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A B S T R A C T

Objective: This study aimed to explore the experiences of early career academic nurses as they shape their career
path in one Australian university.
Background: The early years of academic career development can be challenging as individuals learn to adjust to
the teaching, research and service mission of universities. Tertiary institutions have an obligation to provide
future nursing leaders with relevant and timely support during the formative phase of career development, to be
successful in a competitive global environment.
Design: A qualitative descriptive approach was used and data were analysed thematically using Braun and Clarke
(2006) six phase process.
Methods: Eleven early career academic nurses who were interviewed, had completed, or were near completion
of a doctorate and were within seven years of full-time academic employment.
Results: The four themes that emerged from the analysis were: embarking on the journey; the toil of the journey;
fellow travellers on the journey, and strategies for a successful journey.
Conclusions: Findings from this study can be used to inform customised mentorship programs for nurse aca-
demics during their initial stage of career employment.

What is already known about this topic?

• The global nursing shortage impacts on the growth of quality
academic leaders.

• Nurses entering the academy for a career need support and
guidance.

• Support mechanisms for individual successful career building
remain ‘hit and miss’.

What does this paper add?

• It contributes to the growing literature on novice nurse aca-
demics and their support sources.

• The results provide valuable information for planners of or-
ientation and induction programs in faculties where nurse
academics are employed.

• For nurses already employed, it can provide reassurance while

developing their journey.

1. Introduction

Globally, the higher education sector is dynamic and complex
(Norton and Cakitaki, 2016); performance expectations are high
(Dollinger et al., 2018) and support varied (Norton et al., 2013). Early
Career Academic Nurses (ECANs) are future leaders and therefore es-
sential to the sustainability of the discipline, yet numbers in many areas
remain poor due to attrition and the global shortage of nurses (Halcomb
et al., 2014). Non-traditional trajectories into academic life (McDermid
et al., 2013) along with a limited understanding of sources and effective
supports can also impact on ECAN growth. Additionally, the less
structured, open academic environment also presents a challenge to
ECANs who are more familiar with highly structured clinical environ-
ments. Consequently, an in-depth understanding of the experiences of
ECANs is needed to source relevant, appropriate and workable supports
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to engender career progression. This paper reports on the findings from
a qualitative study that sought to explore the experiences of a group of
ECANs employed in one Australian university.

2. Background

Restructuring of universities worldwide has had a profound impact
on the relationship between nursing academics, their workplace
(McDermid et al., 2016), and career development opportunities
(Knights and Clarke, 2014) resulting in academic work becoming in-
creasingly demanding with fewer full-time academics to provide the
expected and much needed high quality outcomes (Coates and
Goedegebuure, 2012). Nursing academia has been particularly im-
pacted, resulting in severe staffing shortages in some areas (Buchan
et al., 2015). This is primarily due to nurses often entering an academic
career later in life (Nardi and Gyurko, 2013); the length of time taken to
obtain a doctorate: a qualification seen as a necessary for entry to the
academy (Jackson et al., 2011), and the aging academic workforce
(Buchan et al., 2013). Linear career progression has also declined, along
with a loss of academics to the corporate sector (Bexley et al., 2013)
leading to increasing calls for the higher education sector to assist no-
vice academics to acclimatise to these changes (Coates and
Goedegebuure, 2012) and assist those currently employed to achieve
‘personal and professional career growth’ (Jackson et al., 2011) thus re-
ducing the ‘brain drain’ in higher education (Campbell and O'Meara,
2014).

