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Abstract 

Objective To investigate the influence of group counselling on the career planning and career maturity of male nurs‑
ing students.

Method Sixty male nursing students were randomly selected from a specific‑level first‑class hospital in Hunan 
Province from July to August 2020 by using the convenience sampling method and were subsequently divided into 
the control group and the experimental group using the random number table method. The control group received 
routine pre‑job training, including aspects concerning the hospital profile, nurse etiquette, nursing core systems, 
professional ethics, nursing emergency treatment and career prospects and planning. In the experimental group, 
career planning group counselling was added after the regular pre‑service training (once a week) with each session 
lasting 2 h for a total of six training sessions. At six weeks and three months after the intervention, the career status 
evaluation scale and the college students’ career maturity scale were used to compare the career planning and career 
maturity status of the two groups of male nursing students. 

Results After six weeks and three months of intervention, all the dimensions and total scores of both the career 
status evaluation scale and the career maturity scale in the experimental group were superior to those in the control 
group with statistically significant differences (all P < 0.05). The repeated measures of variance analysis indicated that 
the differences in the total score for career planning and the four dimensions in terms of intergroup effect, time effect 
and interaction effect between the two groups were statistically significant (P < 0.05). The intergroup effect, time 
effect and interaction effect of the total score for vocational maturity, career goal, career confidence, career value, 
career freedom and career reference of the two groups were statistically significant (P < 0.05), while the time effect of 
the relative dependency dimension was also statistically significant (P < 0.05).

Conclusion Group counselling can significantly improve the career planning and career maturity status of male nurs‑
ing students and has a certain long‑term effect.
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Introduction
Male intern nursing students form part of the strength 
of future nursing workforces. With the development of 
diversified nursing services in recent years, male nurses 
are favoured by both hospitals and society due to the 
advantages of greater physical fitness, stress resistance 
and resilience, creating a large demand for male nurses in 
hospitals [1]. Based on their physical strength compared 
to women, male nurses have a physical advantage in 
terms of working in various departments (e.g. emergency 
rooms, operating rooms and intensive care units) to care 
for patients and perform manual labour, and being more 
capable of taking on heavy workloads and night shifts. In 
addition, male physical strength provides an advantage in 
dangerous situations.

The gender-based expectations of men have driven 
Chinese male nurses to enter more prestigious depart-
ments or positions and to seek out higher salaries. How-
ever, nursing is still largely viewed as a female profession, 
meaning male nurses need to deal with gender bias and 
discrimination from both patients and the public, which 
usually related to persistent gender specific stereotypes 
[2]. Multiple studies have focused on patient and female 
colleagues’ attitudes towards male nurses and have found 
that gender discrimination remains relatively common 
in the nursing profession, with male nurses being more 
likely to experience discrimination, isolation and difficul-
ties in the work environment and to exhibit dissatisfac-
tion with the practice environment [3, 4]. The deviation 
between social reality and professional ideals, high work-
loads and social pressures, as well as traditional percep-
tions, mean fewer males take up nursing as a lifelong 
career. Although the recruitment of male nursing stu-
dents has expanded in recent years, there has not been 
a significant breakthrough in the number of males who 
eventually become registered nurses. A high turnover 
intention rate of male nurses is more than 83.3% for male 
nurses and the attrition rate among is as high as 68.72% 
[5], which eventually leads to a still modest proportion of 
clinical male nurses.

“Career planning” refers to the time, direction, and 
plan of action an individual sets to achieve his or her 
career goals. It can help trainee nurse students effectively 
solve the difficulties in the process of professional growth 
when taking into account their situation and immediate 
constraints. Thus, it can help reduce turnover decision 
and employment anxiety, improve career maturity, and 
increase the sense of career identity [6]. An existing study 
assessed the experience of male nursing students in the 
nursing profession by conducting two focus group inter-
views with junior and senior staff members. The results 
indicated that career planners should more actively pro-
mote the provision of a convenient learning environment 

for male nursing students, and highlighted the history of 
male nursing students in the classroom to motivate the 
present male nursing students [7].

