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ABSTRACT

Background: Conceptual inconsistency exists in nursing literature, with career progression, career advancement, career success,
professional development and career fulfilment defined and applied in varying ways. This ambiguity blurs important distinctions
and limits the comparison and interpretation of findings. This scoping review mapped how career progression and career success
have been conceptualised and measured and synthesised the organisational and workforce factors reported in relation to these
outcomes.

Methods: We conducted a scoping review using the Arksey and O'Malley framework. PubMed/MEDLINE, CINAHL Complete,
PsycINFO, Scopus and Web of Science were searched. Data were charted and synthesised using a descriptive thematic approach.
Reporting followed the PRISMA Extension for Scoping Reviews.

Results: Of 2504 records identified, 20 studies were included. Studies included qualitative, quantitative and mixed-method
designs. Career progression was represented by movement through grades, roles or responsibilities, whereas objective career
success concerned observable achievements and subjective career success concerned personal evaluations of achievement,
recognition or fulfilment. Professional development, identity, belonging and intention to remain were related constructs rather
than interchangeable outcomes. Reported factors were organised into five descriptive themes: organisational career infrastructure;
leadership and managerial conditions; workforce environment; social and relational conditions; and individual resources and
career behaviours.

Conclusion: The literature reports relationships between career-related outcomes and conditions at individual, relational,
organisational and workforce levels, but it does not establish causal or hierarchical effects. Conceptual inconsistency, contextual
heterogeneity and the absence of prospective longitudinal and intervention evidence restrict causal interpretation and
transferability.

Implications for Nursing Management: Findings support consideration of transparent career pathways, equitable access to
development, recognition of prior expertise, supportive career conversations and adequate practice environments. These
approaches may be considered within local workforce systems but require prospective evaluation because direct evidence
that they improve career progression, retention or workforce sustainability remains limited.

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the
original work is properly cited.

Copyright © 2026 Elizabeth Bukola Ogunsemo et al. Journal of Nursing Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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Summary
« What is currently known

o Nursing career research encompasses promotion, pro-
fessional development, career satisfaction, fulfilment,
identity and retention, often without clearly dis-
tinguishing between these constructs.

o Organisational support, leadership and practice envi-
ronments are frequently reported in relation to nurses’
career experiences.

o The existing literature is methodologically and contex-
tually heterogeneous.

« What this paper adds

o This review distinguishes career progression from ob-
jective and subjective career success and identifies pro-
fessional development, identity and retention as related
but non-equivalent constructs.

o The synthesis maps organisational, leadership, work-
force, relational and individual conditions reported in
relation to career-related outcomes.

o The findings highlight priorities for nursing management
consideration and prospective evaluation, while recog-
nising the absence of intervention evidence demon-
strating effects on career progression, retention or
workforce sustainability.

1 | Introduction

Healthcare systems continue to face difficulties in sustaining
a stable nursing workforce, with concerns extending beyond
recruitment to nurses’ opportunities for professional develop-
ment, progression into expanded roles and the maintenance of
meaningful careers [1, 2]. Career opportunities are relevant to
nursing management because they intersect with professional
recognition, workforce participation, leadership development,
engagement and retention [3-5]. However, the underlying lit-
erature uses several career terms inconsistently, which can ob-
scure both what has been studied and what the findings can
support.

For the purposes of this review, career progression was con-
ceptualised as movement or development over time within or
across nursing roles. It may be indicated by promotion, move-
ment through clinical or managerial grades, increased re-
sponsibility, an expanded scope of practice or transition into
another recognised role. Career advancement was treated more
specifically as upward or expanded movement within this
broader process, including movement between defined levels of
practice or into advanced roles [6]. Career success encompasses
positive career outcomes and personal evaluations, comprising
both objective and subjective dimensions [7]. Objective career
success relates to externally observable outcomes, such as pro-
motion, grade, remuneration, status and leadership re-
sponsibility, whereas subjective career success reflects an
individual’s evaluation of their career, including satisfaction,
perceived achievement, recognition, influence, meaningful work
and fulfilment [8].

Professional development refers to the lifelong process through
which nurses maintain and extend their knowledge, competence
and practice capability, including preparation for new or ex-
panded roles and the pursuit of career goals [3]. It can support
career planning and create readiness for progression, particularly
where organisations provide structured pathways and appro-
priate resources; however, participation in professional devel-
opment does not itself demonstrate movement to a higher grade,
role or level of responsibility [4]. Professional identity concerns
how nurses understand themselves as nurses and position
themselves in relation to professional values, roles, colleagues
and the practice context, whereas professional belonging reflects
a sense of membership and connection within the nursing
community and workplace [9, 10]. Career satisfaction and ful-
filment are personal evaluations that may contribute to sub-
jective career success [7, 8]. Intention to remain is a distinct
workforce outcome, although nursing research indicates that it
may be associated with organisational support and perceived
career success [11]. These constructs were therefore treated as
related but non-equivalent. Throughout this review, the term
‘career-related outcomes’ is used only when the evidence spans
more than one of these constructs.

