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Background 
For over a decade, there has been considerable focus on the nursing shortage both 
nationally and internationally (CNA 2009; WHO 2006). Besides recruitment, 
planning in nursing human resources must simultaneously consider retention. 
Professional socialization is recognized as a dynamic process of coming to know 
a professional role that is influenced by a variety of social experiences over time 
(Davis 1975). This process holds implications for both career choice (recruitment) 
and intent to remain (retention) (Day et al. 2005). 

The literature on professional socialization and career choice in nursing recognizes 
that career choice is influenced by past experiences of caregiving, having a family 
member who is a nurse and a desire to care for others (Larsen et al. 2003; Price 
2011). Recent nursing research has also demonstrated that nurses often choose the 
profession based on preconceived notions of nursing as having job security and 
flexibility within a variety of settings and locations. Such notions are influenced by 
media focus on the nursing shortage (Seago 2006). Nurses are also often socialized 
to perceive nursing as a caring profession. However, recent research demonstrates 
the dissonance that can occur when new nurses’ idealistic perceptions of caring are 
confronted by concerns of not being able to provide the care required in practice 
(Mackintosh 2006). Attitudes towards care can move from positive to negative 
through the career socialization process, which holds implications for job satisfac-
tion and retention (Mackintosh 2006). 

To date, much of the nursing literature has focused on understanding why nurses 
choose the profession, yet understanding perceptions and expectations of profes-
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sional choice can also provide insight into career decision-making, such as intent to 
remain (Day et al. 2005). There is currently a gap in our understanding of the migra-
tion and mobility experiences of Canadian nurses, including the context in which 
these decisions are made. Understanding professional socialization within migration 
experiences can provide insight into how to retain nurses within the profession and 
keep them practising in Canada. Moreover, exploring rationales for migration and 
mobility among Canadian nurses can provide insight into the early influences on 
career decisions – information that can be used to develop future recruitment and 
retention policies and practices (McGillis Hall et al. 2012). This paper will present 
qualitative findings specific to the role of professional socialization on career deci-
sion-making in relation to nurse mobility across the provinces and territories (P/T) 
in Canada. 

Methods
A qualitative descriptive design (Sandelowski 2000) was employed to analyze the 
qualitative comments obtained from a larger survey of registered nurses (RNs) and 
licensed practical nurses (LPNs) from across Canada focused on nurse migration 
and mobility (see the paper by McGillis Hall et al. in this Special Issue). Qualitative 
descriptive designs employ mixed methods for sampling, data collection and analy-
sis in seeking to describe phenomena of interest (Sandelowski 2000). The objective 
of this analysis is to describe professional socialization factors that influence career 
decision-making in Canadian nurses. 

Thematic analysis (Morse and Field 1995) and a method of constant compari-
son (Lincoln and Guba 1985) were used to examine relationships and identify 
emerging themes within the data. Trustworthiness of the findings was established 
through reflective journaling and investigator triangulation by involving several 
team members in the analytical process to ensure its accuracy (Lincoln and Guba). 
Qualitative comments from 152 study participants representing eight different P/T 
form the basis for this analysis. The majority of participants were female (93%), 
and close to two-thirds (60%) were married. Additional demographic details are 
provided by McGillis Hall and colleagues (2013). 

Findings
The data provided insight into nurses’ career choice influences and professional 
socialization, including their perceptions and expectations of nursing. The findings 
are presented within two key subthemes that emerged from the analysis: (a) choos-
ing to enter and exit nursing and (b) nursing as a mobile career.

Choosing to enter and exit nursing: Socialized around care
The decision to enter nursing was often grounded in the understanding that nurs-
ing practice was centred on patient care. Participants described choosing a career in 

http://www.longwoods.com/content/23248


nursing specifically for the caring nature of the profession and their desire to work 
directly with patients. In contrast, others described how the nature of nursing work 
was taking them away from the bedside, creating a sense of disillusionment with 
the profession and dissatisfaction with their jobs. Participants identified that the 
distancing of nursing work from the patient, often towards management, would 
incite their exploration of other roles, settings and locations, and other careers: 

Nursing has gone too far away from the “human” aspect of good patient 
care and actually caring for people. Due to cutbacks and very negative atti-
tudes, it is becoming [a] very frustrating profession to work in.

Several participants also stated that their commitment to patients provided an 
incentive to stay in the profession. However, they acknowledged that recent trends 
in care delivery often force nurses away from the bedside into more administrative 
positions. Specifically, participants identified that the role of the RN has evolved 
to include more paperwork and less direct patient contact, a trend that left many 
nurses dissatisfied with their careers and roles: 

Nursing in Canada is turning into paperwork more and more, and patient 
care is declining because of it. There is very little time during a day for 
“hands on” with patients. I became a nurse to look after people, not look 
after “make work” government projects.

