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A B S T R A C T

Background: Shortages of nurses are one of the biggest challenges healthcare systems face around the world. 
Given the wide range of contexts and individuals working in nursing, a ‘one-size-fits-all’ retention strategy is 
unlikely to be effective. Knowing what matters most to nurses at different career stages would help employers 
and policy-makers who want to enhance nurse retention to design tailored strategies.
Objective: To review and synthesise findings from recently published literature on the push-pull factors influ-
encing nurses’ decisions at the micro level, to enter and stay (or leave) at key career stages (i.e. pre-career, 
training, early-, mid- and late-career, and return to practice).
Methods: We undertook a set of structured searches of the literature and a narrative synthesis to explore factors 
that motivate individuals to enter the nursing profession and the push-pull factors influencing nurse retention at 
different career stages. Electronic databases CINAHL, Medline, Scopus and Embase were searched in December 
2022 (and updated in November 2023) for English language publications. Additional health workforce sources, 
such as King’s Fund and Nuffield Trust, were also searched.
Results: 227 articles met the criteria for inclusion in the narrative review. Some push-pull factors were common to 
nurses across all career stages, including workplace support, flexible schedule patterns, opportunities for career 
advancement, fair treatment and salaries. In contrast, some challenges and push-pull factors were unique to each 
career stage. Students experienced difficulty in adjusting and balancing education and life; early-career nurses 
experienced transition shocks; mid-career nurses were frustrated by the lack of career advancement; late-career 
nurses desired more recognition; nurses returning to practice were discouraged by their lack of confidence and 
the cost of return-to-practice courses.
Conclusion: Our findings reinforce the view that factors influencing nurses’ choices about whether to enter, 
continue or leave nursing jobs are multi-factorial and multi-dimensional. Policy and employment practices 
should be informed by research that has a more nuanced insight into what matters most to whom and at what 
career stage.
Tweetable abstract: Nuanced insight into motivations is needed to attract and retain a mix of nurse throughout 
their careers @ZEjebu @julia_philippou @JaneEball.
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What is already known

• There is a vast literature on the push-pull factors associated with 
nurse retention.

• Less is known about variation by career stage.
• Predictable career pathways clarify opportunities and expectations.

What this paper adds

• In comparison to previous reviews, we provide a broader perspective 
of nurses’ motivations, needs and expectations by career stages.

• Some hurdles faced by nurses tend to persist throughout their ca-
reers, whilst other challenges are specific to each career stage.

• This review highlights the need for decision-makers to understand 
nurses’ preferences to design retention strategies tailored to their 
career stages.

1. Background

England, in common with other countries, faces a significant 
shortage of registered nurses due to turnover (NMC, 2023a, 2023b). The 
gap between supply and demand in the National Health Service (NHS) is 
predicted to widen to 140,000 posts by 2030/31 (Scheffler and Arnold, 
2019; Shembavnekar et al., 2022) and further still between 260,000 to 
360,000 by 2036/37 without long-term actions and funding (NHS En-
gland, 2023). Given the wide range of contexts and diversity of in-
dividuals working in nursing, a ‘one-size-fits-all’ strategy for 
recruitment and retention is unlikely to be effective in narrowing this 
gap. Strategies may need to be tailored to nurses’ preferences, personal 
characteristics and career stage, to ensure they meet the wide-ranging 
needs of different groups.

The broad literature on retention factors among nurses has focused 
on career stages separately (de Vries et al., 2023; Halter et al., 2017; 
Sandler, 2018). To our knowledge, there is no review synthesising 
retention factors among nurses throughout career stages or a single 
study examining this. Yet, considering factors influencing the decisions 
to enter and remain in nursing by career stage could help employers and 
policymakers to differentiate, anticipate and respond to the varying 
goals and motivations throughout professional lives (Inkson et al., 
2007). A visible and predictable career path from ‘entry to a course’ 
through to ‘retirement’ can offer stability, clarify opportunities and ex-
pectations, and help plan for the future (Inkson et al., 2007). We further 
posit that predictable career pathways – as seemingly perceived in 
medicine (Cowley et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2022) – could contribute to 
making the profession more attractive to current and prospective nurses.

Therefore, a narrative synthesis of the literature was undertaken, 
through a set of structured literature searches. We identify, review and 
synthesise findings from recently published literature on the push-pull 
factors influencing nurses’ decisions to enter and stay (or leave) at key 
career stages. Specifically, we consider (i) pre-career, (ii) training (stu-
dent), (iii) early-career (newly graduated), (iv) mid-career (experienced 
nurses) and (v) late-career stages (experienced nurses nearer retire-
ment). We consider another key characteristic potentially intersecting 
with career stage: nurses returning to practice following a career break. 
The narrative review allows the inclusion of a wide range of evidence 
from different sources and the synthesis of complex and nuanced factors 
that may influence nurses’ decisions. We consider the spectrum of 
‘career cycle’ (Inkson et al., 2007) to provide a nuanced perspective of 
nurses’ needs as they progress and identify the differences and/or sim-
ilarities that exist between groups throughout their careers.

2. Methods

We undertook six structured literature reviews using CINAHL, 
Medline, Scopus, AMED and Embase. We searched papers published 
between 2012 and 2023 to identify studies exploring (i) the 

motivational factors associated with entry into nursing and (ii) the push- 
pull factors influencing nurse retention throughout career stages. Health 
workforce sources, such as King’s Fund and Nuffield Trust, were also 
searched to identify relevant reports.

We applied a wider timeframe (2002–2023) for ‘return to practice’ 
given the lack of research on this topic. Searches were conducted in 
December 2022 and updated in November 2023. The search strategy, 
key terms and Boolean operators used, are shown in Table 1. We 
included primary studies and systematic reviews relating to the moti-
vational and push-pull factors of nurses by career stage. There were no 
geographical limits. During the data extraction, we noted if papers 
pertained to the UK and NHS, or other countries/health systems. Only 
publications in English were included. Papers not specific to nursing, 
news articles and opinions were excluded.

In total, 30,448 records were identified. After excluding papers from 
screening titles and abstracts, removing duplicates and applying the 
exclusion criteria, 227 papers were transferred into Endnote® and 
included in the narrative review (Fig. 1 – Prisma Flow Chart). The papers 
identified are tabulated in the Supplementary materials/appendix 
(Table 2).

2.1. Analysis

To organise the literature, papers were classified by career stage and 
chronologically arranged in Excel®. Key information was extracted, 
including samples, location and research design. A content analysis 
method (Mikkonen and Kääriäinen, 2020) was used to extract infor-
mation about the motivation and retention factors that influence nurses 
entering, remaining, leaving, or returning to nursing. We used an iter-
ative process to identify recurring themes (motivation and retention 
factors) for each career stage. Retention factors, in particular, were 
dichotomised between push (leave) and pull (stay) factors.

For each stage, generic career and lifecycle theories were used as an 
analytical framework to help discern the similarities and differences in 
the retention factors across nurses’ careers. These theories suggest that 
career choice is an ongoing process of growth, negotiation and pro-
gression ultimately shaping individuals’ experiences (Inkson et al., 
2007). Hence, they provide an important framework for explaining the 
development of an individual’s career, push-pull factors arising over 
time, and decisions to enter, remain, leave or return to nursing.

