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A B S T R A C T   

Clinical practice is a moment of stress for nursing students with impact in academic outcomes. Neonatal Intensive 
Care Units (NICU) are a specific and multifaceted context that offer complex experiences to nursing students. A 
descriptive, cross-sectional, and observational study, with a qualitative approach was outlined that aimed to 
describe and categorize the experiences of nursing students in NICU. Semi structured interviews were used for 
data collection and content analysis for data analysis. Among eligible students (those that had performed clinical 
practice in NICU and agreed to participate) a purposive sample of 6 students was selected. Data analysis allowed 
the identification of five categories: clinical practice evolution, expectations about clinical practice, challenges 
faced in clinical practice, feelings for the babies and their parents, and comparing with the adult nursing clinical 
practice. The findings of this study indicate that nursing students experienced a wide range of feelings and 
experiences.   

1. Introduction 

Clinical practice is an important part of the undergraduate nursing 
course curriculum. When compared to other students, the level of anx
iety experienced by nursing students is considered higher than in other 
students populations (Bartlett et al., 2016) and is also higher in clinical 
practice than in the classroom (Lei et al., 2015). Stress in nursing stu
dents has impact on academic outcomes and could trigger several other 
problems such as depression, sleep disorders, alcohol, and drug utili
zation with effects, in the short and long-term, in-patient care (Puli
do-Criollo et al., 2018). A link has also been found between nursing 
students’ anxiety in clinical experiences and burnout (Ching et al., 2020) 
and resilience and well-being (Li and Hasson, 2020). 

Specific clinical locations such as Neonatal Intensive Care Units 
(NICU) intensify students’ anxiety due to the complexity of care per
formed in these settings. Neonatal period occurs in the first 4 weeks of a 
child’s life and it is a period of rapid changes and establishment of 
patterns such as feeding pattern (American Academy of Pediatrics, 
American Heart Association, 2021). The improvement in neonatal care 
particularly in last two decades, has led to an increase in the survival 
rate of neonatal children specially those of very low birth weight, 
extremely low birth weight or fetus diagnosed with malformation
s/congenital disease (Sharma and Murki, 2021). Therefore, in NICU 

premature children are extremely vulnerable which represents an 
additional challenge to nursing students during clinical practice. 

When confronted with state of the art units such as NICU nursing 
students in general, feel apprehensive and anxious about the equipment 
used and all the surrounding (Choi et al., 2015; Sim et al., 2021). 
Although, the provision of care to vulnerable newborns in NICU is 
recognized as a rewarding work it is also, seen as distressing as nurses 
deal daily with emotional situations that are difficult to manage 
(Refrande et al., 2019). Klock and Erdmann (2012) underline that stress, 
the extremely premature suffering, death, feelings of anxiety and inse
curity of family members are constants in the daily lives of these nursing 
professionals. Thus, Sim et al. (2021) emphasize that nursing care pro
vided in NICU is more delicate and more specific in comparison to other 
areas of nursing care. Probably due to this, nursing students feelings of 
insecurity, incompetence and inexperience prevails in NICU experiences 
(Gesteira and Goldenberg, 2012; Sim et al., 2021). These broad set of 
feelings occurs due to nursing students lack of contact to neonatal 
children particularly premature children (Büyük, 2020). Fear is also 
identified in literature and described as: hesitation to get involved in 
care as students priories the baby over practical learning; afraid of 
inflicting pain or picking up babies and letting them fall (Büyük, 2020; 
Choi et al., 2015; Mohammadi et al., 2020; Sim et al., 2021). Students 
also express: feelings of pity for babies and their families; making 
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comparison between nursing care to adult patients and nursing care in 
NICU; awareness of nurses role in NICU; desire to become as competent 
as unit nurses; and the need to improve clinical practice since as students 
look back a more adequate preparation for clinical teaching was needed 
(Choi et al., 2015). Neonatology specialty, due to its specificity, is an 
area in which the lack of practical skills, that is, experience and skill, is 
particularly relevant for nursing students (Sim et al., 2021). However 
although these clinical settings are complex and challenging they also 
offers a broad range of experiences and learning opportunities related to 
child physical care and family support (Petty, 2017). 

This was a qualitative study that addressed nursing students expe
riences during clinical practice in NICU. Standards for reporting quali
tative research (O’Brien et al., 2014) were followed in this manuscript. 

2. Methods 

According to Burkett (1990) this was a descriptive, cross-sectional, 
and observational study, with a qualitative approach. It had the 
following objective: to describe and categorize the experiences of 
nursing students in NICU. 

The study was applied to students from a private nursing school from 
Lisbon area, in Portugal, with 217 students. A purposive sample was 
selected among eligible students that included those that had performed 
clinical practice in NICU (3rd and 4th year students) and agreed to 
participate. Students that had contact with neonatal care in other 
context such as pediatric emergency unit or maternity units and those 
that didn’t want to participate were excluded. 

