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Abstract
Background  At the onset of their professional journey, novice nurses often undergo a multifaceted psychological 
experience as they transition from theoretical knowledge to clinical practice, potentially impacting their development 
of professional identity. However, limited research has been conducted on the psychological aspects pertaining to 
newly graduated nurses in stomatological hospitals in our country.

Methods  The phenomenological method and semi-structured interviews were used in this study, and the sample 
size of the interview was purposive sampling method. A semi-structured virtual interview was conducted with 21 
new nurses in the department of stomatology. Colaizzi’s analysis method was used to analyse the interview data.

Results  Based on Kramer’s reality shock theoretical framework and analyzing interview data, this study extracted the 
psychological experiences of novice nurses during their first year of employment across four distinct stages. The four 
stages include: cheerful period, frustration period, adjustment period and competency period. Six themes and nine 
sub-themes were derived from the four period.

Conclusion  Due to the lack of professional knowledge, novice oral nurses will experience a series of complex 
positive and negative emotions at the beginning of their career. Through the research, the training of oral specialty 
theory, good psychological counseling and peer support can improve their participation in oral outpatient nursing. 
At the same time, the establishment of oral care quality assurance system and the improvement of oral care higher 
education in our country will become the focus of future research.

Keywords  Novice nurse, Stomatological hospital, Psychology, Qualitative study, Phenomenological research

Exploring the psychological experience 
of novice nurses in stomatological hospitals 
in China: a phenomenological study
Jian Liu1, Tiantian Lu1, Yan Li1, Hongyuan Dai1 and Li Li1*

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s12912-024-01879-z&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-3-29


Page 2 of 7Liu et al. BMC Nursing          (2024) 23:223 

Background
According to statistics, there has been a recent increase 
in the number of patients with oral diseases in China, 
resulting in a total of 703  million cases of dental car-
ies [1], malocclusion, pulpitis, and other oral conditions 
[2]. The work of oral nurses is not limited to daily oral 
treatment assistance, but also involves oral health edu-
cation, preventive health care, oral imaging technol-
ogy, instrument disinfection and sterilization, four-hand 
operation cooperation, and oral disease management 
and research. With the increasing public awareness of 
oral health and the growing demand for oral medical ser-
vices, the demand for oral nurses continues to increase. 
Dental nurses play a crucial role as integral members of 
the medical service team in the field of oral health care. 
However, studies [3] have indicated that most dental 
clinic nurses receive training primarily focused on gen-
eral nursing rather than specialized oral care. In clinical 
practice, these student nurses typically undergo rota-
tions lasting over eight months at grade-A tertiary gen-
eral hospitals [4]. Novice oral nurses lack systematic basic 
knowledge of oral nursing specialty and related practical 
courses before entering the oral outpatient nursing work. 
At the beginning of the work, the new nurse is enthusias-
tic about the work. After entering the workplace for some 
time, they feel anxious and helpless, and crave help from 
colleagues and care managers. At the same time, due to 
the increase in work intensity and responsibility, the nov-
ice nurses will become less confident and even increase 
the turnover rate [5, 6]. Therefore, adopting a phenom-
enological perspective for this study involved conduct-
ing in-depth interviews with newly employed nurses who 
did not specialize in oral nursing but had recently joined 
stomatological hospitals. The aim was to extract their 
psychological experiences during the transitional stage 
[7], identify strategies for stress relief and coping mecha-
nisms while providing valuable insights for enhancing 
professional development and management practices 
among nurses within stomatological hospitals.

Methods
Objective of the study
The purpose of this study was to explore the psychologi-
cal experience of novice nurses in different stages of early 

work in stomatological hospitals, and to provide evidence 
for future training of stomatological nurses.