I have always loved nursing but lately my feelings are changing due to 
increased workload. It’s like people are not as important as the paperwork. 
This makes me very sad to see where the nursing career is headed. 

Participants described how hospital restructuring, changes in educational prepara-
tion and new models of care contributed to the move of RNs away from direct care 
provision, which was often cited as the main influence in their choice of a nursing 
career. Several mid- to late career nurses also described how they believed the newest 
cohort of nursing professionals was “losing touch with bedside nursing” and identi-
fied a declining emphasis on caring among new nurses: 

I am interested in the calibre of nurses we are now creating. I take in fourth-
year nursing students for a work term and I am appalled at their lack of 
caring and work ethic. What are we teaching our nurses? Nursing used to 
be a “calling” – now it seems it is just a job to the new nurses. I worry about 
patient safety and patient care. 

The topic of recruitment into the profession was identified, with respondents citing 
that recent changes in the nature of nursing work make it difficult to encourage that 
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career choice among others. Some indicate that if given the chance to go back in time, 
they would choose a different career; several spoke of how they would not encourage 
others to follow in their career path, in large part due to challenges in the work envi-
ronment:

In my job, it’s high demands and low on support and respect. This is not a 
workplace that invites young people in or encourages them to healthy work. I 
would hate either of my daughters to follow in this path. Life is too short.

Nursing as a mobile career 
Participants often entered the profession with a perception that nursing was a mobile 
career option. Several described being socialized to view nursing as a career with 
endless job options, including providing the opportunity for relocation and migration, 
within and outside Canada. The data revealed an understanding that nurses could 
work anywhere and that nursing enables variety in both roles and settings: 

I’ve enjoyed moving and seeing other perspectives of nursing in different 
regions. Some more strict (Ontario), some more laid back (Nova Scotia) and 
some in midst of transition of [the] healthcare system (Alberta). I’ve learned 
different ways of seeing things from different economic and political back-
grounds. I enjoy moving and using nursing to facilitate new jobs for my wife 
and I. 

Participants identified several benefits to the mobility associated with being a nurse, 
including the opportunity for travel. Their relocations had occurred primarily for 
employment opportunities, personal reasons or both. Proximity to family and social 
supports were cited as a main influence on migration, and participants described 
nursing as a career that could support these decisions: 

I have found nurses usually will go where there is a full-time job that interests 
them. If family and friends are there too – then that is where they will settle. 
I have seen nurses not leave a city and settle for part-time work for years 
because they do not want to leave family and friends.

Nursing was described as “a career that lends itself to moving around,” and the deci-
sion to move across P/T was often related to spousal employment. The influence of 
gender within the responses was also evident: given that nursing is largely a female 
profession, many participants stated that a career as a nurse enabled them to follow 
their husbands’ work opportunities: 

Married women quite frequently move because their husbands cannot find work in 
[a] certain area. Nurses can find work almost anywhere.

Factors that Influence Career Decisions in Canada’s Nurses   65



Another related theme was that many nurses relocated in response to having a 
spouse in the military. Several participants identified that they themselves were 
military nurses, a fact that also influenced their mobility decisions and reflected 
their understanding that a nursing career would support relocation. Despite being 
drawn to nursing because it was a career that enabled mobility and migration, 
participants also described how the decision to move was not easy: 

It is never easy to uproot your life to another location when it is not your 
choice, but the choice of your spouse when they have the opportunity for a 
better job. 

Discussion 
Choosing to enter and exit nursing: Socialized around care
Canadian nurses in this study described how “caring” and direct patient contact 
were central to their choice of nursing and career satisfaction. They expressed a 
desire to work in direct care roles and to maintain the connection with the patient 
within their practice. Hospital restructuring, changes in educational preparation 
and new models of care were described as key factors contributing to moving nurses 
away from direct patient care, which was often cited as the main influence in their 
choice of a nursing career. The centrality of the concept of caring within the choice 
of nursing is well recognized in the literature (Mackintosh 2006) and remains key 
to career choice in new graduates (Price 2011). New nurses often experience a level 
of cognitive dissonance in relation to having their ideals about nurses and nursing, 
and patient care, challenged within the “real world” (Day et al. 2005). These findings 
indicate that the lack of focus on caring within practice causes not only discord but 
can also lead to nurses’ job dissatisfaction and attrition. 

Participants in this study identified the need to emphasize the rewards and chal-
lenges of a nursing career in the context of the current realities of nursing practice. 
Recruitment initiatives need to support more realistic perceptions and expecta-
tions of nursing given new models of care delivery and evolving scopes of practice 
(Whitehead et al. 2007). Although these findings are similar to extant research iden-
tifying that nurses enter the profession to care for patients, our study provides new 
insight into how professional socialization experiences can affect job satisfaction, 
transition and intent to remain within the profession (Peterson et al. 2011).