Prior to data collection the study was approved by the school board 
as well as by ethics committee (process n. 977/2020). All participants 
were informed of study purpose as well as type and duration of partic
ipation. Confidentiality, anonymity and possibility to withdraw at any 
moment was assured before participants sign consent form. 

For data collection semi structured interview was selected since it 
allows to “understand participants’ experiences through their own 
words and perspectives” (Mitchell, 2015, p. 44). For data analysis con
tent analysis (Bardin, 2013) was followed. Interview script included 
data for sociodemographic characterization (sex, age, curricular year, 
and information related to clinical practice) and questions to collect 
information about experiences in NICU. Issues were based on study 
objective and existing literature as recommended (Mitchell, 2015) and 
included questions such as: “how was your experience in NICU?” or 
“what were the most significative experiences during your time as a 
nursing student in NICU?“. Because this study was applied during 
quarantine period in Portugal, interviews were conducted and recorded 
online through a digital platform. 

12 students were eligible and to prevent coercion they were all 
contacted by a member outside the research team, and all agreed to 
participate. However due to time limitations (all eligible students were 
undergoing curricular activities) only 6 were interviewed. 

Interviews were previously scheduled and occurred in a 2-week 
frame during April 2020. Average time for each interview was 20 min. 
For data processing a data software was used. Immediately after in
terviews data was transcribed and each transcription was identified with 
the letter I (Interview) followed by a number (1–6). After data tran
scription digital record was destroyed to assure ethical principles. 

For data analysis Bardin’s (2013) content analysis technique that 
encompasses three phases (pre-analysis of interviews, exploration of the 
material for analysis, and processing of results, and interpretation) was 
used. 

Initially data was organized to be read, then researchers gathered an 
overall view of the answers by reading the transcriptions several times. 
Answers were read freely to comprehend and organize its content. 

In second phase, material exploration, data was categorized and code 
labels were assigned (Bardin, 2013). It was a dynamic process that 
implied identifying significant patterns and allocating meaning. To 
achieve this, words, sentences, or parts of sentences were allocated into 

categories. These categories were labels for different themes or topics 
from data. Categories were considered from previous research (Choi 
et al., 2015; Petty, 2017; Sim et al., 2021) and, also, the objective of this 
research. 

In phase three, treatment, inference and interpretation of results, the 
data was quantified. To ensure trustworthiness and credibility of data 
analysis all authors discussed and reviewed categories and sub- 
categories until consensus was reached. 

3. Results 

Sample consists of 6 students, all female with ages between 20 and 
34 years old. 4 students were from 4th year and had their NICU expe
rience in the previous year and 2 students were from the 3rd curricular 
year and had finished the clinical practice one month before interviews 
occurred. Each clinical practice lasted 175 h in a 5-to-7-week window. 

Throughout data analysis process five categories were identified as 
shown in Table 1. 

4. Discussion 

In this study, content analysis (Bardin, 2013) of interviews allowed 
the identification of a broad set of NICU experiences reported by nursing 
students. These experiences were clustered into five categories as rep
resented in Table 1. Clinical practice evolution and expectations about 
clinical practice were the most representative categories identified in 
this report. 

In clinical practice evolution (f = 43) students narrated mostly their 
clinical practice skills acquisition (f = 20) throughout time. All students 
(n = 6) reported positive gains in clinical practice at theoretical, prac
tical, and relational levels. Increased autonomy, sensitivity, and safety in 
care provided were mentioned by participants as relevant experiences. 
Also, the impact of these experiences was stated as one student specified: 
“at this clinical practice I really grew up and we had to grow because this was 
a specific area … that is in constant development and there are always new 
things, and it helped me a lot to develop certain skills, even if it is not an area 
that I will return to in the future” (I6). This was an expected result since 
clinical practice is identified as an optimal context for skills develop
ment (Chavaglia et al., 2018). This leads to satisfaction with care pro
vided (f = 10) which was also mentioned by nursing students as shown 
in the following interview segment “you feel your heart full because it is a 
little baby, and you are there to provide care that in the end will make the 
baby be more comfortable”(I3). 

Support received by nurses was also identified (f = 7) by students. 
The relationship between nurse clinical supervisor and nursing students 

Table 1 
Categorization of experiences reported by nursing students (n = 6).  

