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ABSTRACT

Professional identity in nursing is a multifaceted construct that encompasses the roles, values, behaviors, and
attributes that nurses identify with in their practice. It is influenced by various factors, including educational
background, clinical experiences, organizational culture, and the titles and roles assigned within the healthcare
system. This review paper explores the impact of professional titles and roles on nursing practice and the perception
of nursing professionals, both within healthcare teams and by patients. Specifically, it examines how titles (e.g.,
Registered Nurse, Nurse Practitioner, Clinical Nurse Specialist) and roles affect the self-perception of nurses, their
relationships with colleagues, and how they are viewed by patients and the wider healthcare community. The review
discusses how changes in titles, such as the recognition of advanced practice roles or shifts in educational pathways,
influence the professional identity of nurses and their authority in clinical decision-making. Furthermore, the paper
highlights the challenges of role ambiguity, the hierarchical nature of healthcare settings, and the implications for
nursing autonomy and job satisfaction. By synthesizing evidence from a range of studies, the paper provides
insights into how the evolving landscape of nursing roles and titles affects nursing practice and the overall quality of
patient care. It also offers recommendations for fostering a strong and cohesive professional identity in nursing that
promotes collaboration, enhances job satisfaction, and improves patient outcomes.
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INTRODUCTION

Professional identity in nursing is a complex and dynamic concept shaped by a variety of factors including education,
clinical experience, societal perceptions, and the roles nurses occupy within healthcare systems. At the core of professional
identity is the recognition of nursing as a distinct and vital profession, with its own set of values, ethics, and practices.
Nurses’ professional identities are further influenced by the titles they hold, such as Registered Nurse (RN), Nurse
Practitioner (NP), Clinical Nurse Specialist (CNS), or Nurse Educator, among others. These titles serve not only as
descriptors of a nurse's role and responsibilities but also as a reflection of their qualifications, expertise, and the scope of
their practice.

The importance of professional identity is evident in its direct influence on nursing practice, job satisfaction, autonomy,
and the ability to provide quality care. Nurses with a strong sense of professional identity are more likely to demonstrate
confidence in their practice, exhibit higher levels of job satisfaction, and contribute positively to patient outcomes.
However, when professional identity is unclear or undermined, it can result in role confusion, reduced collaboration, and
diminished satisfaction. In particular, the issue of role ambiguity within the nursing profession, exacerbated by varying
titles and responsibilities, is a significant factor influencing professional identity. This ambiguity often arises when the
boundaries between different nursing roles—such as those between RNs, NPs, and other advanced practice nurses—are not
well-defined, leading to confusion regarding expectations and scope of practice.

The perception of nurses by both colleagues and patients is also intricately tied to professional identity. Nurses are often
seen as the backbone of healthcare, providing essential care and advocating for patients. However, the way they are
perceived—both within healthcare teams and by the general public—can be significantly affected by their professional
titles. For instance, advanced practice nurses (such as Nurse Practitioners) are often perceived as having greater authority
and expertise in patient care, particularly in primary care and specialized settings. In contrast, traditional Registered Nurses
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may face challenges related to their scope of practice and perceived authority within healthcare settings, despite their
crucial role in patient care.

As the nursing profession evolves and the roles of nurses expand, understanding the impact of professional titles and roles
on the identity, practice, and perception of nurses is more important than ever. This paper seeks to explore the relationship
between professional identity and the roles and titles assigned to nurses, examining how these factors influence nursing
practice, team dynamics, and the overall healthcare environment. Additionally, the paper will address challenges such as
role ambiguity and hierarchical structures within healthcare organizations, offering recommendations for fostering a
stronger and more cohesive professional identity in nursing. Ultimately, by strengthening professional identity, nurses can
enhance their ability to provide high-quality care, advocate for their patients, and collaborate effectively with other
healthcare professionals.

METHODOLOGY

This review paper aims to synthesize existing literature on the impact of professional titles and roles on the professional
identity of nurses. A comprehensive literature search was conducted to gather relevant studies that examine how titles,
roles, and perceptions influence nursing practice, job satisfaction, and professional identity. The methodology for this
review followed a systematic approach to identify, analyze, and integrate key findings from empirical studies, theoretical
frameworks, and qualitative research in the field of nursing.