Hoekstra (2011) has coined the term ‘career identity’ to illustrate the
personal nature of career building. He argues that individuals desiring a
career identity must take a proactive approach to achieve timely pro-
gression. Of importance is the realisation that a career identity should
be both an individual and a shared process which takes context into
account (Mikačić and Ovsenik, 2013). It is likened to what Noer (2009)
has called a ‘personal contract’ with the workplace and with self: giving
equal responsibility to both. Employees require education with an
emphasis on the meaning of career identity and how to self-manage
work-life balance (Zhang, 2010). McIlveen et al. (2011) also re-
commends a shift in career attitudes from the salary driven and ob-
jective conditions of a career, and more attention paid to subjective
values, such as job satisfaction, resulting from academics exerting more
control and being more proactive in their career advancement
(Campbell and O'Meara, 2014; Sutherland, 2017). Greater control can
then result in what has been described as ‘a portable repertoire of com-
petencies’ which offer currency and marketability (Hoekstra, 2011). A
repertoire that gives rise to an individual's proactive approach to their
career marketability through positive attitudes, adaptability and self-
management (Zhang, 2010). In other words, career development is
more successful when the individual rather than the organisation is in
control (Musselin, 2013). To enable effective control for ECANs, their
journey requires support, belief in their own abilities and having a
positive approach to planning their career needs (Sutherland, 2017). By
better understanding the journey, faculties can more effectively support
ECANs to shape their development in a timely and productive way.

Research questions:

• What are the experiences of academic nurses on early career de-
velopment opportunities and support mechanisms used?

• How do early career academic nurses describe their experiences and
mechanisms of support when career building?

3. Methodology and methods

3.1. Objective

This study aimed to explore the experiences of early career aca-
demic nurses as they shape their career path.

3.2. Design and setting

The paper presents findings of the first phase of a three-phase
qualitative descriptive study that used an appreciative inquiry approach
to implement a program for early career academic nurses. The study
took place in one large metropolitan university in Sydney, Australia.

3.3. Participants

Inclusion criteria for the study were academic nurses:

• employed in a fixed-term ongoing position;

• within seven years of commencing an academic role (allowing for
career disruptions); and

• at least one year into, or having completed a doctorate.

3.4. Ethical considerations

Following university ethics approval, fifteen full-time ECANs who
met the above criteria were sent an email by a faculty administrator
that included an invitation, information statement and consent form.
Pseudonyms have been used and careful attention taken to de-identify
the quotes used throughout the study.

3.5. Data collection

In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted in a private
area located on university premises and convenient to all participants.
The interviews were undertaken by the primary author and audio re-
corded with the participant's permission. An interview protocol in-
cluded open-ended questions regarding experiences of career develop-
ment, and factors that have supported or given direction to their
progress. Probes and prompts and extra questions were asked as ne-
cessary to capture richer data (Bryman, 2008). Each interview lasted
between one and a half to 2 h in duration and audio recordings were
professionally transcribed and verified by the primary author. Ob-
servations and reflections were entered into a journal by the researcher
directly following each interview.

3.6. Analysis

Braun and Clarke (2006) six phase approach of thematic analysis
was conducted to identify themes. This process provides ‘a rich and
detailed, yet complex account of data’ (Nowell et al., 2017). Transcripts
were read multiple times to become familiar with the data and to make
notations of career behaviours, values and support strategies in order to
form initial ideas. Individual responses to questions were arranged
systematically on a spreadsheet with a separate cell for each response.
Responses were colour coded to match the individual respondent and
new codes recorded as they were identified. Codes were arranged into
subthemes and potential overarching themes. Significance was awarded
to codes that reflected the research questions and were frequently cited
(Bryman, 2008). A thematic map followed, illustrating the connecting
subthemes and four major themes. Substantial time was given to re-
viewing all transcripts and coding for any missing codes before the four
major themes were finalised. To complete the process an analysis was
written using key quotes to support the data.

3.7. Rigour

Although outlined as linear, this analysis was an iterative process
with increasing immersion and familiarity with the data (Sandelowski
and Leeman, 2012). Several techniques were employed in order to es-
tablish trustworthiness, including maintaining a journal, review of a
selection of transcripts by other members of the team, and discussion of
themes at multiple supervisory meetings. Member checking was also
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conducted; each participant read their transcripts and a copy of the
corresponding themes for feedback on accuracy and authenticity.

4. Results

Eleven of the fifteen available full-time ECANs agreed to be inter-
viewed, two males and nine females. Ages ranged from 30 to 55 years of
age and all had been in full time employment with the faculty between
eleven months to six years. While the eleven nurse academics offered
separate and varied accounts of their pathway into a career in academia
and were of different ages, this study targeted their early experiences of
development in full-time ECAN positions. This allowed for summarising
the data into key themes that gave evidence of their experiences of
developing as academics and what factors supported that development.

