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Received: 27 Jun 2025 Introduction: The transition from the role of a nursing student to that of a professional
Accepted: 19 Jan 2026 nurse is accompanied by encountering new and sometimes different expectations in the
Available Online: 22 Jun workplace. Newly graduated nurses may perceive discrepancies between the expectations
2026 of the professional nursing role they developed during their university education and the

expectations of the clinical setting. This study aimed to determine newly graduated nurses’
perceptions of differences in nursing role expectations during the transition from university
to the workplace in Kerman, Iran.

Methods: This descriptive-analytical cross-sectional study included 131 newly graduated
nurses working in four hospitals affiliated with Kerman University of Medical Sciences.
Participants were recruited through census sampling. The participants completed the “Per-
ception of Role Expectations” questionnaire for two settings: the university setting and
the clinical workplace. The difference between the scores for the two settings was then
calculated. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, a paired-samples t-test to com-
pare the two settings within individuals, and an independent-samples t-test and analysis of
variance (ANOVA) to examine differences in discrepancy scores according to demographic
and background variables, using SPSS version 21.

Results: Participants rated nursing role expectations as higher in the clinical workplace
than during university education across all domains, and the differences were statistically
significant in all seven domains (P<0.05). Married nurses reported less discrepancy in the
domain of “managing unstable conditions” (P=0.04). In addition, having the opportunity to
choose their workplace was associated with lower levels of discrepancy in some nursing
role domains.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction:

he transition from nursing student to

professional nurse is one of the most

challenging stages of professional de-
velopment. Newly graduated nurses move from
the relatively protected and supervised university
environment to clinical settings in which they are
expected to assume direct responsibility for pa-
tient care, communicate with healthcare profes-
sionals, manage several patients simultaneously,
comply with legal and organizational requirements,
and make decisions under unstable and unpredict-
able conditions. A successful transition depends on
clinical preparedness, role clarity, organizational
support, orientation programs, and consistency be-
tween the expectations communicated during nurs-
ing education and those encountered in the work-
place.

Role-expectation discrepancy occurs when the
responsibilities and professional behaviors an-
ticipated during university education do not corre-
spond with the expectations of hospitals, managers,
colleagues, and healthcare teams. Such discrepancy
may contribute to role ambiguity, anxiety, reduced
confidence, occupational dissatisfaction, burn-
out, and difficulties in professional socialization.
Healthcare professionals who lack role clarity may
be unable to perform efficiently, while ambiguity
regarding responsibilities may adversely influence
both job satisfaction and patient care.

International evidence suggests that newly quali-
fied nurses frequently experience a conflict between
the values and ideals promoted during university
education and the operational realities of clinical
practice. Nursing programs emphasize comprehen-
sive care, critical thinking, evidence-based practice,
patient advocacy, and therapeutic communication.
In contrast, staffing shortages, workload, time pres-
sure, and organizational demands may restrict the
implementation of these principles in practice. De-
spite its importance, few quantitative Iranian stud-
ies have systematically examined discrepancies
between academic and clinical expectations of the
nursing role. The present study therefore investi-
gated novice nurses’ perceptions of differences in
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nursing-role expectations during the transition from
nursing student to professional nurse in Kerman,
Iran.

Methods:

A descriptive—analytical cross-sectional design
was used. The study population consisted of novice
nurses employed at Shafa, Afzalipour, Shahid Be-
heshti, and Shahid Bahonar hospitals affiliated with
Kerman University of Medical Sciences. Nurses
were eligible if they were completing the compul-
sory human-resource service program and were
within their first two years of professional employ-
ment. Withdrawal, unwillingness to continue, and
failure to answer more than 20% of questionnaire
items were exclusion criteria.

Because the number of eligible novice nurses
was limited, census sampling was used. Question-
naires were distributed to all eligible nurses in-
troduced by their head nurses, and data from 131
participants were analyzed. A post hoc power calcu-
lation conducted using G*Power indicated a statis-
tical power of 0.98 for a comparison involving one
questionnaire domain, supporting the adequacy of
the achieved sample.

Data were collected using a demographic and
professional-information form and the Perceptions
of Role Expectations Questionnaire. Background
variables included age, sex, marital status, educa-
tional level, university of graduation, undergradu-
ate grade point average, work experience, current
clinical unit, opportunity to choose the workplace,
participation in an orientation program, duration of
orientation, and the person responsible for work-
place orientation.

The role-expectation questionnaire was devel-
oped by Buteyn based on Benner’s nursing com-
petency framework. It contains 40 items organized
into seven domains: the helping role; teaching and
coaching functions; diagnostic and patient-moni-
toring functions; effective management of rapidly
changing situations; administration and monitoring
of therapeutic interventions and regimens; monitor-
ing and ensuring the quality of healthcare practices;
and organizational and work-role competencies.

For every item, participants separately rated the
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level of role expectation perceived in the university
environment and in clinical practice using a four-
point Likert scale. The difference between clinical
and academic ratings was interpreted as the extent
of discrepancy between the two environments.

The questionnaire was translated into Persian us-
ing forward and backward translation. Ten nursing
faculty members evaluated item relevance, clarity,
and simplicity. The reported Content Validity Index
was 96.8%. Internal consistency was assessed in a
pilot sample of 20 nurses, producing a Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient of 0.92.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 21. The
Kolmogorov—Smirnov test supported the assump-
tion of normality. Frequencies, percentages, means,
and standard deviations were used for descriptive
analysis, while independent-samples t-tests and
analysis of variance were employed for analyti-
cal comparisons. Statistical significance was set
at 0.05. Ethical approval was granted under code
IR.KMU.REC.1404.040.