Participants
Purposive sampling method was used to select 21 
newly recruited nurses from different regions and dif-
ferent grades of stomatology hospitals for interview. 
They are going through the early stages of their career 
development,with less than one year of work experi-
ence. The inclusion criteria were as follows: (I) Gradua-
tion with a nursing major and possession of a valid nurse 
practicing certificate; (II) Engagement in dental special-
ist outpatient nursing duties; (III) Less than one year of 
working experience; (IV) Provision of informed consent 
and voluntary participation in this study. Exclusion cri-
teria included: (I) Taking sick leave or being on sick leave 
for more than three months; (II) Transferring to non-oral 
outpatient nursing positions. The sample size was deter-
mined based on information saturation, ensuring no new 
topics emerged.

Data collection
A semi-structured interview guide (Table  1) was used 
to collect information through face-to-face interviews. 
This interview guide was based on a thorough literature 
review [8] and extensive discussions within the research 
group. The interview guide was then refined through 
consultations with two dental specialists, two dental 
outpatient nursing managers, one dental nurse, and pre-
interviews with five novice nurses. All the interviews 
were conducted by a postgraduate nursing student who 
was trained in qualitative research. A research assistant 
played an auxiliary role which included recording the 
interviews. The interview took place in the nurses’ lounge 
and lasted 30 to 40 min.The interviews were recorded by 
a whole process of synchronous recording, notes, and 
timely reminiscence during the interview, and partici-
pants’ views were clarified and confirmed to ensure accu-
racy. The interview times ranged from 30 to 40 min. The 
interviews were conducted in the participant’s language 
(Chinese). At the end of each interview, two Doctor of 
Nursing who are familiar with the disciplinary back-
ground and professional terms were invited to translate 
the interview content into English to ensure the accu-
racy of the translation.We stopped when the analysis 
reached data saturation: the interview has not added any 
new information to the data collection process. The sam-
ple size was saturated when the information appeared 
repeatedly and there was no new content or topic. The 
study did not repeat the interviews.

Table 1  Semi-structured interview guide
Semi-structured interview guide
1. Why did you choose to work in dental outpatient care?
2. According to your current circumstances, what are the challenges 
encountered in the professional domain?
3. What are the distinguishing characteristics between clinical nursing 
and oral outpatient nursing in terms of their scope and practice?”
4. In what ways do you anticipate nursing managers providing assis-
tance in your future professional endeavors?
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Data analysis
Throughout the analysis, two researchers independently 
reviewed and coded the interview transcripts, identi-
fying initial themes and subthemes. This study adopts 
the Colaizzi descriptive analysis framework [9] divided 
into seven analytical steps. (1) Reading of interviews by 
two researchers who reread transcripts several times 
to become immersed in the data. (2) Identification and 
coding of significant statements related to psychological 
concerns in novice nurses.(3) Extracting meaningful frag-
ments through team discussions. (4) Organizing each sig-
nificant statement into meaningful units and subthemes 
into major themes. (5) Linking themes closely to research 
phenomena and detailing them. (6) Identifying similar 
ideas and deleting them. (7) Providing feedback on the 
results to participants to ensure the authenticity of the 
content. To enhance reliability and agreement, a third 
researcher was involved in developing credibility around 
the themes and addressing any discrepancies between the 
initial coders.

Ethical considerations
The Ethics Committee of the Stomatology Hospital 
Affiliated to the School of Medicine of Nanjing Univer-
sity provided an ethical review. All participants signed 
an informed consent document before the interview. 
Additionally, participants were informed that their par-
ticipation in the study was voluntary and the informa-
tion gathered from the interviews would be recorded 
and used only for scientific purposes. To protect the 
privacy of interviewees, the interviews were presented 
anonymously, and names were replaced with numerical 
identifiers.

Rigour
Rigour was ensured by following the criteria for trust-
worthiness: credibility, confirmability, dependability and 
transferability. During the interview, the researcher asked 
questions according to the interview outline, listened 
carefully, asked questions, retold and summarized in a 
timely manner, and kept an objective attitude without 
inducing, evaluating or easily interrupting the interview-
ees’ statements,and and this methodology strengthened 
the overall credibility of the study. All of the participants 
confirmed that the results resonated with their experi-
ences, and no new feedback had developed in their prac-
tice since the initial interviews. All authors took part in 
all analytical stages. The condensed text was discussed 
until consensus was reached on the analysis and the 
formulated themes. This strengthens the dependabil-
ity of the study, together with a clear description of the 
research process. The results are presented with partici-
pants’ quotes to facilitate external judgement and to con-
sider transferability of results to other nursing contexts.