From the interview transcripts it became apparent that the transi-
tion to academia reflected a type of journey. The participants described
feelings of anticipation and apprehension as they traversed the aca-
demic landscape, via routes that were often uncharted. They learned to
negotiate unexpected challenges along the way. The four key themes
that emerged from the transcripts included:

• Embarking on the journey;

• The toil of the journey;

• Fellow travellers on the journey; and

• Strategies for a successful journey.

4.1. Embarking on the journey

What became evident from the interviews was that the participants'
motivations for embarking on an academic career were diverse but
immediate supports for the journey were remarkably similar. Only two
had made a deliberate decision to pursue an academic career and rea-
sons varied for the other nine. Four had ‘put a toe into the water’ and
decided to ‘take a position after a successful interview’. One stated it had
been ‘serendipitous with no burning desire to be an academic’. Another
stated that being an academic was a way of ‘giving something back to
society’. Two participants had ‘a passion for research and this [academic
role] would enable them to follow that passion’. These various motivators
seemed to strengthen and fortify some of the participants; while those
who were more ambivalent about the academic role appeared to
struggle, at times, with the challenges that change can bring. Of im-
portance to most during this change was the need to have a ‘safe start’.
For several this was an understanding of ‘the things that you could change
and the things that you couldn't change’ and a person that they go to,
where they felt safe ‘to ask those stupid questions’, or, ‘to have a go and to
receive feedback that was not always positive’. As one stated ‘as newcomers
we need people who can maintain the spirit… we don't have a coach’.

The skills required to support the journey varied depending on
previous experiences. Academic skills like research and writing were
already in place and just needed honing:

‘I think skills in writing which I never kind of really appreciated, even for
my PhD … It's like you have actually got to be good at this, and you have
actually got to like it, so if you don't like it you're stuck, because you will
do a lot of it’.

[Chris]

Other skills, such as the immediate ‘nuts and bolts of the job’, or, as
one said ‘the hidden skills’, were a necessity for success in fulfilling the
ECAN role and all agreed that although they couldn't learn everything
in ‘one go’, if they had been ‘pointed in the right direction early’ to those
skills that would have helped them to be ‘more a part of it’, ‘to be able to
prioritise’ and they would have ‘worried less about the future and their
ability to cope’ or, ‘enjoy what we do’.

4.2. The toil of the journey

All of the participants recognised that a career in academia required
them ‘to work long hours’ and ‘out of hours’; ultimately causing each
academic to ask themselves ‘how hard do I want to work?’ Concerns
about workload were illustrated, in part, by the attrition of two of the
participants leaving shortly after the first set of interviews. Their
thoughts had become clarified as result of the ‘all-consuming adminis-
tration’ and decided to take up other job opportunities that gave more
time to pursue their passion in clinical research.

During the interviews, many of the participants reflected on what
was essential for academic career progress. While most seemed resigned
to ‘working hard’, the topic of work-life balance was a recurring point of
discussion, seen as essential for resilience and the need to adapt to the
demands of academic life:

‘You need to get savvy about managing expectations and I think you need
to prioritise your wellbeing … and that's all part of resilience. Making
time for other activities outside of work, builds your resilience. Because
resilience is pretty much how you deal with adversity’?

[Adrian]

‘I try and keep some work-life balance… I was working seven days a
week and that's not healthy … I'm not very good with ‘no’ but I've been
working on some techniques’.

[Jamie]

The participants described different ways of managing the workload
and the multiple demands of the academic role, with some recognising
the need to set clear boundaries: particularly in regard to research:

‘… in the six months that I've been here … I have actually thought, no,
that will take away from my research and I don't want to not have re-
search … research is really, really, really pivotal to me and my work’.

[Andy]

These sentiments were echoed by those who had been in the role for
a few years with one stating that they must be ‘able to say no… at the
same time thinking about things in the long term’. Another participant
noted that there is a need to ‘lock yourself in a room and really be really,
really selfish … set up really clear boundaries and look after yourself’. One
of the participants noted that:

‘In the end “you have got to enjoy what you do, and actually be interested
in what it is that you're researching or teaching in order to develop an
increasing depth and sophistication in one's field”’.