These distinctions are necessary because career research does not
employ a single, conceptually uniform outcome. Observable
career attainment, personal evaluations of success, professional
development, professional identity and workforce retention may
be related, but they occupy different positions as outcomes,
antecedents, mediators or consequences |3, 7, 8]. Within nursing,
this variation is reflected in the use of promotion and role
transition as indicators of progression, general and nursing-
specific instruments to measure career success and separate
constructs concerning professional identity, belonging and in-
tention to remain [9-12]. Without clear conceptual boundaries,
synthesising these constructs together risks conflating distinct
processes and outcomes, thereby overstating the coherence of
a heterogeneous evidence base.

Existing studies have reported associations between career-
related outcomes and structural empowerment, perceived
organisational support, leadership, workplace conditions, pro-
fessional relationships, self-efficacy and career-related behav-
iours [11, 13-16]. Research involving migrant and minoritised
nurses has additionally identified delayed progression, des-
killing, underrecognition of prior experience and unequal access
to professional development and advancement opportunities
[17-19]. However, this evidence is dispersed across nursing
management, organisational behaviour, professional develop-
ment and workforce research. The review aimed to map how
career progression and career success have been conceptualised
and measured, explore the organisational and workforce factors
reported in relation to these career-related outcomes and identify
conceptual, methodological and contextual gaps in the evidence.
This review was guided by the following questions:

1. How have career progression and career success been de-
fined and operationalised in nursing research?.

2. What organisational, leadership, workforce and pro-
fessional factors have been reported in relation to these
career-related outcomes?.
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3. What conceptual, methodological and contextual gaps re-
main within the evidence?.

2 | Methods

2.1 | Design, Protocol and Reporting

A scoping review design was selected because this approach is
suited to clarifying concepts, mapping the range and charac-
teristics of available evidence and identifying knowledge gaps
[20]. Consistent with these purposes, the review was not
designed to rank determinants, evaluate intervention effective-
ness, pool effect estimates or establish causal relationships. The
review followed the five-stage scoping review framework pro-
posed by Arksey and O'Malley [21], subsequent methodological
refinements [22] and guidance in the JBI Manual for Evidence
Synthesis [20]. The stages were formulation of the review
questions, identification of relevant studies, selection of eligible
studies, charting of data and collation and reporting. Reporting
followed the PRISMA extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-
ScR) [23]. The completed PRISMA-ScR checklist is provided as
a supporting file.

An apriori protocol specified the review questions, eligibility
criteria, information sources, screening procedures and data-
charting fields. The protocol was not registered or published.
Research ethics approval was not required because the review
analysed published literature. A formal critical appraisal was not
undertaken because the purpose was to map, rather than de-
termine the certainty of, the evidence. Nevertheless, study design
features and principal methodological limitations were charted
and summarised to support appropriately cautious
interpretation.

2.2 | Eligibility Criteria

Eligibility was structured using the Population, Concept and
Context framework (Table 1). Empirical qualitative, quantitative
and mixed-methods studies were eligible when they included
registered, clinical or staff nurses working in healthcare settings
and examined career progression, career advancement, objective
career success or subjective career success. Career advancement
was treated as a specific upward or expanded form of career
progression. Studies examining professional development, pro-
fessional identity, belonging or retention were eligible only when
they reported an explicit relationship with a defined career
progression or career-success outcome.

TABLE 1 | Population, Concept and Context framework and eligibility.

Studies were required to be published as full, peer-reviewed
journal articles in English. No geographical or publication
date restrictions were applied. Studies were excluded if they
focused exclusively on students, unregistered trainees or non-
nursing occupations; reported only education or training out-
comes without an explicit career-related outcome; or were re-
views, editorials, commentaries, protocols, conference abstracts,
dissertations, book chapters or abstract-only records. Studies
involving mixed professional groups were eligible only when
findings for nurses were reported separately or nurses comprised
the defined study population. No date restriction was applied
because earlier research could have contributed to the devel-
opment or operationalisation of career-related constructs.

2.3 | Information Sources and Search Strategy

Searches were conducted from database inception in PubMed/
MEDLINE, CINAHL Complete, PsycINFO, Scopus and Web of
Science. The original searches were completed on 15 January
2026. All five database searches were rerun on 31 March 2026,
before final synthesis and writing; 31 March 2026, was the final
search date. Database-specific controlled vocabulary and free-
text terms represented three concepts: nurses, career progression
or career success, and organisational, leadership or workforce
conditions. Boolean operators, phrase searching, truncation and
database indexing were adapted to each source. Tables 2 and 3
present the search framework and full search strategy, providing
the complete reproducible strategies, applied limits and final
database counts.

Backward citation searching was undertaken by examining the
reference lists of all included studies and relevant review articles.
Forward citation searching was not undertaken. The final search
identified 2486 database records and 18 additional records
through backward citation searching, giving 2504 records before
deduplication.