Findings
A total of 21 novice nurses participated in the interview 
and their demographic information is shown in Table 2. 
There were 18 female nurses and 3 male nurses, ranging 
in age from 20 to 23 years. The themes in the interviews 
are presented in Table 3.

The cheerful period: enter the new work 
environment feel temporary pleasant and 
relaxation
Theme 1: pleasant and relaxation
Keeping a positive attitude towards learning
All interviewees reported that oral outpatient nursing 
was less physically demanding than clinical nursing for 

Table 2  Socio-demographic characteristics of participants 
(N = 21)
Code Age Gender Reasons for working in

the stomatological hospitals
N1 23 Female 2
N2 21 Female 1, 2, 5
N3 22 Female 2, 3, 5
N4 20 Female 1, 3, 4
N5 22 Female 2, 5, 6
N6 23 Female 1, 2
N7 21 Female 1, 2, 5, 6
N8 21 Female 1, 2, 3, 6
N9 22 Female 3
N10 22 Male 2, 6
N11 23 Female 2
N12 23 Female 2, 3, 5, 6
N13 20 Female 1, 4
N14 23 Male 3, 4
N15 22 Female 4
N16 22 Female 3
N17 23 Female 3, 4, 5
N18 22 Female 1, 4
N19 22 Female 1, 2, 5, 6
N20 21 Male 3, 4
N21 22 Female 1, 2
Reasons for working in the stomatological hospitals: 1 = Clean working 
environment; 2 = Simple interpersonal relationship; 3 = Personal interest; 
4 = Good prospects for development; 5 = High income; 6 = Low working pressure

Table 3  Summary of themes and sub-themes
Period Themes Sub-themes
The cheerful 
period

Pleasant and 
relaxation

Keeping a positive attitude 
towards learning
Avoiding nurse-patient conflict

The frustration 
period

Self-doubt
Helpless
Frustration

Peer support
Professional support
Need to maintain self-esteem

The adjustment 
period

Relieved Managing negative emotions
Making up for the shortcomings

The compe-
tency period

Self-affirmation Cognitive reappraisal
Transform knowledge
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the same amount of time. At the same time, because the 
night shift in the oral clinic decreased or even some of 
them did not have night shift, they all indicated that the 
daily self-management time increased, and they were 
more willing to accept nursing work without night shift. 
They are eager to learn new things.The participants pro-
vided the following accounts of their experiences:

“Before that, I worked as an intern in the intensive care 
unit of a Grade III general hospital, where I had to turn 
over for patients every two hours. I was very nervous and 
tired every day, because I did not want to continue work-
ing night shifts, so I want to learn about oral care”. (N5)

“I am very interested in every nursing operation, hope 
to master as soon as possible, and want to learn new 
knowledge every day”.(N6).

Avoiding nurse-patient conflict
The working environment of stomatology hospital is dif-
ferent from that of general hospital, the oral clinic is rela-
tively clean and quiet, and doctors are responsible for the 
main treatment and communication work. Nurses need 
to cooperate with doctors in the process of diagnosis 
and treatment to prepare materials before diagnosis and 
treatment, four-hand operation, delivery of goods, mix-
ing materials, disposal of materials, and health education 
for patients, etc., which avoids long-term direct contact 
between nurses and patients and reduces nurse-patient 
conflicts. The working environment of general hospital 
is noisy and busy, which is easy to cause the contradic-
tion between nurse and patient. Participants shared their 
experiences in this regard:

“There is no need to directly face the patient, there is 
no need to explain to the patient before doing the opera-
tion, only cooperate with the doctor to pass the instru-
ment, do their own work, and never conflict with the 
patient”.(N18).

“I am very friendly to every patient, working in the den-
tal clinic smile is essential”.(N4).

