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Worldwide, nurse practitioners (NPs) provide a wide range of direct care services to people 
at every stage of life1. In addition to treating illnesses, they teach individuals and their families about 
healthy living, preventing and managing illnesses2. In the majority of countries, this essential health 
care provider has several steps along their educational journey to become an Nurse Practitioner 
(NP). Most commonly, the individual is a registered nurse (RN) who has practiced extensively and 
developed considerable clinical expertise before applying for advanced practice graduate courses. 
However, the transition from RN to NP may prove to be difficult, and those who choose to pursue 
this new role are faced with many challenges. Moreover, there is a significant cognitive shift from 
an experienced RN to an inexperienced, new NP. This adjustment in professional identity from an 
‘expert’ RN to a ‘novice’ NP has the potential to decrease self-confidence, impede professional role 
development and may negatively influence decisions of new NPs to remain in the profession during 
the first year of clinical practice3.

To better understand this issue, we undertook an integrative review of the literature to 
identify factors that contribute to the successful role transition from RN to NP. The main objective 
was to synthesize what is known about supportive measures for NP entry into practice, and provide 
recommendations for future research and support. The search was limited to published English 
language journal articles and was not restricted by date of publication. Inclusion criteria included articles 
addressing the role transition from RN to NP and the factors that supported or hindered the transition 
process. Initially, 674 non-duplicate records were identified, with title and abstract review eliminating 
613 records, leaving 61 items for full text screening. Full text review identified 30 articles that met 
the inclusion criteria. Thirteen articles used qualitative methods (survey, focus groups, telephone, 
and interview methodologies), 7 studies used quantitative methods (surveys, questionnaires, and 
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pre-posttest studies), and 10 literature reviews from countries including the United States, Australia, 
Ireland and Sweden.

Successful role transition results in a competent and confident NP who relishes the challenges 
the new role brings4. In this review, three broad themes were identified including academic and training 
factors, individual experiences and administrative and professional workplace factors. Within these, 
eight areas emerged as opportunities to support RN to NP transition. These include (a) awareness 
of role transition, (b) preceptorship, (c) academic faculty support, (d) social support, (e) fellowship 
and residency programs, (f) mentorship, (g) role clarity and interdisciplinary collaboration, and (h) 
orientation.

Academic and training factors

Academic Faculty Support: because the role of the NP continues to evolve and is influenced 
by many environmental issues, the preparation of the NP by the academic institution needs to be 
assessed on a frequent basis5. Strategies to assist the novice NP through the transition period are 
essential to decrease the negative consequences of their experience4,6. Qualitative research through 
focus groups in which 21 recent NP graduates5 suggest a number of methods in which academic 
faculty can facilitate the NP graduate’s transitional adjustment period. These include: (a) introducing 
the students to professional organizations and other possible support people; (b) seeking avenues 
of staying connected to the new graduate such as through innovative technology and continuing 
education programs; (c) establishing curricula with increased collaboration between medical and NP 
students during the school years to assist in a mutual understanding of roles; (d) planning seminars 
with the students emphasizing the adjustment phase of moving from expert, to novice, and back to 
expert; (e) sharing tips on how to manage limited time when in practice; (f) exploring methods with 
the students on how to manage and synthesize the volumes of journal readings; (g) discussing with 
students the loss of privacy that may occur and the need for a protective banner; and (h) emphasizing 
the gains in personal satisfaction that will offset any negatives5. Educators who conduct seminars to 
assist students in their adjustment to the practitioner role can structure discussion around expectations 
of students regarding their perception of the role and how those expectations change as students’ 
progress through training7–8.