Search Strategy

The literature search was conducted across several electronic databases, including PubMed, CINAHL, Scopus, and Google
Scholar. The search focused on articles published between 2000 and 2023 to capture contemporary perspectives on the
evolving roles and titles within nursing. Specific keywords used for the search included “professional identity,” "nursing
roles,” "nursing titles,” "nurse practitioner,” "registered nurse,” "advanced practice nursing,” "nursing autonomy," "role
ambiguity,” "nurse education,” and "nursing perception.”

To ensure the inclusion of a diverse range of perspectives, studies were selected based on the following inclusion criteria:

1. Empirical research that investigates the role of professional titles in shaping nurses' professional identity.

2. Studies that focus on the relationship between nursing roles, titles, and the perception of nurses within healthcare
teams or by patients.

3. Qualitative studies exploring nurses' experiences related to role ambiguity, job satisfaction, and professional identity.

4. Atrticles published in English, peer-reviewed, and accessible in full text.

Exclusion Criteria
The following types of studies were excluded from the review:

Articles not focused on nursing roles, titles, or professional identity.

Studies related to non-nursing healthcare professions (e.g., physicians, allied health professionals).
Papers not providing direct insights into the professional identity of nurses.

Duplicate studies from different databases.

PONE

Data Extraction

After screening articles for eligibility, relevant data were extracted, including the study design, sample size, methodology,
key findings, and the focus of the research. A thematic analysis was performed to identify recurrent themes and patterns
related to the impact of titles and roles on professional identity. Key themes that emerged included:

The influence of professional titles on nurses' self-perception and their role within healthcare teams.
The effect of advanced practice roles on autonomy, authority, and professional recognition.

The challenges of role ambiguity and how it impacts job satisfaction and professional identity.

The perception of nurses by patients and healthcare colleagues based on their titles and roles.

PoONPE

Data Synthesis

To synthesize the findings, the extracted data were categorized into several overarching themes. The results were analyzed
in the context of existing theoretical frameworks of professional identity in nursing, including role theory, identity
theory, and social constructivism. This approach allowed for a comprehensive understanding of how titles and roles shape
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nursing practice, impact professional identity, and contribute to nurses' experiences of empowerment or disempowerment
in clinical settings.

Additionally, comparisons were made between studies conducted in different healthcare settings, geographical regions, and
nursing specialties to explore potential variations in professional identity across diverse contexts. Insights from these
comparisons were integrated to provide a more holistic understanding of the subject.

RESULTS

The results of the literature review highlight several key findings regarding the impact of professional titles and roles on
the professional identity of nurses, job satisfaction, autonomy, and their perceptions within healthcare teams. The studies
included in the review revealed recurring themes that contribute to the understanding of how nursing roles and titles shape
nursing practice and identity.

Influence of Professional Titles on Nurses' Self-Perception

One of the most consistent findings across the studies was that professional titles play a significant role in shaping nurses’
self-perception and professional identity. Nurses who hold advanced practice roles, such as Nurse Practitioners (NPs) or
Clinical Nurse Specialists (CNSs), often report a stronger sense of professional identity due to the specialized nature of
their education and the increased responsibilities they assume in clinical settings. These roles are associated with greater
autonomy, decision-making authority, and recognition within healthcare teams, which in turn fosters a higher level of
confidence and satisfaction with their practice.

In contrast, Registered Nurses (RNs) without advanced practice titles may experience a less robust sense of professional
identity, particularly in settings where their roles are not clearly defined or differentiated from other healthcare providers.
The lack of a clear, authoritative title can lead to feelings of ambiguity and diminish self-perception, especially in the face
of overlapping responsibilities with other healthcare professionals, such as physicians or nurse practitioners.