[Alex]

4.3. Fellow travellers on the journey

The initial period of employment as an academic was, for many, a
time of adjustment to the demands and expectations of academia and
coming to terms with what was often a lonely transition journey.
Although one of the participants called this time ‘the honeymoon period’,
most of the others felt alienated some or all of the time, and described
not being able to ‘find anywhere to fit in’ and ‘starting the role as a lone
ranger’. This contrasted markedly with many of the participants' pre-
vious workplace experiences where working as part of a team was more
common. While some of the participants described feelings of lone-
liness, others experienced academic life as being simply ‘being alone’.
For example, one participant noted that:

‘You need to be able to work on your own and be comfortable in your
own space because sometimes you do spend long times working on your
own.’

[Terry]

Participants recognised the importance of collegial relationships to
workplace satisfaction and sense of belonging. Some described the
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importance of having a peer group and offices in close proximity, with
one suggesting that these strategies ‘helped us settle in and grow together’.
Another stated:

‘I think that it is nice if you are employed on the same day … it just gives
you that little starter support. I know for the first few weeks that the four
of us were like a little pack … so it was nice to have familiar faces there
when you start’.

[Drew]

For some of the participants the early years of employment as an
academic was a process of negotiating a role for themselves within what
was often seen as ‘foreign territory’. They often questioned their ‘fit’
within the university context, particularly in regards to the need to be
an active researcher. For example, one stated:

‘The first year and a half or two years, I was still settling in, kind of thing.
I actually didn't know the term early career researcher until I had been
here for two years. I didn't know what the heck that was’?

[Jamie]

Some saw relationships with mentors as essential to helping them
find their way in the academic environment; they provided inspiration,
guidance and the support needed to achieve career success:

‘A mentor is the most important thing … a leader in your field, someone
that you aspire to be’.

[Chris]

‘I have three [mentors] that I talk to on a regular basis about where I
want to be and where I want to go to’.

[Dale]

Although the provision of collegial support for newcomers by
mentors was considered important, some of the participants felt that
this type of ‘goodwill was not valued enough by the faculty’.

4.4. Strategies for a successful journey

One of the strategies viewed by the participants as key to academic
career development was adaptability and the ability to ‘bend and adjust’.
This was explained in several different ways, for example, one of the
participants said: ‘you've got to be really flexible’, ‘be willing to take risks
and be wrong’ and ‘to keep reinventing things or to be on that continual cycle
of regeneration, improvement’. Another participant emphasised the im-
portance of time and perseverance to growth and success: ‘you keep
growing and become more competent … know what works for your career
and what doesn't’.

Even though many of the participants were relatively new to the
higher education sector, most had recognised that universities were
increasingly adopting a business model that they needed to learn to
work within. One noted that ‘universities are corporations, and gone are
the days of ivory tower people just floating about doing what they want’.
Resource and staffing limitations impacted a number of the participants
and they noted that because there was a limited number of full-time
academics to ‘answer those pesky questions’ they often needed to rely on
‘corridor talk’ or manage issues and concerns autonomously: Even ses-
sions with their development supervisor could not guarantee the an-
swer, as they often ‘did not know what I was talking about’. Instead one
found that:

‘I needed to actively look for the answer. Sometimes you might be lucky
and someone knows and helps but it takes time, so I learnt to be able to
work as smart as I can or else I wouldn't have got anything done this
year’.

[Jamie]

For many participants, belonging to a research team was critical for
success: having a team to say ‘go for that grant, and them having the faith
in me to go for it’. Many of them had become strategic in relation to

developing the research collaborations needed for career development:

‘… the days of there being lots of money around for everybody is di-
minishing … we have to look at other ways of getting money. … Get
yourself involved with a strong research team … that can help you de-
velop’.

[Chris]

Working by one's self and the ability to look ahead was perceived ‘as
only getting so far in my progress’. To move forward and develop a re-
search track record, one participant commented that she needed to
‘know the projects to be involved in and who to work with’.