Group counselling is an activity conducted by counsel-
lors with relevant experience and a professional founda-
tion in a group context. This process aims to imitate and 
learn new behavioural styles and attitudes and develop 
well-adapted behaviours through learning and observa-
tion [8]. This approach has unique advantages in terms 
of intervention effects concerning issues, such as career 
identity, subjective career barriers and low self-efficacy 
in career decision-making [9]. It was found that struc-
tured group psychological counselling had a good effect 
in estranging students from interpersonal barriers, 
improving interpersonal skills and coping styles, allevi-
ating anxiety and depression and increasing members’ 
self-efficacy [10].

Currently, there exist few intervention studies on career 
planning for male nursing interns [11]. Accordingly, the 
present study aimed to investigate the influence of group 
counselling on the career planning and career maturity 
of male nursing students to adopt the group counselling 
approach for developing a career planning intervention 
programme for male nursing interns. Overall, the results 
were highly promising, the details of which are described 
below.

Methods
Participants
In this study, 60 interns were randomly selected from 
163 male nursing students in a tertiary hospital in Hunan 
Province from July to August 2020 and were subse-
quently assigned to the control (n = 30) and observation 
(n = 30) groups, respectively, using the random number 
table method. The randomisation process was performed 
using statistical analysis system software. The random 
numbers and groups were sealed in opaque envelopes 
and kept by the director of the nursing teaching and 
research department, who also helped supervise the 
random assignment process. A single-blind method was 
adopted, with the individuals involved in the routine pre-
employment training, career planning group counselling 
and the collection and analysis of the questionnaires una-
ware of the grouping.

The inclusion criteria for the present study included 
male nurses who had been completing internships in 
2020 with a duration of < 1 week who were willing to par-
ticipate in this study and who were currently working on 
the clinical front line and had no communication barriers 
with others. The exclusion criteria included trainees who 
were unable to guarantee sufficient participation time or 
who were unwilling to voluntarily participate in the study, 
as well as those with an internship duration of > 1 week.
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Sample size calculation
A convenience sampling method was used to collect data 
for the study population. The sample size was calculated 
based on the Raosoft sample size calculator [http:// www. 
raoso ft. com/ sampl esize. html (accessed November 16, 
2021)]. with an error range of 5% and a confidence level 
of 95% [12]. The sample size calculated was at least 27 for 
each group.

Methods
Observation group

Establishment of the group counselling team The team 
members were nursing professional teachers who had 
been trained in the area of group coaching and had 
counselling-related qualifications. The group counselling 
team comprised a total of seven individuals, including 
one director of the nursing teaching and research depart-
ment, one officer of the nursing teaching and research 
department and five experts operating in various nurs-
ing-related fields, including nursing teaching, specialist 
nursing, nursing management, nursing research and sci-
entific research design.

The leader of the group counselling activity was the 
director of the nursing teaching and research depart-
ment, who had a PhD qualification, was a professor of 
nursing and mainly engaged in nursing education and 
nursing management. The leader was mainly responsible 
for guiding the design and implementation of the group 
counselling programme. The group counselling activity 
was overseen by the officer of the nursing teaching and 
research department, who had a master’s degree, was a 
nurse practitioner and was mainly engaged in nursing 
education. This individual was mainly responsible for 
the programme design and the coordination and hosting 
of the activity. Among the five group counselling activ-
ity instructors, one was a male clinical nursing instruc-
tor who had a master’s degree, was a vice professor of 
nursing, was mainly engaged in nursing teaching, and 
whose duties included analysing the form and character-
istics of employment and helping male nursing students 
gain a comprehensive understanding of themselves and 
improve their knowledge of the nursing profession. The 
second instructor was a specialised male nurse who had 
a bachelor’s degree, was a chief nurse mainly engaged in 
clinical acute and critical care nursing, and who shared 
his career history and career planning to help male nurs-
ing students strengthen their career goals, improve their 
career satisfaction and establish correct career values. 
The third instructor was a male nurse manager who had 
a master’s degree, was a vice professor of nursing and was 
mainly engaged in nursing management, teaching male 