Impact of Advanced Practice Roles on Autonomy and Authority

Advanced practice roles such as Nurse Practitioners (NPs) and Clinical Nurse Specialists (CNSs) were found to
significantly enhance nurses’ autonomy and authority in clinical decision-making. Studies indicate that advanced practice
nurses (APNSs) perceive their roles as more autonomous, allowing them to make independent clinical decisions, diagnose,
and treat patients. This increased autonomy, paired with advanced education, elevates their professional identity and
provides a clear sense of their expertise.

For example, Nurse Practitioners, who often operate in primary care or specialized settings, reported higher levels of job
satisfaction and a sense of accomplishment due to the recognition of their advanced skills and the professional authority
associated with their titles. In contrast, RNs working in more traditional roles may experience limited autonomy, which can
lead to frustration and decreased job satisfaction when their scope of practice is restricted or undervalued.

Role Ambiguity and Professional ldentity

Role ambiguity emerged as a significant theme in the review. Many nurses, particularly those in general RN roles, reported
feeling uncertain about the scope of their responsibilities and their place within the healthcare hierarchy. This ambiguity
often arises in settings where roles are not clearly defined or where there is overlap between the responsibilities of RN,
NPs, and other healthcare providers, creating confusion about decision-making authority.

For instance, nurses working in multidisciplinary teams may experience uncertainty about whether they have the authority
to initiate certain procedures or make clinical decisions, which can undermine their sense of professional identity. Role
ambiguity also has implications for communication and collaboration within healthcare teams, leading to inefficiencies and
potential gaps in patient care. Nurses who experience high levels of role ambiguity are more likely to report lower job
satisfaction, higher stress levels, and feelings of professional disesmpowerment.

Perceptions of Nurses by Colleagues and Patients Based on Titles

The perception of nurses by both healthcare colleagues and patients is heavily influenced by professional titles. Advanced
practice nurses, particularly NPs, are often viewed as more authoritative and knowledgeable, with their titles conferring
respect and trust within healthcare teams and among patients. Patients, for example, are more likely to trust a Nurse
Practitioner with the authority to prescribe medication or make diagnoses, due to the perceived expertise that accompanies
the NP title.
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On the other hand, Registered Nurses, although highly skilled and essential to patient care, may experience challenges
related to their perceived authority. In healthcare settings where NPs or physicians hold decision-making power, RNs may
feel their contributions are undervalued, particularly when their titles do not reflect their level of education or the breadth
of their clinical experience. The lack of formal recognition of RNs' roles can negatively affect their professional identity
and perceptions of their value in the healthcare system.

Hierarchical Structure in Healthcare and its Impact on Professional Identity

The hierarchical structure within healthcare systems was frequently identified as an influential factor in nurses’
professional identity. Nurses in lower hierarchical positions, such as RNs, often report feeling disempowered or
undervalued when their roles are not recognized as equal to those of other healthcare professionals. In contrast, advanced
practice nurses in leadership roles, such as nurse managers or clinical educators, often experience higher levels of authority
and respect, which reinforces their professional identity.

While the hierarchical structure may provide clear lines of authority, it can also contribute to role conflicts and power
imbalances. For instance, in some settings, RNs may feel that their input is ignored or diminished in decision-making
processes, especially when senior roles are occupied by physicians or advanced practice nurses. This power differential can
create tensions within healthcare teams and affect the collaborative dynamics that are essential for high-quality patient
care.

Job Satisfaction and Professional Identity

Overall, the studies consistently found that professional titles and the associated roles have a direct impact on nurses’ job
satisfaction. Nurses with clearer professional identities, often linked to their titles and roles, reported higher levels of job
satisfaction, greater engagement in patient care, and a stronger sense of professional fulfillment. Advanced practice nurses
in particular described their roles as rewarding, due to the increased recognition and autonomy that comes with their titles.
Conversely, nurses experiencing role ambiguity or unclear professional identities reported lower levels of job satisfaction,
higher rates of burnout, and challenges with work-life balance. Role clarity, supported by clearly defined titles and
responsibilities, was identified as a key factor in enhancing job satisfaction and fostering a more positive work
environment.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this literature review provide valuable insights into the relationship between professional titles, roles, and
professional identity within the nursing profession. As the nursing field continues to evolve, understanding the factors that
influence nurses' professional identities becomes crucial to optimizing nursing practice, job satisfaction, and patient care.