3. Results

Results are presented by career stage. We then consider policy and 
practice implications to enhance retention. We adopted a micro (rather 
than a macro) perspective, to examine the factors as they are perceived 
by individuals, to allow employers to identify potentially modifiable 
push-pull factors, distinguish turnover factors that may persist 
throughout nurses’ careers, and improve employers’ ability to attract 
and retain nurses.

3.1. What incentivises individuals? Entering the nursing profession

A career choice is not a single, one-off decision. Individuals make 
career choices by trying to evaluate themselves in the working envi-
ronment (Inkson et al., 2007). They seek to identify the best possible 
match between their self-concept and perceptions of professions, taking 
into account their abilities and the available opportunities (Williams 
et al., 2019). In this process of circumscription, ‘finding a fit’ and 
compromise, career choices are narrowed down from the options society 
offers to a smaller range of preferred occupations. This process starts in 
childhood, hence certain options may be excluded before a person has 
sufficient experience to make informed choices (Jung, 2020). Choosing 
nursing as a profession is thus a complex process, where individuals are 
influenced by a range of demographic and socio-economic factors, 
including family, social connections, gender roles, personal interests 
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Table 1 
Search strategies to extract papers exploring the motivational and push-pull 
factors to enter and stay in (or leave) the nursing profession by career stages.

Career stages Search strategies

Interest in 
nursing

Medline and EMBASE 
1. nursing careers.mp. 
2. career motivation.mp. 
3. career aspiration.mp. 
4. career selection.mp. 
5. career choice/ 
6. career interest.mp. 
7. 2 or 3 or 4 or 5 or 6 
8. 1 and 7  

CINAHL and AMED 
S1 nursing careers 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S2 career motivation OR career aspiration OR career selection 
OR career choice OR career interest 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S3 S1 AND S2 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S4 S1 AND S2 
[Limiters - Publication Date: 20120101–20231231] 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Narrow by Language: - english] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

Scopus 
( TITLE-ABS-KEY ( career AND motivation ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( 
career AND aspiration ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( career AND selection 
) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( career AND choice ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( 
career AND interest ) ) )   

AND  
( TITLE-ABS-KEY ( nursing AND career ) )   

AND  
PUBYEAR > 2012 AND PUBYEAR < 2023 AND ( LIMIT-TO ( 
DOCTYPE , "ar" ) )   

AND  
( LIMIT-TO ( LANGUAGE , "english" ) )

Student Medline and EMBASE 
1. undergraduate nursing student.mp. 
2. pre-registration nurse.mp. 
3. pre-registration nursing student.mp. 
4. student nurse.mp. 
5. nursing student.mp 
6. nurse degree.mp. 
7. nurse apprentice.mp. 
8. nurse degree apprenticeship.mp. 
9. retention.mp. 
10. intent to stay.mp. 
11. intention to leave.mp. 
12. attrition rates.mp. 
13. dropouts.mp. 
14. leaving nursing.mp. 
15. non-completion.mp. 
16. degree transition.mp. 
17. transition to practice.mp. 
18. 1 or 2 or 3 or 4 or 5 
19. 6 or 7 or 8 
20. 9 or 10 or 11 or 12 or 13 or 14 or 15 or 16 or 17 
21. 18 and 19 and 20  

CINAHL and AMED 
S1 undergraduate nursing student OR pre-registration nurse OR 
pre-registration nursing student OR student nurse OR nursing 
student 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects]  

Table 1 (continued )

Career stages Search strategies

[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S2 nurse degree OR nurse apprentice OR nurse degree 
apprenticeship  
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S3 retention OR intent to stay OR intention to leave OR attrition 
rates OR dropouts OR leaving nursing OR non-completion OR 
degree transition OR transition to practice 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S3 S1 AND S2 AND S3 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S4 S1 AND S2 AND S3 
[Limiters - Publication Date: 20120101–20231231 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Narrow by Language: - english] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

Scopus 
((TITLE-ABS-KEY(undergraduate AND nursing AND student) OR 
TITLE-ABS-KEY(pre-registration AND nurse) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY 
(pre-registration AND nursing AND student) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY 
(student AND nurse) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY(nursing AND student) ) )   

AND  
((TITLE-ABS-KEY(nurse AND degree) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY(nurse 
AND apprentice) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY(nurse AND degree AND 
apprenticeship)))   

AND  
((TITLE-ABS-KEY(retention) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY(intent AND to 
AND stay) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY(intention AND to AND leave) OR 
TITLE-ABS-KEY(attrition AND rates) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY 
(dropouts) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY(leaving AND nursing) OR TITLE- 
ABS-KEY(non-completion) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY(degree AND 
transition) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY(transition AND to AND practice)))   

AND  
PUBYEAR > 2012 AND PUBYEAR < 2023 AND ( LIMIT-TO ( 
DOCTYPE,"ar" ) )   

AND  
( LIMIT-TO ( LANGUAGE,"English" ) )

Early-career Medline and EMBASE 
1. early career nurse.mp. 
2. early career registered nurse.mp. 
3. graduate nurse.mp. 
4. new nurse.mp. 
5. newly hired nurse.mp. 
6. newly graduated nurse.mp. 
7. newly registered nurse.mp. 
8. newly licensed registered nurse.mp. 
9. newly employed nurse.mp. 
10. entry-level nurse.mp. 
11. retention.mp. 
12. intent to stay.mp. 
13. intention to leave.mp. 
14. recruitment.mp. 
15. (push and pull factors).mp. [mp=title, book title, abstract, 
original title, name of substance word, subject heading word, 
floating sub-heading word, keyword heading word, organism 
supplementary concept word, protocol supplementary concept 
word, rare disease supplementary concept word, unique identifier, 
synonyms, population supplementary concept word, anatomy 
supplementary concept word] 
16. turnover.mp. 
17. 1 or 2 or 3 or 4 or 5 or 6 or 7 or 8 or 9 or 10 
18. 11 or 12 or 13 or 14 or 15 or 16 
19. 17 and 18  

CINAHL and AMED 

(continued on next page)

O.-Z. Ejebu et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                



International Journal of Nursing Studies 160 (2024) 104908

4

Table 1 (continued )

Career stages Search strategies

S1 early career nurse OR early career registered nurse OR 
graduate nurse OR new nurse OR newly hired nurses OR newly 
graduated nurse OR newly registered nurse OR newly licensed 
nurses OR newly licensed registered nurse OR newly employed 
nurses OR entry-level nurse 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S2 retention OR intention to stay OR intention to leave OR 
recruitment OR ( push and pull factors) OR turnover 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S3 S1 AND S2 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S4 S1 AND S2 
[Limiters - Publication Date: 20120101–20231231] 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Narrow by Language: - english] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

Scopus 
( ( TITLE-ABS-KEY ( retention ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( intent AND to 
AND stay ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( intention AND to AND leave ) OR 
TITLE-ABS-KEY ( recruitment ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( push AND 
pull AND factors ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( turnover ) ) )   