The frustration period: the expectation of the new 
role is very different from the daily work and lack 
of security
Theme 2: self-doubt
Peer support
With the passage of time, their own high demands on the 
work and often frustrated in the outpatient nursing work, 
the new nurses have become less and less confident. They 
crave understanding and support. Participants shared 
their experiences as follows:

“When mixing materials, I did not have a good grasp of 
the nature of the materials, and each doctor had differ-
ent preferences. Sometimes I would confuse their prefer-
ences, which made them dissatisfied, and I became less 
and less confident. After the work, I will talk to my good 

friends, they show understanding and will give me sup-
port”.(N7).

“My friends tell me you’ll do a lot of operations. For 
example, intravenous infusion, enema, sputum aspiration 
and other operations. It’s just not useful in your current 
field of work”.(N8).

Theme 3: helpless
Professional support
Novice nurses encounter setbacks in the workplace, feel-
ing helpless and eager to seek professional help. At the 
same time, they tend to have low career achievements 
due to lack of professional guidance and work mistakes. 
However, compared with the new nurses who entered the 
general hospital, they have been more competent because 
of the systematic training of clinical nursing professional 
knowledge.

“I want to learn some professional knowledge about 
oral care, which will improve my confidence. So I hope 
that nursing managers can increase their training in oral 
knowledge and oral nursing practice skills”.(N18).

“I was nervous at work, afraid of doing it wrong, and I 
wanted someone (nursing managers) to guide me in oral 
care. If I master the professional knowledge, I may not be 
nervous in the future work”.(N7).

Theme 4: frustration
Need to maintain self-esteem
After the short enthusiasm for the new environment, 
with the increase of work intensity and the requirements 
of job duties, novice nurses who have just entered the 
hospitals will often feel uneasy and even fall into frus-
tration due to their lack of oral care expertise and weak 
practical operation. Participants shared their experiences 
as follows:

“Sometimes I am nervous and afraid of making mis-
takes in my work, A few times I’ve seen doctors shake 
their heads disdainfully at me because I’ve made a mis-
take in my work”.(N14).

“I felt that it was too different from the clinical, I felt 
that I was out of place, and the operational skills I knew 
before were less useful here”.(N15).

The adjustment period: the career development 
transitioned from a state of confusion to gradually 
adapting
Theme 5: relieved
Managing negative emotions
At this stage, nursing students realize their negative emo-
tions in the work, begin to adjust their mentality.

“When I’m feeling down, I take a deep breath and whis-
per to myself to be confident”.(N1).

“I will think of something pleasant and try not to bring 
negativity into my work”.(N6).
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Making up for the shortcomings
Novice nurses begin to accept their shortcomings in abil-
ity and strive to enrich themselves, and gradually adapt 
to the nursing work in the oral clinic. Participants shared 
their experiences as follows:

“Like the previous internship, I will prepare a small 
book, and record in time what I don’t understand in my 
usual work. After work, I will consult the information or 
consult my colleagues and head nurses”.(N19).

“When I get home from work, I start reading oral care 
books, sometimes studying until the wee hours of the 
morning. I don’t want to fall behin’’.(N3).

The competency period: be able to put your role in 
perspective and be competent in clinical work
Theme 6: self-affirmation
Cognitive reappraisal
Novice nurses with improved abilities in all aspects can 
independently carry out nursing operations, and when 
they encounter problems, they are no longer afraid and 
uneasy, and begin to think about how to use existing 
resources to change the status quo. They are eager for 
long-term development, and strive to become a dental 
specialist nurse in order to better show their value in 
work. Participants shared their experiences as follows:

“At work, I have a cooperative relationship with doc-
tors, but we have different division of labor. Whether it is 
clinical work or oral clinic work, it is a process of contin-
uous learning and accumulation of knowledge. I believe 
that I can become a qualified and competent nurse in any 
field”. (N21)

Transform knowledge
By strengthening the learning of oral nursing professional 
knowledge and professional skills, new nurses will com-
bine the previous knowledge with the new knowledge 
and apply it to the field of work.