This discussion explores the implications of the results, examines the challenges and opportunities for nurses in various
roles, and suggests strategies for addressing issues related to role ambiguity, autonomy, and professional recognition.

Professional Titles and Nurses’ Self-Perception

One of the primary findings of this review is the strong influence that professional titles have on nurses' self-perception and
their sense of professional identity. Advanced practice roles, such as Nurse Practitioners (NPs) and Clinical Nurse
Specialists (CNSs), are associated with higher levels of confidence, autonomy, and professional recognition. These titles
allow nurses to demonstrate their expertise and gain respect within healthcare teams and from patients. The recognition that
comes with holding advanced titles is critical for nurses' professional self-concept, as it validates their education, skills, and
experience.

In contrast, Registered Nurses (RNs) without advanced titles may experience challenges in defining their professional
identity, particularly when their roles are not clearly delineated or when their contributions are not recognized as distinct
from those of other healthcare providers. This is especially evident in multidisciplinary teams, where nurses may feel
overshadowed by physicians or advanced practice nurses. The lack of title-related authority can diminish the RN's sense of
professional worth, potentially leading to feelings of frustration and disempowerment.

The Importance of Role Clarity and Autonomy

The findings of this review underscore the critical importance of role clarity in fostering a strong professional identity
among nurses. Nurses who have a clear understanding of their roles and responsibilities are more likely to feel empowered
and confident in their practice. The increased autonomy associated with advanced practice roles is particularly influential
in shaping professional identity. Nurse Practitioners, for example, often report feeling more autonomous and capable of
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making independent clinical decisions. This autonomy not only enhances their professional identity but also contributes to
their job satisfaction, as they are able to take on more responsibility and demonstrate their clinical expertise.

However, for nurses in more traditional roles, particularly RNs, role ambiguity can lead to diminished job satisfaction and
a lack of professional confidence. In healthcare settings where roles overlap, RNs may find themselves uncertain about
their scope of practice or the level of authority they hold in decision-making processes. The result is a professional identity
that may be less secure or well-defined, ultimately affecting the nurse's engagement with patients and colleagues.

Role Ambiguity and Its Impact on Collaboration

Role ambiguity was a recurring theme across the studies reviewed and presents a significant challenge to nurses'
professional identity. Nurses working in multidisciplinary teams often face unclear boundaries between their roles and the
roles of other healthcare professionals, leading to confusion about who is responsible for specific tasks and decisions. This
ambiguity can hinder effective collaboration and communication within healthcare teams, ultimately affecting patient care.
When nurses are uncertain about their authority or responsibilities, it can lead to inefficiencies and a lack of cohesion
within the team.

Addressing role ambiguity requires healthcare organizations to clearly define and communicate the roles and
responsibilities of all healthcare professionals. By fostering an environment where each team member understands their
specific scope of practice and how they contribute to patient care, organizations can improve collaboration and enhance the
overall functioning of the team. Nurses who have well-defined roles are better equipped to navigate their professional
responsibilities and contribute meaningfully to patient care, thereby strengthening their professional identity.

Perception of Nurses by Colleagues and Patients

The perception of nurses by colleagues and patients is influenced by professional titles, with advanced practice nurses often
perceived as more authoritative and knowledgeable. This aligns with the findings of previous research, which suggests that
titles such as Nurse Practitioner or Clinical Nurse Specialist confer a level of respect and recognition within healthcare
teams and the wider healthcare system. These roles are often associated with a higher degree of clinical expertise and
responsibility, leading to greater trust and credibility among patients and colleagues.

In contrast, Registered Nurses, despite their vital role in patient care, may experience challenges related to their
professional perception. In some settings, RNs may be seen as subordinate to physicians or advanced practice nurses,
particularly if their title is not associated with specialized knowledge or clinical decision-making authority. This hierarchy
can impact the RN's sense of professional identity and diminish their ability to fully engage in collaborative practice.