AND  
( ( TITLE-ABS-KEY ( early AND career AND nurse ) OR TITLE-ABS- 
KEY ( early AND career AND registered AND nurse ) OR TITLE- 
ABS-KEY ( graduate AND nurse ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( new AND 
nurse ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( newly AND hired AND nurse ) OR 
TITLE-ABS-KEY ( newly AND graduated AND nurse ) OR TITLE- 
ABS-KEY ( newly AND registered AND nurse ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( 
newly AND licensed AND registered AND nurse ) OR TITLE-ABS- 
KEY ( newly AND employed AND nurse ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( 
entry-level AND nurse ) ) )  

AND  
PUBYEAR > 2012 AND PUBYEAR < 2023 AND ( LIMIT-TO ( 
DOCTYPE,"ar" ) )   

AND  
( LIMIT-TO ( LANGUAGE,"English" ) )

Mid-career Medline and EMBASE 
1. nurses/ 
2. mid-career nurse.mp. 
3. experienced nurse.mp. 
4. retention.mp. 
5. intent to stay.mp. 
6. intention to leave.mp. 
7. recruitment.mp. 
8. (push and pull factors).mp. [mp=title, book title, abstract, 
original title, name of substance word, subject heading word, 
floating sub-heading word, keyword heading word, organism 
supplementary concept word, protocol supplementary concept 
word, rare disease supplementary concept word, unique identifier, 
synonyms, population supplementary concept word, anatomy 
supplementary concept word] 
9. attrition.mp. 
10. turnover.mp. 
11. 1 or 2 or 3 
12. 4 or 5 or 6 or 7 or 8 or 9 or 10 
13. 11 and 12  

CINAHL and AMED 
S1 "nurse" 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S2 "experienced nurse" 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]   

Table 1 (continued )

Career stages Search strategies

S3 "mid-career" nurse 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S4 retention OR intent to stay OR intention to leave OR 
recruitment OR (push and pull factors) OR turnover OR 
recruitment 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S5 S1 OR S2 OR S3 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S6 S4 AND S5 
[Limiters - Publication Date: 20120101–20231231] 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Narrow by Language: - english] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

Scopus 
( ( TITLE-ABS-KEY ( retention ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( intent AND to 
AND stay ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( intention AND to AND leave ) OR 
TITLE-ABS-KEY ( recruitment ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( push AND 
pull AND factors ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( turnover ) ) )   

AND  
( ( TITLE-ABS-KEY ( nurse ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( experienced AND 
nurse ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( mid AND career AND nurse ) )  

AND  
PUBYEAR > 2012 AND PUBYEAR < 2023 AND ( LIMIT-TO ( 
DOCTYPE,"ar" ) )   

AND  
( LIMIT-TO ( LANGUAGE,"English" ) )

Late-career Medline and EMBASE 
1. older nurse.mp. 
2. end of career nurse.mp. 
3. late career nurse.mp. 
4. early retirement.mp. 
5. recruitment.mp. 
6. retention.mp. 
7. intent to stay.mp. 
8. intention to leave.mp. 
9. (push and pull factors).mp. [mp=title, book title, abstract, 
original title, name of substance word, subject heading word, 
floating sub-heading word, keyword heading word, organism 
supplementary concept word, protocol supplementary concept 
word, rare disease supplementary concept word, unique identifier, 
synonyms, population supplementary concept word, anatomy 
supplementary concept word] 
10. attrition.mp. 
11. turnover.mp. 
12. 4 or 5 or 6 or 7 or 8 or 9 or 10 or 11  
13. 1 or 2 or 3 
14. 12 and 13  

CINAHL and AMED 
S1 older nurse 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S2 end of career nurse 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S3 late career nurse 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S4 early retirement 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S5 intention to leave 

(continued on next page)
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(Alboliteeh et al., 2022; Hickey et al., 2012; Jirwe and Rudman, 2012; 
Marznaki et al., 2021; McKenna and Brooks, 2018; Poreddi et al., 2012; 
Wu et al., 2018) and, in some instances, institutional prestige (Haron 
et al., 2014). Education interventions may also increase the awareness of 
nursing and the opportunity to pursue a nursing career. However, results 
cannot be generalised since the majority of these interventions have 
been targeted at minority ethnic or disadvantaged populations 
(Williams, 2018).

There are both intrinsic and extrinsic rewards associated with 
choosing nursing (Başkale and Serçekuş, 2015). Intrinsic factors include 
having a personal interest in healthcare, a desire to help others and 
making a difference in patients’ lives (Avraham et al., 2023; Price, 2013; 
Williams and Dickstein-Fischer, 2019). In contrast, extrinsic factors, 
such as the public’s perceptions of nursing as a ‘low-paying/status’ job, 
significantly hinder individuals from choosing nursing (Wu et al., 2015). 
One study of students from under-represented groups revealed that they 
often report a sense of vocation that is strong enough to prevail over 
gender considerations and occupational prestige (Williams et al., 2019). 
Additionally, among student nurses (Liaw et al., 2017; Zampieron et al., 
2012), men and Black, Asian and minority ethnic populations often have 
nurse family members or have had personal work or healthcare expe-
riences (Yi and Keogh, 2016). Such experiences provide a better un-
derstanding of the profession (Hickey et al., 2013) and access to accurate 
information rather than relying on wider social perceptions (Dante et al., 
2013; Tawash and Cowman, 2018) or media stereotypes (Williams et al., 
2019).

Nursing has also been viewed as a vocation chosen by women due to 
family influence or limited career opportunities (Heyes, 2005). This 
image of nursing as a caring role that is ‘best suited to women’ and low 
occupational status (Clow et al., 2015) persists, as evidenced by research 
exploring the motivations of individuals entering the profession (Ferri 
et al., 2016; Glerean et al., 2017; Palazzo and Erickson, 2022; Penprase 
et al., 2013). Gender stereotypes in education and occupation choices 
(Montayre et al., 2022; Weaver et al., 2014) and biases faced by pro-
spective (male) candidates (Twidwell et al., 2022) may partly explain 
why nursing is a female-dominated career (Ball et al., 2022; Pressley and 
Garside, 2023). Gottfredson’s theory posits that only individuals with a 
particularly strong interest accept the challenge of non-traditional 
career pathways (Gottfredson, 2002). Specifically, the factors deter-
ring men from nursing are likely to differ from those that deter women 
from male-dominated occupations (Gottfredson, 2002).

The public’s perception of nursing may have implications for both 
recruitment and retention (Linden et al., 2022; Maymoun and Sohail, 
2020; Öncü et al., 2022; Ten Hoeve et al., 2016). Nursing has typically 
been seen as a virtuous caregiving profession for females (Price et al., 
2013), often neglecting the broader knowledge, skills and expertise 
required (Gordon and Nelson, 2012), the more advanced and diverse 
nursing roles and opportunities in current healthcare environments 
(Alexander and Diefenbeck, 2020; Price, 2013; Yilmaz et al., 2016).