“After all, I was in clinical practicum, and the doctor 
praised me for my strong aseptic concept when I assisted 
the doctor with the surgery. I found that clinical and oral 
outpatient work have many similarities, but we need to 
transform and accurately apply it to the usual outpatient 
work”.(N11).

Discussion
This study found that after the newly graduated nurses 
worked in the stomatological hospitals, the outpatient 
work mode reduced the damage to their body caused 
by high-intensity night shift, and the change of working 
environment reduced the nurse-patient conflict, both of 
which alleviated the physical and mental pressure of such 
nurses. It shows that improving the working environment 
can relieve the working pressure of nurses. However, in 
terms of work content, they are prone to frustration due 

to their proficiency in oral nursing when they first enter 
the job due to their weak knowledge base in oral nurs-
ing. At this time, nurses will have negative emotions, 
which requires them to be good at regulating their emo-
tions.Secondly, the nurses in the dental clinic are mainly 
engaged in nursing cooperation beside the chair, and the 
relationship between nurses and doctors has changed 
from cooperation to subordination, and the sense of 
professional achievement has decreased. Therefore, it 
is suggested that nursing managers should strengthen 
the training of the basic knowledge and practical ability 
of the new oral nurses after they enter the clinical work. 
Make practical learning plans and training plans to guide 
the career planning of nurses. At the same time, in terms 
of psychology, psychological experts should be used to 
guide the psychology of novice nurses, which should be 
different from person to person. To help and support 
novice nurses in work and life, improve the status and 
importance of nurses in oral diagnosis and treatment, 
and finally realize the high-quality development of oral 
care.

Improving the working environment
Studies have shown that [10] poor working environ-
ment, uncooperative service objects and overloaded 
workload tend to cause nurses to be in a state of long-
term high pressure. Long-term high pressure can lead to 
anxiety, empathy fatigue, headache and other sub-health 
[11], which also enhances nurses’ turnover intention. In 
addition, greater work pressure will not only affect the 
physical and mental health of nurses [12], but also pose 
a threat to the life safety of patients. This study shows 
that the working environment in the dental clinic is more 
conducive to nurses’ physical and mental relaxation than 
the clinical working environment. The most direct and 
obvious impact is to protect nurses’ sleep and reduce 
nurse-patient conflicts. Among them, all interviewees 
mentioned that within the same working hours, oral 
outpatient nursing work consumes less physical energy, 
and self-perception of oral outpatient working environ-
ment is better. This is consistent with the survey results 
of Wang Qian [5] et al. Therefore, working environment, 
work load and good nurse-patient relationship are more 
conducive to nurses’ involvement in work, and are also 
one of the factors for nurses to choose jobs. The stoma-
tological hospitals should pay attention to the working 
environment and workload of nurses, conduct on-the-job 
skills and theoretical knowledge training for nurses, and 
take corresponding measures to improve the working 
environment and timely adjust the allocation of human 
resources, so as to alleviate the physical and mental 
fatigue of nurses and reduce the turnover rate of nurses.
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Regulating your emotions
According to the emotional regulation process model of 
Campos [13], the purpose of individual emotional regu-
lation is to choose socially acceptable responses to coor-
dinate inconsistent conflicts in daily interactions. If not 
solved in time, the negative psychology in interpersonal 
communication is likely to cause individuals to have dis-
tress and avoidance behaviors in social activities [14, 15]. 
In this study, with the increase of work intensity over 
time, nurses in the transition period felt more conflict 
between ideal and reality. On the one hand, due to the 
lack of theoretical knowledge and practical skills in sto-
matology, novice nurses often frustrated in nursing work, 
which leads to the reduction of professional achieve-
ment; On the other hand, there are studies [16] showing 
that nurses will take doctors as the reference objects for 
social comparison in terms of career promotion, social 
status and treatment. The more unfairness they feel, the 
more negative emotions they will have. Therefore, for the 
psychological conditions faced by novice nurses, medical 
institutions should invite psychological experts to psy-
chological counseling them to help them get out of nega-
tive emotions as soon as possible. Help them re-examine 
their role and correctly understand their responsibilities 
and importance in the work [17]. It is understood that 
although the working environment and nursing opera-
tion of the dental clinic are different from the clinical 
clinic, the essence of nursing work is patient-centered, 
rather than focusing on a certain specialty. Different pro-
fessional and technical personnel need to collaborate 
with each other to provide better service to patients.

