A second factor that was identified in the study was that of Reflection. 

a. Reflection on practice is key to the developing nurse. 
b. NRPs must find ways to incorporate opportunities for guided reflection. 

C. Another meaningful factor to NLRNs in the study was the desire for active learning in the new 
work setting. 

a. NLRNS noted satisfaction with active learning strategies used in their nursing programs. 
b. Participantsalso noted a greater sense of understanding and development with similar 

active learning strategies used in the workplace. 
D. Participants also noted the need for quick access to resources. 

a. Some participants identified physical resources needed to adequately perform tasks 
within their role. 

b. Most participants noted the need for quick access to information: policies/procedures and 
other data related to their work setting. 

c. All indicated a need for quick access to seasoned nurses who could answer questions 
and provide support. 

E. The last meaningful factor identified by nurses in the study was that of organizational structure 
within the NRP. 

http://www.thefutureofnursing.org/sites/default/files/Future%20of%20Nursing%20Report_0.pdf


a. Administrative support and application of resources was key to the success of NRPs. 
b. Communication must be optimal to ensure that all stakeholders involved in the NRP are 

functioning at a level that supports the new nurses. 

Conclusion 

A. Nurses in practice and academia must work collaboratively to bridge the gap between education 
and practice for new nurses. 

B. Nurse leaders must work within healthcare systems to ensure adequate structure and resources 
for new nurses to promote more effective and efficient transition with positive outcomes for 
nurses and for patients. 
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