Promoting nurses, nursing and their impact on healthcare could be a 
useful strategy to enhance how it is perceived, for example, making it 
more attractive for under-represented groups, such as young people 
(Gómez and Brostoff, 2018; Goodman and Landgren, 2021; Norris et al., 

Table 1 (continued )

Career stages Search strategies

[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S6 push and pull factors 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S7 intention to leave 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S8 turnover 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S9 intent to stay 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S10 recruitment 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S11 retention 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S12 S1 OR S2 OR S3 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S13 S4 OR S5 OR S6 OR S7 OR S8 OR S9 OR S10 OR S11 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S14 S12 AND S13 
[Limiters - Publication Date: 20120101–20231231] 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Narrow by Language: - english] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

Scopus 
( ( TITLE-ABS-KEY ( retention ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( intent AND to 
AND stay ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( intention AND to AND leave ) OR 
TITLE-ABS-KEY ( recruitment ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( push AND 
pull AND factors ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( turnover ) OR TITLE-ABS- 
KEY ( early AND retirement ) ) )   

AND  
( ( TITLE-ABS-KEY ( older AND nurse ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( end 
AND of AND career AND nurse ) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY ( late AND 
career AND nurse ) )  

AND  
PUBYEAR > 2012 AND PUBYEAR < 2023 AND ( LIMIT-TO ( 
DOCTYPE,"ar" ) )   

AND  
( LIMIT-TO ( LANGUAGE,"English" ) )

Return to 
practice

Medline and EMBASE 
1. return to practice.mp. 
2. return to nursing.mp. 
3. 1 or 2 
4. 3 and "Journal Article".sa_pubt.  

CINAHL and AMED 
S1 "return to practice" OR "return to nursing" 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]  

S2 "return to practice" OR "return to nursing" 
[Limiters - Publication Date: 20020101-20231231] 
[Expanders - Apply equivalent subjects] 
[Narrow by Language: - english] 
[Search modes - Find all my search terms]   

Table 1 (continued )

Career stages Search strategies

Scopus 
( ( TITLE-ABS-KEY ( return AND to AND practice ) OR TITLE-ABS- 
KEY (return AND to AND nursing) )  

AND  
PUBYEAR > 2002 AND PUBYEAR < 2023 AND ( LIMIT-TO ( 
DOCTYPE,"ar" ) )   

AND  
( LIMIT-TO ( LANGUAGE,"English" ) )
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2016) and men (Todd and Ackerman-Barger, 2019; Zamanzadeh et al., 
2013). For instance, in 2022, ‘We are the NHS’ campaign highlighted the 
range of nursing roles and their pivotal part in patients’ recovery. The 
campaign – which followed a period of unprecedented demand for 
healthcare attributed to COVID-19 – may have further contributed to 
enhancing public perceptions of nursing as a vocational profession. 
However, it may have failed to highlight the high levels of knowledge, 
expertise and responsibilities required, and the complexity of decision- 
making in patient care. Notwithstanding, efforts to challenge outdated 
perceptions of nursing (Devereux, 2023) may be undermined by the 
harsh reality of the profession, including relatively lower salaries (in 
contrast to other professions), understaffing, high levels of burnout and 
workload (Dyrbye et al., 2020), which have been amplified by recent 
trade union disputes and negative media discourses.

3.2. Reducing student attrition is key – navigating training and education

Motivating individuals to choose nursing is a first step in an 

individual’s career. When a nursing programme is chosen by students as 
their first choice, they are more likely to complete their studies 
(Salamonson et al., 2014). Students are also attracted by the vocational 
(HEE, 2015) and caring aspects of the profession, the income stability 
and security nursing offers (ten Hoeve et al., 2017). However, motiva-
tion alone is not sufficient. Education and training that adequately equip 
students and foster educational environments that increase study 
completion are key to transition into a nursing role.

Rates of attrition (i.e. individuals not completing their course in the 
expected timeframe) can reach levels that exacerbate labour shortages 
in global healthcare systems. The absence of publicly available data on 
attrition from nursing courses and institutions makes it difficult to 
evaluate where attrition is most pronounced. For example, estimates in 
England ranged between 13 % (Palmer et al., 2023) and 24 % (Buchan 
et al., 2020a, 2020b) during 2018–2020 depending on the sources and 
definitions utilised. This shortcoming persists despite having been 
highlighted on numerous occasions (House of Commons Health Com-
mittee, 2018). There are no comparable data on attrition from other 

Fig. 1. Prisma flow chart detailing the steps to find articles exploring the motivational and push-pull factors to enter and stay in (or leave) the nursing profession by 
career stages.
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healthcare courses. However, in England, attrition among medical and 
physiotherapy students is approximately 5 %, and 17 % in radiotherapy 
(Palmer et al., 2023).

Attrition factors are well-documented in the international literature 
(Collard et al., 2020; Everett, 2022; Liu et al., 2023). Nursing students 
navigate many hurdles to achieve their degrees. They struggle to adjust 
to higher education institutions, particularly if located in a new city or 
country, with reports of feeling isolated and sometimes unable to com-
plete their studies (Kox et al., 2022; Lokmic-Tomkins et al., 2022). Ev-
idence from the UK suggests that whilst locally-recruited students are 
more likely to complete their studies (Wray et al., 2017, 2012), attrition 
rates vary by entry route, with ‘access to nursing’ having the highest 
attrition rate in comparison to other non-traditional routes (Brimble, 
2015). Other studies reveal that attrition rates among international 
students are lower compared to local students (Tranter et al., 2018; 
Zheng et al., 2014).

Nursing students may experience financial challenges to fund their 
studies, hindering them from completing their degrees (Gavine et al., 
2020; Liu et al., 2023; Roos et al., 2016). Whilst financial challenges are 
likely to be faced by students across university programmes, nursing 
students face specific additional pressures. For example, they are 
required to undertake clinical placements, which increase social isola-
tion and limit their ability to engage with wider university life (Mills 
et al., 2020). Failure is also attributed to weak integration in unfamiliar 
environments (e.g. clinical settings) (Sweetman et al., 2022). Further 
pressure includes teaching and clinical hours compressed into short 
periods, and placements early in the programme requiring considerable 
organisational capabilities and logistics that other students – such as 
medics – do not experience.

Like many students, nursing students also compete with circum-
stances beyond their control, including bereavement or illness. In 
addition, the academic-life balance of mature students may be adversely 
affected by employment responsibilities (Priode et al., 2020), inflexible 
schedules (Garside et al., 2021), limited childcare arrangements 
(Lokmic-Tomkins et al., 2022) or family responsibility (Everett, 2022). 
Thus, nursing students juggle multiple competing demands, combined 
with demanding educational programmes (Haririan et al., 2022).

Another common attrition factor is the mismatch between expecta-
tions of nursing studies prior to starting and the reality. Some students 
find academic level and/or clinical practice more demanding than they 
expected (Soerensen et al., 2023), contributing to a sense of inadequacy 
and ultimately departure (Canzan et al., 2022). Additionally, under- 
represented students face challenges as a result of conscious or uncon-
scious bias related to their ethnicity, gender or personal circumstances. 
For instance, minority ethnic students reported feeling undervalued, 
isolated from their peers and subject to racial discrimination (Matthews 
et al., 2022). Male students were subjected to stereotypes from their 
peers (Gavine et al., 2020) and bias from certain institutions (Kiekkas 
et al., 2016). Pregnant students (Lokmic-Tomkins et al., 2022) reported 
not being adequately supported in certain instances. During COVID-19, 
students also reported higher intention to leave (Haririan et al., 2022), 
feeling anxious, overwhelmed, and expressed concerns related to the 
difficulty in handling academic workload (Fitzgerald and Konrad, 
2021).