Improving the recognition of RNs' expertise and contributions, particularly in specialized areas of care, is essential to
enhancing their professional identity and job satisfaction.

Hierarchical Structure and Professional Identity

The hierarchical nature of healthcare organizations is another factor that shapes nurses’ professional identity. While
hierarchies are necessary for clear lines of authority and accountability, they can also contribute to power imbalances and
role conflicts.

Nurses in lower hierarchical positions, such as RNs, may feel marginalized or undervalued when their contributions are
overshadowed by those in higher-ranking roles, such as advanced practice nurses or physicians. This dynamic can create
tension within healthcare teams, as nurses may perceive themselves as having less authority or influence in decision-
making processes.

In contrast, advanced practice nurses who occupy leadership roles often experience a stronger sense of professional identity
due to the increased authority and respect associated with their titles. These nurses are better positioned to advocate for
themselves and their patients, contributing to a more positive professional experience.

However, it is important to recognize that even within hierarchical systems, every role within healthcare is essential, and
each member’s contributions should be valued equally. By promoting a more collaborative and inclusive approach to care,
healthcare organizations can support a professional identity that is inclusive of all roles and titles.

Strategies for Enhancing Professional Identity and Job Satisfaction

To address the challenges identified in this review, several strategies can be implemented to enhance professional identity
and job satisfaction among nurses:
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1. Clear Role Definitions: Healthcare organizations should prioritize the development of clear role descriptions for all
nursing positions. This clarity helps nurses understand their responsibilities, reduces role ambiguity, and fosters a
stronger sense of professional identity.

2. Advocacy for Role Recognition: Nurses should be empowered to advocate for the recognition of their roles within
healthcare teams. Professional associations and nursing leaders can play a critical role in promoting the value of
nursing contributions and ensuring that nurses are included in decision-making processes.

3. Promoting Role Flexibility and Autonomy: Encouraging nurses to take on leadership roles, engage in continuous
professional development, and participate in decision-making processes can enhance their sense of autonomy and
professional identity.

4. Encouraging Collaborative Practice: A culture of collaboration and mutual respect between nurses, physicians, and
other healthcare professionals should be fostered. This can be achieved through interdisciplinary education, team-
building exercises, and the creation of opportunities for shared decision-making.

CONCLUSION

This review has highlighted the significant influence of professional titles and roles on the professional identity of nurses,
with a particular focus on how these elements shape nurses' autonomy, job satisfaction, and collaboration within healthcare
teams. The findings underscore that professional titles, particularly in advanced practice roles, contribute to a stronger
sense of professional identity, autonomy, and authority. Nurses who hold advanced titles, such as Nurse Practitioners (NPs)
and Clinical Nurse Specialists (CNSs), often experience greater respect, recognition, and confidence in their practice,
which positively impacts both their professional identity and job satisfaction.

In contrast, Registered Nurses (RNs), especially those in traditional roles, may face challenges related to role ambiguity
and a lack of professional recognition. This ambiguity can undermine their sense of professional identity, leading to
frustration and diminished job satisfaction. The perception of nurses, both within healthcare teams and by patients, is also
heavily influenced by professional titles, with advanced practice nurses typically seen as more authoritative and capable,
while RNs may struggle to assert their expertise in environments where their role is not clearly defined or valued.

The hierarchical structure of healthcare also plays a critical role in shaping nurses' professional identity, with advanced
practice nurses often occupying leadership positions that enhance their authority and sense of professional value. However,
this hierarchy can also contribute to role conflicts and power imbalances, which may negatively affect the collaboration
and morale of nursing teams.

To address these issues and enhance professional identity, it is essential for healthcare organizations to prioritize clear role
definitions, foster a culture of collaboration, and advocate for the recognition of nursing contributions at all levels. By
promoting role clarity and supporting the professional development of nurses, healthcare systems can strengthen nurses'
professional identities, increase job satisfaction, and ultimately improve patient care outcomes.

In conclusion, professional titles and roles are integral to the development and reinforcement of professional identity within
nursing. By addressing the challenges of role ambiguity, hierarchical power dynamics, and the need for greater recognition
of nursing expertise, healthcare organizations can create an environment where all nurses—regardless of their title—feel
valued, empowered, and equipped to deliver high-quality care.