nursing students about career planning and sharing their 
career planning history to help male nursing students 
better understand the importance of career planning 
and the nursing profession from multiple perspectives. 
The fourth instructor was a male nursing postgraduate 
student studying in the field of nursing education; their 
role was to increase the awareness among male nursing 
students of the importance of academic upgrading and 
of making multi-directional choices in their career plan-
ning. The final instructor was a male doctor of medicine 
research professional and a PhD supervisor who was pri-
marily engaged in nursing teaching, as well as cultivat-
ing an interest in scientific research and promoting male 
nursing students’ comprehensive quality improvement.

Counselling programme development This study com-
bined Donald E. Super’s career development theory, 
Krumboltz’s social learning theory and Frank Parsons’ 
trait and factor theory (which formed the theoretical 
basis of this study), and designed various group activi-
ties around the core aspects of career planning, based 
on group counselling formation, including career iden-
tity, career satisfaction, organisational commitment, and 
a willingness to remain in the workplace [13]. The group 
counselling programme was designed to include six mod-
ules, with each module developed around an activity 
theme and including four sessions, i.e. warm-up activi-
ties, themed activities, summary and sharing, and home-
work assignment. Details of the specific implementation 
plan are provided in Table 1.

Implementing the counselling programme The counsel-
ling activity was based on a variety of games, with each 
activity incorporating a different game to introduce the 
activity theme prior to forming small groups. This ena-
bled the group members to participate in the themed 
activities in an open, accepting and supportive group 
atmosphere. After each activity, the counsellor summa-
rised the proceedings, and the group members shared 
their feelings about the activity. Concerning the training 
method, the observation group participated in a one-
week pre-employment training session for clinical prac-
tice that was organized by the nursing department. The 
training mainly included an introduction to the hospital, 
nursing etiquette norms and the core nursing system, as 
well as professional ethics, nursing emergency manage-
ment and career prospect and planning. Following the 
pre-employment training, the male nursing students took 
turns to work in each clinical department according to 
the internship syllabus plan. Additionally, the observa-
tion group conducted a six-week career planning group 
counselling programme alongside the internship. The 

http://www.raosoft.com/samplesize.html
http://www.raosoft.com/samplesize.html
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counselling sessions were provided Fridays from 19:00 to 
21:00, once a week for a total of six training sessions.

Control group
The control group also participated in the pre-employ-
ment training on clinical internship, and participated 
in the internship rotation in each clinical department 
following the completion of the training. The intern-
ship department and internship content were the same 
as those used for the observation group. To prevent any 
mutual influence between the two groups, a different 
rotation order was used for each group.

Evaluation tools
General information questionnaire
This questionnaire was self-created and included age, 
professional volunteering, education level and home 
location.

Career status assessment scale
The Chinese version of the career status assessment scale 
was translated by Tong Tian and comprised 23 items 
covering four dimensions, including 8 items on career 
identity, 5 to career satisfaction, 9 to organisational com-
mitment and 1 to intention to remain in the workplace 
[14]. Each item was scored using a 5-point Likert scale, 
with each answer assigned a score of l–5 (completely dis-
agree, relatively disagree, uncertain, relatively agree, and 
completely agree, respectively), while four items were 
reverse scored, for a total of 23–115 points. A higher 
score indicated a higher evaluation of occupational 
status. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of scale and 
dimension ranged from 0.72 to 0.86, while the retest reli-
ability was 0.82; the apparent content validity was 0.83, 
and the internal consistency coefficient was 0.86 [14]. 
Accordingly, the scale was deemed valid for use among 
nursing staff.