In England, attrition factors were thoroughly explored by the RePAIR 
(Reducing Pre-registration Attrition and Improving Retention) project 
and echoed the aforementioned findings (HEE, 2015). In response, some 
universities adopted specific measures to support students and reduce 
attrition. Mentoring programmes are frequently implemented (Rodgers 
et al., 2013; Williamson et al., 2013) to help students navigate academic 
life (Matthews et al., 2022; Mitchell et al., 2021). Students are typically 
supportive of these approaches and affirm that mentoring and university 
support are key determinants in completing their studies (Bumby, 2020; 
Hayes Lane et al., 2022). However, the implementation of mentoring 
programmes is not without its challenges, especially during clinical 
placements. Mentors may be reluctant to engage with students or are 

simply overwhelmed by their workload (Jönsson et al., 2021). In such 
circumstances, leaders or ward managers play an important role in 
ensuring the implementation of mentoring programmes (Jönsson et al., 
2021). The quality of clinical placements and the provision of positive 
work environments (Liu et al., 2019) are seen as key to creating 
conducive learning environments and consolidating integration 
(Crombie et al., 2013; Kim et al., 2021; Owens et al., 2021; Rodriguez- 
Garcia et al., 2020). In contrast, negative placements could cause stu-
dents to discontinue their courses (Bakker et al., 2019; NMC, 2023a, 
2023b). Identifying ‘at-risk’ students and offering tailored support 
(Kukkonen et al., 2016), effective teaching and learning methods, aca-
demic support and stress reduction interventions (Bakker et al., 2020; 
Donnell et al., 2018; Knight et al., 2012; Smith-Wacholz et al., 2019) are 
also strategies adopted to enhance students’ experience and reduce 
attrition.

Nursing students often adopt coping mechanisms to overcome 
certain barriers (Bauer and Kiger, 2017). This includes working with 
peers (McKendry et al., 2014; Nikolaidou et al., 2019), learning to bal-
ance academic, placement and life demands (Mills et al., 2020), seeking 
support (Glew et al., 2019) and building resilience (Jean-Baptiste, 
2019). Vocation (Brown et al., 2021), family, social and institutional 
support also play an important part in helping students navigate through 
a complex academic journey (Boath et al., 2016; Zambas et al., 2020).

Whilst initiatives to support the retention of student nurses are 
perceived as beneficial, they are rarely evaluated (Rodgers et al., 2013). 
Robust evaluations are needed to assess their effectiveness. A further 
challenge is the lack of robust data on attrition rates (Buchan et al., 
2020a, 2020b) and the absence of a standardised definition to measure 
its extent.

3.3. Supporting new starters – early career

Recruitment, entry and socialisation are important cycles in the early 
career stages as they influence how individuals engage or disengage 
with the work environment (Wanous et al., 1992). Entry into a new work 
environment can be daunting and constitute a major shock (Wanous 
et al., 1992). At the start of their careers, nurses need to adapt to new 
systems, values and norms typically maintained by formal rules and 
informal systems (e.g. organisational culture). Supporting the adjust-
ment process to these new circumstances is critical to retention (Failla 
et al., 2021; Fallatah et al., 2017), as retention factors may in some in-
stances vary at different transition periods (Yu and Kang, 2016).

Socialisation enables new starters to not only acquire proficiency in 
their job, but also build relationships and learn the practices, goals, 
behaviours, power structure and norms of that environment (Chao et al., 
1994; Martin, 1992). Expectations developed during a nursing pro-
gramme may markedly differ from the reality of the first job in clinical 
settings, resulting in a ‘reality (or transition) shock’ (Duchscher, 2012; 
Kramer, 1975). Transition shocks – seemingly well researched in the 
nursing profession in comparison to other fields – increase the difficulty 
of professionally adapting (Ulupinar and Aydogan, 2021) and the like-
lihood of leaving (Cao et al., 2021; Chachula et al., 2015). Low salary 
(Lee, 2019), occupational stress (Zhang et al., 2017), burnout (Kim and 
Yang, 2023; Rudman et al., 2014), job dissatisfaction (Park et al., 2022; 
Unruh et al., 2016), bullying (Favaro et al., 2021), equipment issues (Wu 
et al., 2012) and workload (Kim and Kim, 2021) are also associated with 
intention to leave. Notably, intention to leave is a strong predictor of 
leaving the profession (Chang and Cho, 2023; Lee and De Gagne, 2022). 
In the face of such adversity, self-coping mechanisms (Douglas et al., 
2020) and resilience (Cao et al., 2021; Mills et al., 2017) are important 
retention factors.

Preceptorship (HEE, 2015; Hu et al., 2015; Van Patten and Bartone, 
2019), mentoring (Gularte-Rinaldo et al., 2022; Johnston et al., 2020; 
Jones, 2017; Schroyer et al., 2020; Van Camp and Chappy, 2017; Zhang 
et al., 2019) (or residency programs more specific to the USA (Trepanier 
et al., 2012, Vázquez-Calatayud and Eseverri-Azcoiti, 2023)), tailored 
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interventions to reduce transition shocks from student to nurse status 
(Cao et al., 2021; Kram and Wilson, 2016; Read and Laschinger, 2017; 
Wolford et al., 2019) and/or to alleviate stress (Edwards et al., 2015) or 
burnout (Brook et al., 2021) are positively associated with the retention 
of early-career nurses. They are more satisfied when participating in 
such interventions in comparison to their counterparts (Unruh and 
Zhang, 2014). Structured support following qualification is also valued, 
especially where there is a perceived high-quality preceptorship and/or 
a strong mentor-and-mentee relationship (Bontrager, 2016; Whitehead 
et al., 2013). These relationships are likely to be enhanced if preceptors 
and/or mentors are supported by training (Park et al., 2022). Early- 
career nurses may be inclined to seek workplaces where such pro-
grammes are provided, reflecting their commitment to nursing (Tarhan 
et al., 2022; Yu and Lee, 2018) and desire for career advancement (Mills 
et al., 2016; Yarbrough et al., 2017). This, in turn, may strengthen their 
confidence, reduce their feelings of inadequacy (Sandler, 2018) and 
enhance retention. Policymakers and providers recognise the impor-
tance of supporting early-career nurses as evidenced by the imple-
mentation of a ‘National Preceptorship Framework for Nursing’ (NHS 
England, 2022). Preceptorship and mentorship programmes take many 
forms and standardising how they are reported and their outcomes 
would be beneficial (Brook et al., 2019). Nevertheless, some key steps 
include consistent and tailored allocation of preceptors and mentors 
(Laschinger, 2012). Upon completion, evaluations should be conducted 
for revision and enhancement (Friday et al., 2015). Robust and longi-
tudinal data would also be beneficial to explore trends and potential 
causality between retention, preceptorship and/or mentoring 
programmes.