Results:

A total of 131 novice nurses participated. Most
were women (81.5%), 50.4% were married, and
75.5% were aged 20-25 years. Almost all partic-
ipants held a bachelor’s degree in nursing, and
53.1% reported an undergraduate grade point av-
erage between 17 and 20. Approximately 49% had
less than one year of work experience, while 51%
had between one and two years of experience.

Most participants had not been able to select
their clinical unit or workplace (67.7%). More than
half stated that, if given a choice, they would have
selected specialist units such as the intensive care
unit, coronary care unit, neonatal intensive care
unit, or dialysis. An orientation program had been
provided to 68.2% of nurses at the beginning of em-
ployment. For 45% of those receiving orientation,
the program lasted less than one week. Orientation
was most frequently delivered by experienced clin-
ical nurses or head nurses.

The overall mean role-expectation score was
3.18+0.92 for the university environment and
3.72+0.85 for clinical practice. The overall mean
discrepancy was 0.56=1.15, and the difference was

statistically significant (P<0.001). Novice nurses
therefore perceived that workplace expectations
were substantially greater than those experienced
or communicated during their university education.

Clinical expectations exceeded academic expec-
tations in all seven domains, and all domain-lev-
el discrepancies were statistically significant. The
mean discrepancy was 0.314+1.35 for the help-
ing role, 0.45+1.21 for teaching and coaching,
0.384+1.36 for diagnostic and patient-monitoring
functions, 0.59+1.38 for managing rapidly chang-
ing situations, 0.63+1.19 for administering and
monitoring therapeutic interventions, 0.69+1.29
for monitoring and ensuring quality of care, and
0.76+1.31 for organizational and work-role compe-
tencies.

Organizational and work-role competencies
therefore demonstrated the greatest discrepancy,
whereas the helping role had the smallest differ-
ence.

At the item level, the greatest differences con-
cerned familiarity with shift changes and different
nursing roles, with amean discrepancy of 1.04+1.59;
knowledge of ward equipment, 0.98+1.50; and ap-
propriate and effective documentation, 0.91£1.75.
Other relatively large gaps included communica-
tion with physicians, computer skills, responding to
stressful situations, independently caring for three
or four patients, and knowledge of legal issues.

The smallest discrepancies were observed for re-
specting patients’ cultural backgrounds and differ-
ences, 0.14+1.58; personal motivation, 0.18+1.81;
using reflective practice for personal development,
0.27£1.28; and evaluating the effects of nursing
care, 0.29+1.52. Although several individual items
did not differ significantly, all seven broader do-
mains showed significant discrepancies.

Married nurses perceived significantly less dis-
crepancy than unmarried nurses in the management
of rapidly changing situations (P=0.04). Nurses
who had been able to choose their workplace or
clinical unit also reported less discrepancy in man-
aging unstable situations (P=0.02) and monitoring
and ensuring the quality of care (P=0.01). The nar-
rative results of the manuscript additionally report-
ed a significant difference for organizational and
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work-role competencies (P=0.006).
Conclusion:

The higher expectations reported in clinical prac-
tice may partly reflect nursing shortages and heavy
workloads. When staffing is insufficient, novice
nurses may be required to assume full patient as-
signments and organizational responsibilities be-
fore completing a gradual transition. They may be
expected to manage multiple patients, use unfamil-
iar equipment, document care accurately, commu-
nicate with physicians, and respond independently
to clinical deterioration.

The largest discrepancy in organizational and
work-role competencies suggests that university
programs may emphasize theoretical knowledge
and direct patient care more strongly than practical
organizational responsibilities. Shift organization,
documentation, legal accountability, equipment
management, interprofessional communication,
and workflow coordination may receive insufficient
authentic practice during undergraduate education.

The smaller discrepancy among nurses who se-
lected their clinical unit may be explained by great-
er interest, previous familiarity, relevant student-
placement experience, and increased perceived
control. Allowing graduates to express preferences
may therefore reduce transition stress. Existing ori-
entation programs were frequently shorter than one
week and may not provide sufficient preparation for
the complexity of professional practice.

Nursing curricula should incorporate more au-
thentic preparation for organizational and work-
place responsibilities. Extended clinical place-
ments, final-semester internships, simulation of
unstable conditions, documentation exercises,
equipment training, interprofessional communica-
tion, legal and ethical decision-making, and super-
vised management of multiple patients may reduce
the theory—practice gap.

Hospitals should establish structured transition-
to-practice programs rather than relying on brief
orientation. Preceptorship, mentorship, protected
learning time, gradual assignment of responsibil-
ity, competency-based assessment, and frequent
feedback are particularly important during the first

in Medical Education

months of employment. Involving novice nurses in
unit selection when organizationally feasible may
also facilitate adjustment.

Novice nurses perceived higher professional-
role expectations in clinical practice than in uni-
versity education across all seven domains. The
largest gaps concerned organizational and work-
role competencies, particularly shift-related roles,
knowledge of ward equipment, and documentation.
Greater alignment between academic and clinical
expectations, longer and more authentic clinical
experiences, and structured hospital transition pro-
grams are required.

The cross-sectional design, restriction to hospi-
tals in Kerman, reliance on self-reported percep-
tions, and possible effects of individual and orga-
nizational differences limit the generalizability of
the findings.
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