Nursing as a mobile career choice 
In addition to being drawn to the caring aspects of the profession, participants were 
also socialized to the notion that nursing was a career that enabled mobility. Most 
of the respondents viewed the opportunity for mobility within nursing as a defin-
ing characteristic and positive feature of the profession. Their choice of nursing 
was informed by the perception that it was a mobile career and that nurses could 
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find employment anywhere. Recent research into new graduates’ perspectives on a 
nursing career demonstrate that geographic mobility is an attractive feature of the 
profession (Gillis et al. 2004), especially among younger, single or childless women 
(Robinson et al. 2008). Research also demonstrates that the upcoming generations 
of nurses often choose nursing based on the ability to be mobile within their career 
(Price 2011). 

The opportunity to migrate was cited as beneficial for both personal and profes-
sional reasons. Participants identified that proximity to family was an influence on 
migration intentions, a finding echoed in a recent study of new graduate nurses 
in Canada (Freeman et al. 2012). The mobility associated with nursing enabled 
respondents to follow their spouse’s careers, especially for military families. 
Research in gender and career mobility has recognized that professions that facili-
tate mobile careers, such as nursing, often enable women to follow their husband’s 
work (Bonney 1991). In addition to personal reasons, this study demonstrated that 
nurses often chose to migrate for professional growth, employment opportunities 
and career advancement. Participants identified that mobility within nursing could 
also enhance career development, a finding that echoes recent research into the 
migration intentions of newly graduated Canadian nurses (Freeman et al. 2012). 
Understanding that individuals are socialized to view nursing and enter the profes-
sion based on opportunities for mobility holds implications for nurse recruitment 
and retention.

Implications 
This research offers insight into the factors that influence nurses’ career decision-
making. Given that patient care is central to the choice of nursing as a career, this 
study supports the need for recruitment and socialization initiatives that realisti-
cally portray nursing practice within the context of contemporary nursing roles and 
evolving scopes of practice. Moreover, there is a need for professional nursing organ-
izations, employers and educational institutions to collaborate to ensure adequate 
recruitment messages and professional socialization. Early socialization strategies 
such as job-shadowing and student employment programs have been shown to 
enhance understanding about nurses’ roles and increase retention among new 
graduates (Gamroth et al. 2006). Dissonance and distress during transition to 
practice are not new phenomena in nursing. However, socialization supports that 
enhance nurses’ understanding of current practice roles, care environments and 
career development can improve satisfaction and retention within nursing, espe-
cially for new graduates (Freeman et al. 2012; Peterson et al. 2011) and upcoming 
generations of nurses (Price 2009).

The need for policies and practices that support internal migration in the country 
was also highlighted, as mobility is a key feature of the profession and an incentive 
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to choosing nursing as a career. Given the perceptions of nursing as a mobile career, 
one strategy to retain nurses seeking mobility opportunities may be to highlight 
inter-P/T nursing positions and for employment and regulatory bodies to support 
internal migration. Such strategies can ensure that Canadian nurses not only 
continue to be employed within Canada but also remain within the profession. 

Conclusion
The findings of this qualitative analysis are not intended to show causation or be gener-
alized to other populations. However, this research provides an in-depth, contextualized 
understanding of the role of professional socialization in career decision-making related 
to nurse mobility. Through a process of professional socialization, individuals enter 
a career with perceptions and expectations of what that profession entails. This study 
demonstrates that early perceptions and expectations of nursing practice can influ-
ence nurses’ future career decisions, such as mobility and intent to remain. The deci-
sion to enter the nursing profession often centres on a desire to provide high-quality 
care to patients. Evolving scopes of practice and increasing administrative non-direct 
care activities, which are perceived as incongruent with career expectations, can lead to 
professional dissatisfaction and attrition. Given the growing complexity of population 
health needs and the recent emphasis on innovative health human resources manage-
ment, there is further opportunity to explore how nurses can best contribute to patient 
care in ways that align with their expectations, interests and expertise. Moreover, with 
the increasing attention on recruitment and retention to address the growing nursing 
shortage, there is an opportunity to provide early socialization experiences that more 
accurately portray the realities and possibilities of contemporary practice. 

Nursing is also widely viewed as a career that enables mobility and relocation to accom-
modate both family considerations and professional development opportunities. 
Geographic mobility and the opportunity for travel are regarded as attractive features 
of the nursing profession, especially for younger generations of nurses. Employment 
agencies and policy leaders must explore ways in which migration between P/T can 
be supported and facilitated as a strategy to enhance retention of nurses within both 
Canada and the nursing profession.
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