Job satisfaction (Brewer et al., 2015) and interventions to improve 
satisfaction with the work environment are valued (Doiron and Yoo, 
2017) and associated with the retention of early-career nurses (Blegen 
et al., 2017). These include improving staffing levels (Heidari et al., 
2017; Kenny et al., 2016; Steele-Moses, 2018), reducing job stress (An 
et al., 2022; Yu and Lee, 2018) or reinforcing the cohesion with the 
(medical) staff (Bae, 2023; Tarhan et al., 2022). Cohesive and supportive 
teams work more effectively to deliver patient care, which in turn may 
positively benefit staff morale (Andrews et al., 2023; Joseph et al., 2022; 
Rose et al., 2023). In contrast, lack of leadership (Jiang et al., 2023; 
Lavoie-Tremblay et al., 2016) and team support (e.g. discourteousness 
and/or abuse) (D’Ambra and Andrews, 2014) can weaken the confi-
dence and aspiration of early-career nurses and increase their risk of 
departure (Camveren et al., 2020; Cho et al., 2012; Flinkman and Sal-
anterä, 2015; Lee et al., 2012). Some steps help create cohesive envi-
ronments. Empowering early-carer nurses in decision-making about 
patient care (Dwyer et al., 2019; Favaro et al., 2021) positively in-
fluences retention because nurses are motivated and feel valued. Career 
advancement (Rockers et al., 2013) and variety in job tasks (Kovner 
et al., 2016) are also valued (Doiron et al., 2014) and positively asso-
ciated with retention (Kaldal et al., 2023; Wilkinson and Hayward, 
2017; Yarbrough et al., 2017) as nurses enhance their skills (Tomietto 
et al., 2015) and continue to deliver safe care (Aparício and Nicholson, 
2020; Folden et al., 2023). Employees are also more likely to be pro-
ductive and motivated to stay when they are overtly rewarded (Africa 
and Trepanier, 2021; Mulkey and Casey, 2023).

Retention (and the factors that may improve it) at the start of nursing 
careers appear to vary between men and women. For instance, men are 
more likely than women to report an intention to leave (Chang and Cho, 
2023; Park et al., 2022). It is unclear why this is; whether it is a 
continuation of the differing career motives and expectations of men and 
women (reflecting societal values and status), or if it relates to the 
stigma surrounding men working as nurses. Understanding such stigma 
may help to eradicate it and enhance the retention of men, thereby 
increasing workforce diversity. Such interventions are likely to be 
implemented if leaders adopt a style that will ‘make’ rather than ‘break’ 
their teams. Indeed, authentic leadership is perceived as key to enabling 
positive change and increasing retention (Steele-Moses, 2018).

Finally, we may ponder if all attrition is undesirable. At any career 
stage, failure to leave and subsequent frustration may result in 
‘dysfunctional retention’ (Schiemann, 2009). Voluntary departure 
should not be hampered. Retaining nurses who would wish to leave if 
they could (i.e. reluctant stayers) may be detrimental to the organisation 
as they may be less motivated, productive and able to deliver quality 
healthcare. Some degree of movement and workforce change is thus not 
only inevitable, but potentially necessary and desirable to bring new 
talents, different perspectives and remove negative influences.

3.4. Valuing experienced nurses – mid-career

By mid-career, nurses encounter changes resulting from a career 
revaluation and transition (Levinson et al., 1978). The theory of adult 
development and ‘seasons of life’ points to the complex interactions 
between contextual, work, individual, social and family relationships 
that can induce dramatic career changes (Inkson, 2007; Levinson et al., 
1978). Employers may be unable to directly affect these interactions. 
However, they can enhance the work environment by adopting tailored 
strategies (Szeremeta and Shamash, 2016) to make the profession more 
attractive for current and prospective nurses. In contrast, interventions 
developed only from a management perspective, for example, workforce 
analysis of potential and actual leavers (Drennan et al., 2016), may 
ignore important nurses’ perspectives and preferences that can be used 
to prevent their departure.

Unlike some extrinsic factors, such as COVID-19 (Jarden et al., 2023) 
and (dissatisfaction with) salaries (Engström et al., 2022; Halcomb and 
Bird, 2020), many retention factors are within employers’ reach. Nurses 
in mid-career are more likely to leave due to burnout (Aiken et al., 2023; 
Heinen et al., 2013; Van Der Heijden et al., 2019), understaffing and lack 
of resources (Chan et al., 2013; Sasso et al., 2019), job stress (Fasbender 
et al., 2019), workload (Van der Heijden et al., 2018) or working long 
shifts (Dall’Ora et al., 2015). The lack of career advancement (Kerzman 
et al., 2020; Leone et al., 2015) or recognition (Jarden et al., 2023), 
unsupportive managers (Senek et al., 2023; Valizadeh et al., 2018) and 
work–family conflicts (Robson and Robson, 2015; Shacklock and Bru-
netto, 2012) also increase intention to leave. Career behaviours can, in 
certain instances, depend on personal characteristics. For example, mid- 
career men are more likely than women to leave nursing (Kelly et al., 
2022).

In contrast, mid-career nurses are more inclined to stay in work-
places with strong colleague support and cohesion levels (Al Yahyaei 
et al., 2022). Nurses value supportive (Ngabonzima et al., 2020; Robson 
and Robson, 2016), accessible leadership (Noguchi-Watanabe et al., 
2020) and managers overtly valuing them (Cowden and Cummings, 
2012) and enabling them to work with autonomy (Marufu et al., 2021). 
Managers play a key role in facilitating an organisational culture free 
from abuse and moral distress to prevent turnover (Cowden and Cum-
mings, 2012). Nurses also need adequate staffing levels and physical 
resources enabling the delivery of care to their aspired standards (Carter 
and Tourangeau, 2012). Understaffing leads to an adverse cycle: low 
staff adversely impact morale and workload, nurses leave as a result, 
further exacerbating the morale and workload of the remaining staff 
(Morgan, 2022; Waitzman, 2022). Nurses who stay despite adverse 
working conditions may be attracted by income stability (Karlsson et al., 
2019; Tourangeau et al., 2017). However, economic studies suggest that 
nurses have a low wage/salary elasticity of labour supply (Andreassen 
et al., 2017; Eberth et al., 2016). In the UK, the recent industrial actions 
of nurses that centred on salary suggest it plays a more important role at 
the macro level than the one described by the literature.

Nurses are more likely to stay when employers implement tailored 
retention interventions (Fisher et al., 2022; Sayli et al., 2022), give them 
a greater voice in decision-making at both organisational and clinical 
levels (Forde-Johnston and Stoermer, 2022; Robinson et al., 2022) and 
where staff engagement (Carter and Tourangeau, 2012) or commitment 
levels are high (Al Yahyaei et al., 2022). Nurses consider that their work, 

O.-Z. Ejebu et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                



International Journal of Nursing Studies 160 (2024) 104908

9

including schedule flexibility, should not be detrimental to their work- 
life balance (Carter and Tourangeau, 2012; Tourangeau et al., 2017). 
Career advancement is also a contributing retention factor. Tailored and 
continuous professional development (CPD) is positively associated with 
retention, as nurses are better equipped for promotion (Dowers, 2021; 
Whiting et al., 2020). For instance, nurses in managerial positions 
(Kerzman et al., 2020) are more inclined to stay because their roles 
challenge them (Karlsson et al., 2019). In contrast, individuals 
encountering career plateaus could cycle back into earlier career stages, 
including career exploration (Inkson, 2007). Career plateaus can cause 
considerable dissatisfaction and ineffectiveness among employees. This 
is especially true for ambitious people who find plateauing humiliating 
and frustrating, particularly if they have career expectations unmet by 
their organisations (Inkson, 2007).