5. Discussion

The work by Inkson and Arthur (2001) provides a platform for the
discussion. They argued that successful organisations are created
through securing and supporting successful employees: making it an
advantage to invest in the new employee and focus on the individual as
an asset. In the early stages of employment transition, employees
should be encouraged to belong, know the work, be self-orientated to
finding out and getting to ‘know’ the ‘why’ (the purpose of the work)
‘how to do’ and ‘whom to know’ in the organisation and this will allow
them to have ‘purpose, motivation and identification’ (Inkson and Arthur,
2001). The assumption is that these factors will aid the employees to
find opportunities that allow them to gain direction, aid the employees
to find opportunities that allow them to develop as academics and
thrive within the environment. In reciprocation, the employee will
bring energy, skills and experience which if captured, enhances the
organisation's reputation, allowing both the employee and organisation
to thrive in a competitive environment.

If we apply the above sentiments to the participants, we can see that
the ECANs had made inroads into a career in academia through a
journey of ‘working hard’, finding their ‘fit’, making tentative future
plans and have importantly, recognised who was the best equipped to
be supportive to their advancement, but at a heavy cost to their energy,
commitment and enjoyment. Progression was perceived to be an ‘ex-
pectation of the role’ but some talked of a disconnect between what the
ECANs perceived as progress and what their supervisors valued. The
academics noted that factors leading to progress were: embracing hard
work, being able to adjust, becoming ‘savvy’ with their everyday
workload and learning to work smart by prioritising life and work
commitments. These however also took a toll on the workers as they
shaped their career path and misdirection was common. It is clear from
the participants' conversations that early support was significant to
their development, opportunities and progress. This support took dif-
ferent forms at different times, depending on the individual's needs. For
example, participants' discussed support given as a result of corridor
conversations, or working closely with formal teams while for others,
mentors (a few from earlier doctorate experiences or work places) had
been essential for ‘settling in’, role modelling and providing corporate
knowledge. There are also strong indications in the data that to be a
success, you have to feel comfortable in what you do, that hard work
alone is not enough, be a credible writer, move in the right circles to
advance your work, be a responsible academic and have leadership
qualities. For continued progression as one participant stated, you also
need ‘organic’ assistance in the form of a mentor who has faith in your
abilities, who will give sound advice regarding your work and con-
fidence to pursue your career.

Although mentors, supervisors and other resources can be key to
early career academics, if there is to be success for the individual, di-
rection or guidance should be fostered in a safe and early environment
in order to be of benefit for academic opportunities. Those in the study
who had the opportunity for early effective direction gave evidence of
having adjusted more quickly and exuded more self-confidence in their
decisions, outcomes and where they were heading, both inside and
outside the organisation. The process of how early career academic
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nurses view their journey is described in the four themes. It was ten-
tative when participants embarked on their journey. Their career
gained momentum with hard work, a realisation that the responsibility
for career management was theirs: but well-chosen fellow travellers
made their journey more focussed. Success became possible as they
gained purpose and identity and once engaged with personal strategies
and flexibility they had found a new maturity: beginning to look be-
yond the faculty for new contacts and projects to strengthen their ca-
reer.

While it is acknowledged that the findings of this study were limited
to one Faculty with nurse academics, they are a valuable contribution
to the growing literature and in planning for future programs.
Furthermore, generalisability of the results to other academics might be
limited given that only early career academic nurse were included.

6. Conclusion

This study gives voice to a group of nurses who are building a career
in academia. Previous studies show that the workplace can be a chal-
lenging one. Early career academic nurses belong to a discipline that is
still relatively new to academe, however once employed the institution
can assist them on their journey. As individuals, each person makes the
journey into academia by different routes and at a different pace. What
is needed is assistance in attainment of the ‘right’ support at the ‘right’
time to succeed in shaping their development. Urgent strategies are
required to assist the individual take hold of their career. Strategies
crucial to progressing their journey are: early faculty support; oppor-
tunities for connections and collaboration with fellow travellers, gui-
dance from experienced academics and skills that foster belief in self as
a manager. These are important for strengthening all aspects of their
career development; not just in the ‘objective’ measure of success, such
as research productivity. Making timely connections, engagement and
networks to sustain a career are just too important to be left to chance.
The Nursing Discipline needs to support these future leaders by pro-
viding customised evidence-based mentorship programs during the in-
itial stage of early career academic nurses' employment for a successful
start to an ECAN's career journey.
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