Preceptorship: to close the gap between education and practice, preceptorships have been 
used to support NPs’ clinical learning, both before and after graduation9. Preparedness for practice 
is a critical issue for new NPs, many who report feeling overwhelmed, frustrated, and inadequate10. 
Adequate preparation of preceptors for their responsibilities in supervising and mentoring students is 
critical for a productive learning experience. Preceptors should recognize that NP students have not yet 
achieved their highest level of proficiency8. A preceptorship model between an experienced expert NP 
and a student NP that enables frequent contact, evaluations and positive reinforcement, may protect 
against possible feelings of isolation, enhance professional advancement and build confidence. In 
order to enhance professional advancement and develop a sense of unity, networking can promote 
collegial support, develop a sense of unity and enable effective communication channels to boost 
communication11. Training and adjusting preceptors’ schedules to allow learning to take place when 
in the program may provide NP students with the support necessary for them to increase autonomy 
in their clinical decision making skills9.
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Fellowship and Residency Programs: Residency models are of benefit for new-graduate 
NPs to ease the transition to practice and promote patient care quality, and nurse retention, and 
satisfaction12–14. These programs support new NPs or those transitioning to new areas of practice, 
provide them with the opportunity to gain valuable management skills, help them formalize their identity 
as NPs, and affirm their confidence as they take on their new roles14. NPs who complete residency 
training reported feeling that they were more efficient providers15. NP fellowship programs have been 
implemented in several health care settings, especially in specialty areas, as a way to improve job 
satisfaction by augmenting skill, competency, and confidence16. Continuation of NP fellowships is 
recommended for a successful NP role transition to develop clinical growth, retention, leadership 
skills, and ultimately an expert clinician16–18.

Individual experience factors 

Awareness of Role Transition: NPs commonly report feeling underprepared, and find 
themselves relying on their prior nursing experience, rather than their NP education and advanced 
clinical care provider15,19. Main personal barriers to a successful transition from an RN to the NP role 
are loss of confidence, shift of status and identity confusion and poor job satisfaction. In essence, the 
new NP graduate leaves the comfort zone of the RN scope practice to enter an advanced practice 
role as a novice which is accompanied by associated stress, anxiety, isolation, inadequacy and role 
ambiguity, commonly leading to feelings of incompetence19–22. Novice NPs struggle with the challenge 
of providing safe and competent care to their clients while continuing to fill the gaps in their developing 
knowledge base. They are expected to have advanced clinical skills and be able to think critically and 
integrate advanced assessment, pathophysiology, and pharmacology while simultaneously maintaining 
a biopsychosocial nursing focus23. New graduates are expected to function at an advanced level 
yet, it has been reported that there is significant uncertainty regarding their role in an increasingly 
demanding profession7,20–21,24. Consequently, this impaired role development can affect employment 
continuity and the decision to leave the profession within the first year of practice25–27. Indeed, the 
initial transitional year is thought to be the critical foundation on which new NP professionals build 
their practice25,27. An awareness of the stages that the typical novice NPs go through during the initial 
year of practice and the potential stressors they face may provide insight into the magnitude of the 
problem7,25–26. Understanding NPs’ role transitions could be used to feed-forward the development of 
‘support scaffolding’ such as mentoring and support networks, aiming to enhance smooth passage from 
RN to NP11. The assumption is that a better awareness of the transitional process will lead to greater 
understanding and a shorter adjustment period5,7,19. However, awareness precedes engagement. 
Once an individual is aware, the individual can then become “immersed in the transition process 
and undertake activities such as seeking information or support, modifying former activities, and 
making sense of the circumstances”19. Recognizing that feelings of disconnectedness and anxiety 
are normal and time-limited is the first step in understanding the process7. A greater understanding 
of NP role transition can help students recognize certain feelings and behaviors as a normal part 
of the transitional process and use more positive coping mechanism27. It has been suggested that 
the NP who engages in self-reflection will work through the transitional process more effectively, as 
opposed to spending time on fears7.
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Administrative and professional workplace factors 

Orientation: the importance of a thorough orientation period and the support of other 
professionals, particularly staff nurses and NP coworkers, is especially influential in the transition 
process4,28. Formal orientation programs provide the foundation for successful practice and are 
augmented by additional opportunities for professional growth16,25. Novice NPs report a higher job 
satisfaction when they are offered a formal orientation program, successfully preparing and empowering 
them while allowing timely transitions and increased role satisfaction26,29.

Social support: the word “support” is used to describe new role experiences and is viewed as 
one of the most important elements of a successful transition4. Because the role transition of the novice 
NP is often stressful, social support including support from peers, physicians, family, and patients, is 
especially vital to the novice NP during the transitional period30. Involvement in professional groups 
and organizations can prevent feelings of isolation5. Novice NPs should be encouraged to develop 
support networks among their peers to remind them of the universality of their feelings4 in addition to 
ongoing networking opportunities30. Several factors that positively affect the RN to NP transition are 
support/mentorship, autonomy, the opportunity for professional growth and development, flexibility 
with work-life balance, and a sense of purpose in their work15,30.