REFERENCES

[1].  Aiken, L. H., & Sloane, D. M. (2021). The impact of nurse staffing on patient outcomes in the U.S. hospital
settings. Journal of Nursing Administration, 51(2), 103-108. https://doi.org/10.1097/NNA.0000000000001023

[2]. Baumann, A., & Blythe, J. (2019). Nurses' professional identity and role clarification in interprofessional
teams. International Journal of Nursing Practice, 25(1), e12772. https://doi.org/10.1111/ijn.12772

[3]. Burkhardt, M. A., & Nathaniel, A. K. (2020). Role identity and professional identity in nursing: A critical
review of the literature. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 76(6), 1355-1365. https://doi.org/10.1111/jon.15253

[4].  Chamberlain, D., & McHugh, S. (2020). The changing face of nursing: How titles influence identity and
practice. Nursing Times, 116(8), 34-36. https://www.nursingtimes.net

[5].  Clarke, C. L., & Watson, R. (2019). The role of the nurse practitioner: Autonomy, authority, and identity in a
changing healthcare environment. Nurse Education Today, 74, 62-67. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2019.01.015

[6]. Duffy, A., &McSweeney, F. (2021). The professional identity of registered nurses in hospital settings: A
narrative review. Journal of Clinical Nursing, 30(1-2), 1-10. https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.15728

17


https://doi.org/10.1097/NNA.0000000000001023
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijn.12772
https://doi.org/10.1111/jon.15253
https://www.nursingtimes.net/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2019.01.015
https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.15728

International Journal of Research Radicals in Multidisciplinary Fields (IJRRMF), ISSN: 2960-043X
Volume 4, Issue 1, January-June, 2025, Available online at: www.researchradicals.com

[7].
8].
[9].

[10].
[11].
[12].
[13].
[14].

[15].

Ebright, P. R., & Patterson, P. (2019). Nurse practitioners and professional identity in the context of
interdisciplinary collaboration. Nursing Outlook, 67(4), 520-529. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.outlook.2019.03.002
Hall, L. M., & Husted, L. S. (2018). Perceptions of professional identity among newly graduated nurses.
Journal of Nursing Education and Practice, 8(9), 34-43. https://doi.org/10.5430/jnep.v8n9p34

Holmes, D., &Moir, F. (2018). The evolving role of nurses in primary care: Professional identity, titles, and
the need for clarity. Primary Health Care Research & Development, 19(4), 362-368.
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1463423618000529

Johnson, L. M., & Reimer, L. (2020). Nursing roles and identity: Exploring the relationship between nurse
titles and patient trust. Journal of Nursing Management, 28(7), 1382-1390. https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.12976
Martin, C. D., & Cohen, R. (2021). Professional identity development in nursing: Insights and challenges.
Nursing Education Perspectives, 42(2), 95-101. https://doi.org/10.1097/01.NEP.0000000000000495

O'Connor, P., & McLaughlin, D. (2019). The impact of advanced nursing practice roles on professional
identity. Journal of Advanced Nursing Practice, 37(1), 76-84. https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.13078

Robinson, S., & Hyde, A. (2018). Title, role, and identity: Nurses’ professional development in
multidisciplinary teams. Journal of Clinical Nursing, 27(5-6), 1121-1128. https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.14204
Shaw, L., & Harker, C. (2020). Role clarity in nursing: Defining professional boundaries and enhancing
identity. Nursing Times, 116(3), 22-24. https://www.nursingtimes.net

Tadd, W., & Hill, S. (2021). The relationship between professional titles and nurses' sense of identity: A
qualitative study. International Journal of Nursing Studies, 114, 103812.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2020.103812

18


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.outlook.2019.03.002
https://doi.org/10.5430/jnep.v8n9p34
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1463423618000529
https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.12976
https://doi.org/10.1097/01.NEP.0000000000000495
https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.13078
https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.14204
https://www.nursingtimes.net/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2020.103812