Career maturity inventory
The career maturity inventory was revised by Zhiyong 
Zhang et al. [15] The corresponding questionnaire com-
prised 34 entries (with a total of 170 points) covering 6 
dimensions, i.e. 8 items on career goals, 6 on career con-
fidence, 4 on career freedom, 6 on career values, 4 on 
reliance on friends and family and 6 related to career 
reference. Each item was rated according to a 5-point 
Likert scale, with scores ranging from 1–5 correspond-
ing to highly non-conforming, non-conforming, unsure, 
conforming, and highly conforming, respectively. The 
scale had a retest reliability of 0.771, split-half reliability 
of 0.896 and an internal consistency reliability coefficient 
of 0.869, indicating overall good validity [3].

Data collection
The group counselling team members distributed 30 
copies of the career planning status questionnaire and 
the career maturity questionnaire among the observa-
tion group and the control group prior to the inter-
vention and the six-week and three-month evaluation 
points. Uniform guidance language was used before 
distributing the questionnaires; all questionnaires were 
distributed on the spot and were successfully collected. 
All of the returned questionnaires were valid. To ensure 
the accuracy of the data analysis, the data analyst and 
program operators were blind during this study.

Effect sizes
Effect sizes, based on the pooled pre- and post-test stand-
ard deviation to obtain a more precise estimate, were cal-
culated to assess the effectiveness of group counseling 
interventions. Odd ratio were converted to Cohen’s d (as 
described by Morris [16, 17]).

In line with Cohen’s classification, effect sizes were clas-
sified into five levels: trivial (Cohen’s d ≤ 0.2), small (> 0.2), 
moderate (> 0.5), large (> 0.8), very large (> 1.3) [18].

Statistical analysis
An Excel database was created, and the SPSS Statistics 
21.0 software program was used for statistical analy-
sis of the data. In terms of the quantitative variables, a 
normality (sphericity) test was performed; the normally 
distributed data were expressed as mean ± standard devi-
ation (x ± s), while an independent samples t-test and a 
repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) test 
were conducted to compare the differences between the 
groups (test level alpha = 0.05).

Results
Comparison of general information between the two 
groups
A total of 60 valid questionnaires were collected (recovery 
rate, 100%). The results indicated no statistically signifi-
cant difference between the two groups in the comparison 
of general information, which included the age, profes-
sional volunteering experience, education history and 
home location of the male nursing students (P > 0.05). The 
baseline information of the two groups of male nursing 
students was both balanced and comparable (see Table 2).

Comparison of career planning status scores 
between the two groups
There was no statistically significant difference between 
the two groups in terms of total career planning score, 

d =
x1−x2

s
s =

(n1−1)s2
1
+(n2−1)s2

2

n1+n2−2
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career identity, career satisfaction, organisational com-
mitment and willingness to remain in their professional 
role prior to the intervention (both values, P > 0.05) 
(Table 3).

The data on total career maturity, career identity, career 
satisfaction, organisational commitment and intention 
to remain in their professional role in both groups met 
the normal distribution and spherical test requirements 
(P > 0.05 for the spherical symmetry test). The repeated 
measures ANOVA results suggested that the time effect, 
the inter-group effect and the interaction between the 
inter-group effect and the time effect of total career 
maturity, career identity, career satisfaction, organisa-
tional commitment and intention to remain in their role 
were statistically significant (P < 0.05). Further analysis 
revealed that the career planning status of the observa-
tion group was better than that of the control group after 
six weeks and three months of intervention, and the dif-
ference was statistically significant (P < 0.05). After group 
counseling intervention, the Cohen’s d scores of total 
career planning score, career identity, career satisfaction, 
organisational commitment and willingness of the par-
ticipants were all > 0.5, indicating that the intervention 
has significant effectiveness in improving career planning 
status (see Table 3).