Mentorship: mentorship is defined as an intense relationship between a novice and an 
expert to promote role socialization and, ultimately, role success of the novice32. Mentoring creates 
a supportive environment to advance the beginner’s learning and fill the gap between didactic 
information and real-world experience. Working with a mentor is an effective strategy to ease stress 
and anxiety experienced during that first year of NP practice. A mentoring relationship augments 
the development of the novice NP’s knowledge and clinical skills within the context of individualized 
guidance and support. Time spent with a mentor facilitates socialization into the NP role, promotes 
self-efficacy, and enables novice NPs to meet the demands of the organization and health care 
system25,28,31. The careful selection of a mentor to facilitate role development and job satisfaction is 
important. Professional colleagues need to be patient, give verbal support, and consistent guidelines 
during this transitional period because their encouragement is important in the professional growth 
and acceptance of the NP5. Feedback about their work is important and helps the NPs to develop 
confidence in their assessment and diagnostic skills29.

In addition to guiding novice NPs in developing their clinical competence and skill, mentors 
offer a realistic view of the NP role and provide support to the novice NP during times of stress and 
uncertainty. Mentors also facilitate integration and socialization within this health care setting. The time 
spent with a mentor provides the novice NP with the opportunity to realize that learning is a lifelong 
process and although some days are better than others, the NP role can be very gratifying19,25,32.

Expert NPs play a valuable part in easing the transition into the NP role, but they should not be 
solely responsible for this task. Health care organizations need to embrace a culture of mentoring to 
promote a healthy work environment, facilitate learning, and encourage staff retention. Most importantly, 
organizations must allot funding for mentorship and mentorship programs. This involves providing 
orientation and educational training programs for mentors and mentees and supplying opportunities 
for personal and professional growth22.
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Role Clarity and Interdisciplinary Collaboration: professional collaboration between 
experienced health care providers is essential for orientation and transition into practice4,17. A literature 
review study18 discovered that when NPs were able to collaborate with their interdisciplinary team, 
physicians, or other advanced practice providers, they felt more supported, had more self-confidence, 
and reported a more successful transition8,15,30. Transitioning to the role of NP is complex and dependent 
on the individual and the attitudes of healthcare colleagues. Change and adaptation are required of 
both the NP and members of the healthcare team. Failure to adapt by either party undermines the 
potential for NPs to deliver improved health care28. Some practitioners recalled early frustration and 
anxiety stemming from unclear job descriptions and little administrative support in their clinical setting33. 
Clarity of expectations and a gradual increase in responsibilities are likely to optimize adjustment to 
the NP role34.

The most frequently cited extrinsic obstacles reported by novice NPs were colleagues’ negativity 
or lack of understanding of the NP role34–35. Struggling to identify as an advanced nurse in the new 
role while trying to merge the roles of nursing and medicine results in unclear boundaries and identity 
confusion9. Greater understanding by colleagues and employers regarding the continued role transition 
of new NPs may facilitate more positive relationships and less criticism as NPs continue to grow and 
assume their new responsibilities5,30,35–36.

Summary

The results and recommendations arising from this review have broad and international 
relevance. The NP role responds to the need for increased healthcare resources, with a well-
qualified practitioner offering timely access to efficient and affordable health services internationally37. 
Accordingly, it is essential that novice NPs be supported as they transition into their new roles. Aiming 
to develop a competent, confident, expert NP is a wise and efficient investment4. As described above, 
educational institutions, employers, novice NPs and NP professional organizations all have key roles 
in the successful transition from student to primary care practitioner30 Increased awareness amongst 
educators may facilitate optimal preceptorship experiences and anticipatory discussions of role 
transitions. One important aspect is to connect novice NPs with mentors and professional association 
supports as early as possible to develop supportive professional and social networks. Employers 
too share in the responsibility of ensuring requirements are met to promote the continuing education 
and retention of novice NPs. Investing in NP specific orientation and mentorship is a highly effective 
training, support and retention strategy. Moreover, investment in organizational multidisciplinary teams 
at the practice level not only supports the novice NP but the system as a whole. In this manuscript we 
have summarized specific, actionable and cost-effective approaches to facilitate RN to NP transitions. 
Future work could focus on individual or combined interventions across organizations facilitating a 
smooth transition into advanced practice27,30.
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