Positive learning attitude
In traditional Chinese ethics, people attach great impor-
tance to the cultivation of learning attitude. Some stud-
ies [18, 19] show that positive learning attitude helps 
cross-professional nursing students master professional 
knowledge, integrate into team work more quickly and 
improve critical thinking of nursing students. In this 
study, some of the nurses in the dental clinic during the 
transition period had clinical work experience, or even 
had rich work experience and status. However, due to the 
change of the working environment, the weak theoretical 
knowledge and practical operation ability of stomatology 
will make them feel uncomfortable. However, after self-
emotional management and psychological construction, 
they have given up the praise of the past honor, maintain 
a positive learning attitude in daily work, and strive to 
enrich themselves to fill the vacancy in oral oral care spe-
cialist theoretical knowledge. Therefore, it is suggested 
that nurses should maintain a positive learning attitude 
at any stage of their work to enrich their professional 
knowledge. At the same time, nursing managers should 

also pay attention to the cultivation of nurses’ learning 
attitude.

Improving the ability of knowledge transfer
The ability to acquire and transform knowledge [20] is 
more important than knowledge itself, and to achieve 
the integration of knowledge and action requires improv-
ing one’s own knowledge transformation ability. SECI 
[21], a knowledge transformation model proposed by 
Ikujiro Nonaka, holds that tacit knowledge and explicit 
knowledge can transform each other. In this study, clini-
cal nurses based on clinical nursing knowledge applied 
strong aseptic concept to oral outpatient nursing work, 
and also learned oral medicine knowledge in the work. 
As a branch of nursing, oral nursing adds the basic course 
of oral medicine on the basis of nursing, which is the 
cross specialty of nursing and oral medicine. Therefore, it 
is suggested that nurses should quickly transform the rel-
evant theoretical knowledge and practical experience in 
nursing, oral care and oral medicine into their work field, 
and treat their work and patients with a proactive atti-
tude [22]. Learn to use their own knowledge, experience, 
communication and other advantages combined with the 
existing environment, strengthen the ability of knowl-
edge transformation, so that no matter how the working 
environment changes, as a nurse can quickly qualified for 
new posts. Just as scholar Han Bin [23] said, “Only by tar-
geting the needs of patients and providing professional 
guidance can the nursing specialty outpatient clinics have 
vitality”.

Study limitations
The study was limited by its use of a single data source, 
as participants were recruited from only two dental spe-
cialty hospitals and were not generalized nationwide. So 
it may not be generalizable to other nurses.

Implications for practice
The study provides evidence for improving the adapt-
ability of new graduates to work more quickly.Nursing 
managers should strengthen the training of the newly 
graduated nurses on the theoretical knowledge of the 
specialty, and at the same time, they should also provide 
psychological counseling to such nurses to help them 
face the work more actively and grow into an excellent 
nurse quickly.

Conclusion
Through in-depth interviews with 21 novice den-
tal nurses, the objective of this qualitative study was 
to gain insight into the psychological experience of 
novice nurses in the stomatological hospitals and to 
extract their psychological experiences during the tran-
sitional stage, identify strategies for stress relief and 
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coping mechanisms while providing valuable insights for 
enhancing professional development and management 
practices among nurses within stomatological hospitals. 
Through the research, it is found that the dental hospi-
tal has some deficiencies in the training of the theoretical 
knowledge and practical operation ability of the dental 
novice nurses. In the future, it is suggested that scholars 
and dental hospitals develop feasible training programs 
for new dental nurses. In the aspect of psychological 
counseling, establish a professional organization to carry 
out psychological counseling for novice nurses. It is sug-
gested that China should improve the specialized edu-
cation of oral nursing, and form a specialized nursing 
education system with higher nursing education as the 
mainstream.
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