Comparison of occupational maturity scores 
between the two groups
The total score for occupational maturity prior to the 
intervention was 106.60 ± 5.46 in the observation group 
and 106.80 ± 3.63 in the control group, and the difference 
was not statistically significant when comparing the two 
groups (t =  − 0.409, P = 0.693). The data on total career 
maturity, career goals, career self-confidence, career 
values, career freedom, family and friend dependence 
and career reference in both groups met the normal dis-
tribution and spherical test requirements (P > 0.05 for 
the spherical symmetry test). The repeated measures 
ANOVA results suggested that differences in the inter-
group, time and interaction effects, respectively, between 
the total career maturity score and the five dimensions 
of career goals, career confidence, career values, career 
freedom and career reference were statistically signifi-
cant (P < 0.05), with a statistically significant time effect 
for the dimension of family and friend dependence 
(P < 0.05). On comparing the occupational maturity of the 
two groups at different time points, it was found that the 
level of occupational maturity in the observation group 
was higher than in the control group after six weeks and 
three months of intervention, and the difference was sta-
tistically significant (P < 0.05). After group counseling 
intervention, the Cohen’s d scores of total occupational 
maturity scores, career goals, professional confidence, 

career values, career freedom and career reference of the 
participants were all > 0.5, indicating that the interven-
tion has significant effectiveness in improving occupa-
tional maturity (see Table 4).

Discussion
Due to the peculiarities of China’s college entrance exam-
ination system, many male nurses are forced to transfer 
to nursing majors with lower requirements in medical 
schools, based on their unsatisfactory performance in 
the entrance examination [19]. While this mechanism of 
speciality assignment helps nursing schools to overcome 
the difficulty of enrolment to some extent [20], without 
appropriate guidance and role models, this guidance 
mechanism actually exacerbates the negative attitudes of 
male nursing students toward the nursing profession.

Improving the career planning status of intern male 
nursing students through group counselling
Sun et  al. [19] found that nursing interns experienced 
extreme work pressure during their first internship. 
When nursing interns work as nurses for the first time, 
the complexity of the nursing environment will give rise 
to high pressure; the various factors that can lead to diffi-
culties in clinical practice will affect the quality of nurses’ 
clinical practice, thereby impacting the confidence of 
interns in the nursing profession [20–23].

Table  3 shows that there were significant time, group 
and interaction effects, respectively, for each dimension 
of the career planning status evaluation scale (P < 0.05). 
The total career scores and the scores for each dimension 
were significantly higher in the observation group than 
in the control group after six weeks and three months 
of intervention, and the difference was statistically sig-
nificant (P < 0.05). The values of Cohen’s d after the inter-
vention were > 0.5, showing the potential of this group 
counseling intervention in behavior change. These results 
were similar to those obtained by Meiling Wan et  al., 
suggesting that group counselling aimed at career plan-
ning could improve the career planning status of male 
intern nursing students [24]. This may have been related 
to the fact that, in the career planning group counselling 
programme for intern male nursing students, the team 
members engaged in a process that started with meet-
ing and getting to know one another, to communicating, 
learning new knowledge and continuously deepening it, 
which improved the team members’ enthusiasm and ini-
tiative for learning about career planning [25].

Among the learning modules, in the themed activity 
titled ‘Showing charm, showing your true self ’, a mock 
job interview session allowed the nursing students to 
objectively evaluate themselves and observe the abilities 
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of others. They also encouraged team members to learn 
from one another, complement each other’s strengths 
and weaknesses, make progress together and strengthen 
their self-affirmation. In the ‘Strengthen awareness and 
lead to reflection’ module, the team members were guided 
to explore the impact of self-awareness on career devel-
opment by observing the choices made by male nursing 
interns at a ‘career crossroads’ to discover factors that may 
affect their future career choices. In the activities of the 
‘Building concepts and emotions’ and ‘Helping with selec-
tion and planning’ modules, the team members observed 
a biographical portrayal of Nightingale and the activi-
ties of Chinese Tibetan male nurses. This was aimed at 
inspiring the nursing trainees to identify with the nurs-
ing profession through these role models and to culti-
vate professional pride, improve professional satisfaction 
and stimulate their work enthusiasm, thereby helping to 
stabilise their frame of mind and engage in the nursing 
profession. This will, in turn, help them to gain a better 
understanding of their career and their future plans and 
support them to be more determined in their career goals.