Despite the vast evidence on retention, nurse turnover rates remain 
stubbornly high globally. Strategies targeting flexible working, high- 
quality leadership, CPD, pay parity and family-friendly policies have 
been suggested and implemented to reduce turnover (Williamson et al., 
2022). However, assessments of their potential effectiveness are lacking. 
In addition, it should not be assumed that ‘staying’ nurses are satisfied at 
work. As an example, nurses in England exhibit high levels of burnout – 
indicative of a fatigued and overwhelmed workforce (Dall’Ora et al., 
2023). Reluctant stayers may be among mid-career nurses, although 
there is no current empirical evidence to substantiate this claim.

3.5. Retaining knowledge in the nursing workforce – late-career

Extending the working lives of late-career nurses may enable health 
services, such as the NHS, to retain valuable skills and experience. In the 
late-career or ‘maintenance phase’, individuals are concerned with 
holding their position steady, maintaining performance, conserving 
what has been accomplished and remaining interested (Super, 1992). 
With recent demographic trends of Western societies becoming older 
and increased life expectancy, considerable attention is given to 
extending nurses’ working lives through different interventions, 
including part-time work opportunities, role adjustments, health and 
financial support (Gloster et al., 2018; Marvell and Cox, 2017).

Retaining late-career nurses demands that managers know about 
their retirement motivations, preferences and requirements. Late-career 
nurses desire to work after retirement for vocational and patient care 
reasons (Li et al., 2020; Uthamanuthaman et al., 2016; Voit and Carson, 
2014). However, certain late-career nurses highlight the lack of infor-
mation regarding ‘retire and return’ in their workplace (Cleaver et al., 
2022). This may prevent them from engaging in discussions with their 
employers. Other barriers may stem from the perceptions of organisa-
tions towards late-career nurses and vice-versa (Voit and Carson, 2012). 
Late-career nurses are more likely to leave when they feel unsupported, 
undervalued and unrecognised (Kaewpan and Peltzer, 2019; Markowski 
et al., 2020; Warburton et al., 2014). They may also face stereotypes that 
jeopardise their careers, for example, being perceived to be less able and 
productive, more prone to absenteeism and more resistant to change 
than their younger counterparts (Li et al., 2020). However, studies 
suggest that these stereotypes are misleading, with evidence indicating 
that older workers are often as (or slightly) more productive than 
younger workers, have lower absenteeism, are more positive and 
confident to change due to considerable experience and expertise 
(Viviani et al., 2021). Poor working conditions (e.g. understaffing, lack 
of task variation) (Bratt and Gautun, 2018) and perceived low organ-
isational justice (e.g. lack of fair treatment) (Sulander et al., 2016) also 
increase intention to leave.

In England specifically, there is limited evidence about the retire-
ment motivations of late-career nurses. Notwithstanding, a recent 
mixed-methods study – whose findings align with the international 
literature (Graham et al., 2014; Liebermann et al., 2015) – found that 
nurses near retirement age are more inclined to stay if they can benefit 
from flexible working conditions, feel valued and are adequately 

remunerated (Cleaver et al., 2022). In contrast, deteriorating health, job 
stress and desire to spend more time with family and friends are asso-
ciated with attrition (Li et al., 2020; Walker et al., 2018). Whilst em-
ployers may not directly influence their employees’ health, they can 
adopt measures to prevent health deterioration or reduce the risk of 
injuries, including ergonomically redesigning workplaces to save phys-
ical energy and prevent musculoskeletal injuries (Uthamanuthaman 
et al., 2016).

Job satisfaction (Falk et al., 2017), team and manager support 
(Markowski et al., 2020; Voit and Carson, 2014) and feeling valued for 
their experience (Uthamanuthaman et al., 2016) are also key retention 
factors. Additionally, the opportunity to mentor less experienced staff 
(Haines et al., 2021; Montayre et al., 2023) contributes positively to 
retention, perhaps attributable to the opportunity to demonstrate lead-
ership skills and clinical expertise. This may, in turn, positively 
contribute to the retention of less-experienced staff. CPD opportunities, 
to keep up with technological advances, are positively associated with 
retention (Armstrong-Stassen and Stassen, 2013). In addition, adequate 
remuneration is important (Li et al., 2020), as late-career nurses may be 
the main household providers (Wargo-Sugleris et al., 2018). In contrast, 
they are more likely to leave when their financial security has been 
reached (e.g. maximum superannuation benefits reached) (Duffield 
et al., 2015; Markowski et al., 2020).

Late-career nurses have a wealth of experiential knowledge, thus it is 
vital to understand their preferences and motivations around retirement 
(Ejebu et al., 2024) and adopt tailored measures to delay retirement 
(Doran et al., 2015) or encourage ‘retire and return’ options.

3.6. Facilitating return-to-practice

There is a paucity of research exploring the motivations, experiences 
and characteristics of returning nurses. Most research has been con-
ducted in the context of returning to work after a long period of sickness 
(Covell et al., 2020). According to the ‘planned behaviour’ theory 
(Ajzen, 1991), returning to work depends on physical, psychological and 
social factors. Evidence suggests that returners are typically female, 
aged 45 years and above and have caring responsibilities (Bernardo 
et al., 2009, Hammer and Craig, 2008, NHS England, 2014). Nurses 
returned to practice for financial reasons, when personal circumstances 
allowed them (e.g. children growing older) and to maintain their 
registration (Hammer and Craig, 2008; McMurtrie et al., 2014). Moti-
vations for return also included the desire to make a difference in patient 
care, the need for variety and the challenge of nursing (Durand and 
Randhawa, 2002; Gould, 2005).

Necessary resources and opportunities also foster return to work 
(Ajzen, 1991). Factors facilitating nurses’ return include refresher 
courses (Bernardo et al., 2009), clinical supervision (McMurtrie et al., 
2014), self-motivation and support from families, as well as self-paced 
study and mentors (Hammer and Craig, 2008). Qualified preceptors 
and/or mentors were particularly welcome to enable a smooth return 
given the difficulty of re-entering the workforce and the expected duties 
after a long career break (Hammer and Craig, 2008). In addition, flexible 
hours allowing for work-life balance, return-to-practice programs and 
work-based learning encourage return (Gould, 2005). Nurses also dis-
played strong pay and career advancement expectations (Barriball et al., 
2007). Certain nurses stayed in the profession for at least three years 
(Gould, 2005) but most stayed for longer periods, including up to 
retirement (NHS England, 2014). In contrast, Ajzen suggested that in-
dividuals could be hampered from returning to work if their confidence 
were undermined or if significant barriers existed (Ajzen, 1991). For 
example, in England, NHS trusts appearing disorganised or lacking clear 
guidance about return to practice were often rejected by nurses 
(Barriball et al., 2007). Some nurses were also discouraged from 
returning because of the cost of ‘return-to-practice’ courses (Durand and 
Randhawa, 2002, NHS England, 2014).

There are few studies on return-to-practice in nursing and a lack of 
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reliable data. Studies focussing on its determinants and barriers, with a 
particular focus on the NHS, would be beneficial to understand the 
motivations to return to practice and the extent of the phenomenon.

4. Discussion

For the nursing profession and employers to attract new entrants and 
retain current employees, we need to understand and address some of 
the hurdles faced by nurses throughout their careers. This narrative 
review has revealed two key findings: some push-pull factors are com-
mon throughout nurses’ careers, whilst others are more specific to each 
career stage.