Category Subcategory 

Clinical practice evolution (f = 43) Clinical practice skills acquisition (f 
= 20) 
Satisfaction with care provided (f =
10) 
Staff nurses’ support (f = 7) 
Sense of responsibility (f = 6) 

Expectations about clinical practice (f =
42) 

Fear of harming babies (f = 27) 
Insecurity about their clinical 
performance (f = 8) 
NICU environmental characteristics 
(f = 7) 

Challenges faced in clinical practice (f =
16) 

Family presence (f = 10) 
Staff nurses’ indifference (f = 4) 
Academic preparation (f = 2) 

Feelings for the babies and their parents 
(f = 6) 

– 

Comparing with the adult nursing 
clinical practice (f = 6) 

– 

f – frequency. 
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has been reported in literature as important and decisive for a good 
clinical practice experience (Rojo et al., 2020; Williamson et al., 2020). 
Last subcategory identified relates to the sense of responsibility (f = 6) 
that students acquire during clinical practice. Dealing with limit situa
tions and providing care to premature infants leads them to understand 
the importance of nursing care and develop a sense of responsibility 
(Sim et al., 2021). 

In the category expectations about clinical practice (f = 42) three 
subcategories were identified. First subcategory relates to fear of 
harming babies (f = 27) which is widely mentioned in literature as a 
common expectation in this clinical setting (Choi et al., 2015; Petty, 
2017; Sim et al., 2021) and directly related to children vulnerability in 
NICU. Second subcategory, insecurity about their clinical performance 
(f = 8), is also commonly identified by nursing students not only in NICU 
but also in other clinical practice settings (Rojo et al., 2020; Soler et al., 
2021). Additionally, the NICU environmental characteristics (f = 7) 
which is expected to be cold and highly technological directly contribute 
nursing students’ feelings of insecurity (Choi et al., 2015). Also, the fact 
that students have never had contact with newborns and, therefore, are 
inexperienced in this field of nursing increases their insecurity (Büyük, 
2020). 

Challenges faced in clinical practice (f = 16) include family presence 
(f = 10), staff nurses’ indifference (f = 4) and academic preparation (f =
2). Regarding family presence students report the sense of insecurity and 
having someone observing the care provided as stated in the following 
sentence: “having someone watching you, especially the parents always 
make you feel a little more insecure” (I1). Family presence in considered a 
children fundamental right and a pillar of pediatric nursing care 
worldwide (Boztepe and Yıldız, 2017; Davidson et al., 2017). However, 
even for nurses it can be a source of stress particularly when performing 
invasive procedures (Merighi et al., 2011). Still, as Martínez-Momblán 
et al. (2020) highlight students improve their ability to establish a 
therapeutic relationship throughout clinical practice as they develop 
skills and knowledge. Firstly, students are focused on their own fears and 
insecurities related to the practice. When this is overcome, through 
practice and practical skills development, the student begins to broaden 
the focus of attention to relational skills with families. Concerning ac
ademic preparation (f = 2) students report feeling unprepared to deal 
with clinical practice demands. As Santos and Assis (2017) emphasize 
clinical practice requires more knowledge than what is required in 
classroom since students must relate theoretical knowledge to practice. 

Last categories identified include feelings for the babies and their 
parents (f = 6) and comparing with the adult nursing clinical practice (f 
= 6). Students report feelings of injustice for babies and family situation 
as stated in the following sentences: “it seems unfair, doesn’t it? It’s unfair 
to the family and to the baby” (I1) and “and then you think … why is this 
little girl suffering this …. and that marked me completely” (I6). According 
to Petrongolo and Toothaker (2021) feelings directly related to death 
and suffering include sadness, impotence and injustice among others. In 
this sense, the experiences of nursing students evidenced the injustice 
related with the suffering of families and newborns through such deli
cate situations in early in life. 

Comparing care provided in NICU to care provided to adult patients 
is also reported in literature as a common experience for nursing stu
dents (Choi et al., 2015; Sim et al., 2021). Interestingly, none of the 
students that were interviewed identified strategies to face insecurity or 
fears. Also, other aspects that are identified in literature such as 
communication difficulties (Sim et al., 2021), being shocked by the 
babies appearance (Choi et al., 2015) or exposure to a poor clinical 
environment (Sim et al., 2021) were not mentioned by students in our 
study. 

We must consider the sample size and the period in which the study 
was undertake as limitations. Due to current world pandemic interviews 
were performed online and while students were in academic activities. 
These factors lead to a small sample of students and data collection had 
to be performed online. Since there was no physical contact between 

researchers and participants nonverbal aspects were not observed with 
impact on interview duration. 

5. Conclusions 

The findings of this study indicate that nursing students experienced 
a wide range of feelings and experiences. Clinical practice evolution 
(that includes skills acquisition, satisfaction with care provided, staff 
nurse support and sense of responsibility) and expectations about clin
ical practice (that comprehend fear of harming babies, insecurity about 
their clinical performance and NICU environmental characteristics) 
were identified as the most mentioned categories. Other categories 
(challenges faced in clinical practice, feelings for the babies and their 
parents and comparing with the adult nursing clinical practice) were 
also identified. Although all nursing students reported both positive and 
negative feelings and experiences, they did not report strategies they 
used to overcome these challenges and deal with these experiences. 

This research expanded the knowledge about the experiences of 
nursing students in the context of clinical practice in NICU, given the 
scarcity of studies in this area. 
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