Improving the professional maturity of male nursing 
students through group counselling
‘Professional maturity’ refers to the degree to which indi-
viduals master the career development goals that are 
appropriate for their specific career development stage, 
including career decision-making knowledge and career 
decision-making attitudes [12]. Male nursing students 
will be exposed to a level of negative information dur-
ing this stage of their clinical practice; they may find that 
their expectations do not match their actual lives and 
that they lack a sense of professional belonging. If these 
aspects are not adjusted and guided promptly, students’ 
level of professional maturity will be reduced, which will 
directly affect the future development of the field of clini-
cal nursing as a whole [26].

As Table  4 shows, significant time, inter-group and 
interaction effects (P < 0.05, Cohen’s d > 0.5) influenced 
the total scores for occupational maturity and the five 
dimensions of occupational goals, occupational confi-
dence, occupational values, occupational freedom and 
occupational reference across both groups after six weeks 
and three months of intervention. The total scores for 
occupational maturity and the scores for each dimen-
sion in the observation group were significantly higher 
than those in the control group after six weeks and three 
months of intervention, and the differences were statis-
tically significant (P < 0.05). These results were similar to 
those obtained by Hongbo Mao et al. [27] and indicated 
that career planning group counselling was beneficial 
for improving the career maturity of intern male nursing 
students.

In the career planning group counselling programme, 
the game ‘You and I in the mirror’ was used to help the 
nursing interns better understand themselves, clarify 
their interests, establish role models in their minds and 
set future career goals. Another game, ‘Values auction’, 
was aimed at gaining a better understanding of the pro-
fessional values of male nursing interns and helping 
them to better understand the importance of profes-
sional values, as well as actively guiding them to estab-
lish the correct professional values to support them to 
make better career decisions.

By inviting experts and talents in the field of nursing 
to participate in the career interviews, the authors were 
able to help the male nursing interns gain clearer goals 
for their nursing careers, inspiring them to identify 
with the value of nursing as a career and strengthening 
their self-confidence within the nursing career environ-
ment. The male nursing interns included in this study 
showed a stronger willingness to consider personal cri-
teria when developing their ‘My career planning’ strat-
egy, rather than relying on the opinions of friends and 
family, thus increasing their career autonomy. Overall, 
based on the results of this study, specific career plan-
ning counselling for intern male nursing students could 
significantly improve their career status and career 
maturity.

Limitations and recommendations for future research
The primary limitation of this study was the use of the 
convenience sampling method, which limited the sam-
ple size and may have led to the introduction of sampling 
bias. In addition, since the entire duration of the study 
was six weeks, the intervention time was comparatively 
short. It is recommended that the number of group coun-
selling sessions be increased in future intervention stud-
ies to enhance the effect of counselling. Furthermore, 
the participants in this study were mainly junior college 
students; it is recommended that groups involving indi-
viduals studying at different academic levels, such as 
undergraduate and postgraduate students, be included in 
future studies to verify the training effect of group coun-
selling on nursing students at different academic levels.

Conclusion
The investigation of the career planning of male nursing 
interns in clinical practice can help to better understand 
their psychological frame of mind. As part of an effec-
tive coping measure, group career counselling should be 
provided to help male intern nurses cope with occupa-
tional stress and reduce the attendant negative impact. 
This will also enable male trainee nurses to turn stress 
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into motivation, adapt to and become integrated within 
the work environment and develop excellent professional 
skills. This will, in turn, provide fundamental grounding 
for the smooth development of the field of nursing as a 
whole.
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