Nurses have a myriad of motivations for entering and staying in the 
profession, some are fairly universal and constant, and others vary be-
tween people and career stages. Evidence suggests that for most nurses, 
perceptions of nursing as a vocation and a desire to care for others, is a 
motivator throughout their careers. Strategies to enhance the image of 
nursing to attract and retain a more diverse workforce (e.g. men) are not 
without challenges. Whilst public perception of nursing is positive – 
rating it as the ‘most trusted profession’ in polls (RCN, 2023) – this is 
against a backdrop of working conditions that include relatively low 
salaries and work pressure (NMC, 2023a, 2023b). Challenging outdated 
views of nursing is difficult (Devereux, 2023) and raising its profile is not 
easy, especially in contexts where nurses perceive their salaries as not 
commensurate with living costs (Nursing Times, 2023).

However, interventions to enhance pecuniary factors alone are un-
likely to resolve retention issues. Our review identified that non- 
pecuniary factors are key to nurse retention (Ball et al., 2022). Some 
retention (or expected) factors were common across all career stages, 
such as support from the workplace (or education institutions for stu-
dents), colleagues and leadership team, flexible working patterns 
allowing for work-life balance, recognition, opportunities for career 
advancement, fair treatment (and salary). Notably, nurses perceived 
that such expectations were not always met by their employers. In 
contrast, we found that nurses across all career stages are often expected 
to find solutions or adopt mechanisms to navigate organisational hur-
dles, for example, developing resilience as a means of coping with 
increased work pressures, placing the onus on nurses to manage difficult 
work environments, rather than on employers and policy-makers to 
enhance the work environment. With evidence that nurses are increas-
ingly burnt-out and understaffed, employers and policy-makers need to 
provide adequate responses to support and safeguard nurses. Recent 
protests and strikes by nurses (in the UK) reflect the disgruntlement and 
exasperation to inadequate responses by Governments and employers 
about salaries, working conditions and the absence of safe staffing levels 
(Buchan and Catton, 2023). Employees’ rewards should be commensu-
rate with their efforts to reduce the risk of perceived imbalance and 
intention to leave (Li et al., 2011). Encouragingly, recognition of the 
push-pull factors key to staff retention is reflected in national policies, 
such as ‘NHS People Promise’ (NHS England, 2021). They reflect the 
actions healthcare staff expect their employers to adopt to ensure their 
workplace embeds a positive culture to recruit and retain them. They are 
also evident in the NHS long-term workforce plan (NHS England, 2023), 
whose goal to retain more staff is predicted to arise by better supporting 
healthcare professionals throughout their careers, boosting flexible 
working patterns allowing for enhanced work-life balance and 
improving the culture and leadership across organisations. These factors 
– for most within reach of employers except for salaries – can be 
described as the factors valued and required by nurses and healthcare 
professions to retain them.

Our review also identified push-pull retention factors unique to each 
career stage (e.g. difficulty in balancing student-work life, transition 
shocks for new entrants, lack of career progression in the mid-career 
stage, lack of recognition and cost of return-to-practice in late-career). 
These findings reinforce the view that retention factors are not only 
multi-factorial but also multi-dimensional. They may also reflect the 

differences in expectations across generations (e.g. Boom, Gen-Z, 
Millennial). To enhance retention and career structure, a more 
nuanced approach from policy-makers, employers and nurse leaders 
would be beneficial to distinguish what different nurses want and need 
to stay and thrive (NHS Employers, 2020).

Whilst strategies to retain nurses have been implemented in many 
healthcare systems, they seem to have disproportionately focussed on 
early-career nurses in comparison to other career stages (Halter et al., 
2017). Transition interventions from early-career to nurse status, pre-
ceptorship and/or mentoring programs and interventions to reduce 
burnout are preponderant. Whilst some interventions appear beneficial 
(Bakker et al., 2020, McClain et al., 2022, Montayre et al., 2023, NHS 
Employers, 2020), the lack of robust and reliable evaluation renders it 
difficult to conclude about their effectiveness. Interventions in other 
career stages are relatively scarce (Doran et al., 2015; Sayli et al., 2022), 
perhaps because decision-makers sought to focus on nurses with the 
highest turnover rates. It is not clear if this lack of focus is warranted, but 
it is important to note that nurses more established in their careers also 
exhibit high levels of burnout, which is detrimental to their well-being. 
Notably, the scarce evidence suggests that non-pecuniary interventions 
improve nurse retention (Montayre et al., 2023; Sayli et al., 2022). Thus, 
coordinated policy response to retain and make the nursing profession 
attractive should continue to focus on providing supportive work envi-
ronments, structured career opportunities, access to continuing educa-
tion and support for well-being (Buchan and Catton, 2023). Retention 
efforts are all the more important given the UK operates in a very 
competitive labour market. For example, Australia uses large financial 
incentives to attract overseas and British nurses (Palmer et al., 2021).

4.1. Future research

Much of the evidence stemmed from cross-sectional studies and in-
ternational sources, predominantly from high- and medium-income 
countries. Not all findings will be applicable to all countries given cul-
tural differences. Retention factors of nurses in low-income countries 
may warrant further investigation (Willis-Shattuck et al., 2008). Within 
the NHS, further research is needed to better understand nurse moti-
vations and behaviours across career stages and in different healthcare 
settings. Plans to enhance retention among nursing staff (and healthcare 
professionals working closely with nurses) have been outlined in the 
NHS long-term workforce plan (NHS England, 2023) and the Govern-
ment has recently reported achieving its pledge to grow the NHS 
workforce by 50,000 nurses (Conservative Party, 2019). Efforts to retain 
these newly recruited staff – mostly internationally recruited – are 
imperative since vacancies remain high (Rolewicz, 2023).

Research to date has typically measured association. Longitudinal 
research would be beneficial to explore trends and capture potential 
causality between work environment and retention. Furthermore, 
robust evaluations would be beneficial to evaluate the cost-effectiveness 
of such strategies. Finally, many studies identified a range of factors that 
matter to nurses, but have not measured their relative importance. 
Methods such as Discrete Choice Experiments could elicit job prefer-
ences and estimate potential trade-offs between these job factors. 
Ideally, Discrete Choice Experiments could be conducted at different 
career stages, thus identifying which job factors are most valued by 
whom (Ejebu et al., 2024).

4.2. Limitations

This is a narrative review synthesising findings from a set of six 
structured literature searches relating to career stage. This approach was 
chosen because the literature review question is broad. The underlying 
searches, whilst undertaken diligently and methodically (e.g. each 
search used a set of keywords combined in a replicable search strategy 
and inclusion/exclusion criteria were identified to screen the results) 
were not formal systematic reviews, so may not have been exhaustive. 
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However, we adopted a systematic approach to gathering evidence from 
recently published studies to explore nurses’ retention factors across all 
career stages.

5. Conclusion

Knowing what matters most to nurses across all career stages is 
necessary for decision-makers who want to enhance retention. Our re-
view highlights that push-pull factors are multi-factorial and multi- 
dimensional. Policymakers and employers need to use nuanced insight 
into motivations if they are to succeed in attracting a range of people 
into nursing and be effective in retaining them throughout their careers.

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://doi. 
org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2024.104908.
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