2.4 | Record Management and Study Selection

No dedicated systematic-review or reference management plat-
form was used. Database records were exported in RIS or CSV
format and collated in Microsoft Excel for Microsoft 365. Po-
tential duplicates were identified using combinations of DOI,
title, author and publication year and were manually verified
before removal. Two reviewers (EO and JO) independently
screened titles and abstracts and subsequently assessed poten-
tially eligible full-text articles independently against the pre-
specified criteria. The reviewers were not formally blinded to

Element Operational definition

Eligibility in this review

Population Registered, clinical or staff nurses working in healthcare Nurse-only findings, or nurse findings reported separately

settings.
Concept Career progression or advancement; objective career
success; subjective career success.
Context

country or setting.

from mixed professional groups.
Related constructs were eligible only when explicitly
linked to a defined career progression or success
outcome.

Healthcare delivery and employing organisations in any No geographical restriction; full peer-reviewed English-

language journal articles.
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TABLE 2 | Search strategy framework.

Concept

Illustrative terms

Nursing population

Career outcome

Conditions

nurses; registered nurses; clinical nursex; staff nurses; nursing workforce

career success; career progression; career advancement; career development;
professional success; professional growth; promotion

leadership; management; organisational support; work environment; empow-

erment; career opportunity; professional development; workforce; mentoring

*Truncation and was used to retrieve variations of a word stem.

study authors, journals or each other’s identities. Screening
decisions were recorded separately before comparison. Dis-
agreements were resolved through discussion, with NC sup-
porting resolution when consensus was not initially reached.
Inter-rater agreement was not calculated.

2.5 | Data Charting

A structured charting form was piloted on three studies and
refined by the review team. EO extracted and charted data from
all included studies. JO independently checked the completed
extraction against every source article. Discrepancies were re-
solved through discussion, with NC consulted when required.
Charted fields included author, year, country, aim, participants
and setting, study design, career construct and measure,
organisational, leadership, workforce, relational and individual
factors, principal findings and methodological considerations.
Table 4 presents the study-level characteristics and principal
methodological limitations.

2.6 | Collation, Coding and Synthesis

Analysis combined a descriptive numerical summary with
a convergent descriptive thematic approach appropriate to
a scoping review, informed by guidance on scoping-review
collation and thematic synthesis [24, 25]. Coding was primar-
ily inductive at the descriptive level, while remaining informed
by the review questions and the predefined distinctions between
career-related outcomes. The unit of coding was a study-level
finding statement relevant to a defined career-related outcome.
EO entered these statements into a codebook and thematic
matrix in Microsoft Excel and assigned preliminary codes. JO
independently checked every code assignment and its linkage to
the reported outcome. NC reviewed the developing higher-order
categories. Differences concerning code application, category
boundaries or interpretation were discussed until consensus was
reached. No specialist qualitative data-analysis software
was used.

Quantitative results were translated into narrative statements
that preserved the outcome examined, the direction of the re-
ported relationship and the study design. Qualitative findings
were entered as the author reported concepts or themes. Both
forms of evidence were compared within the same matrix.
Similar codes were grouped into descriptive categories and
subsequently developed into higher-order themes. The themes
were reviewed against the complete matrix to ensure that di-
vergent findings, study context and outcome type were retained.
The analysis did not calculate pooled effects, rank themes by
strength or interpret the frequency of a theme as evidence of
importance.

A final interpretive check distinguished three outcome cate-
gories: career progression, with career advancement treated as its
upward or expanded form; objective career success; and sub-
jective career success. Professional development, professional
identity, belonging and intention to remain were mapped as
related processes or outcomes unless an included study explicitly
incorporated them within its career-success construct. Career
satisfaction and fulfilment were treated as subjective evaluations
and as dimensions of subjective career success when this re-
flected the original study. Organisational support, leadership and
workforce conditions were treated as reported exposures or
contextual conditions rather than as measures of career pro-
gression or career success. This interpretive check informed the
outcome distinctions and condition domains represented in the
integrated conceptual model presented in Section 3.5.

3 | Results

3.1 | Study Selection

Database searching identified 2486 records, and backward ci-
tation searching identified 18 additional records. After 742 du-
plicates were removed, 1762 titles and abstracts were screened.
Ninety six full-text articles were assessed, of which 76 were
excluded: failure to meet other inclusion criteria (n = 40); review
articles, editorials, commentaries or opinion papers (n = 20); and
incorrect population, outcome or focus (n = 16). Twenty studies
were included in the review (Figure 1).

3.2 | Characteristics and Methodological Profile

The 20 studies were published between 2014 and 2025. Thirteen
used quantitative designs, comprising 11 cross-sectional survey
or modelling studies and two psychometric studies; five used
qualitative designs; and two used mixed methods designs. Seven
quantitative studies used structural equation modelling or path
analysis [11, 13-16, 26, 27]. No intervention studies or pro-
spective longitudinal studies were identified. Pressley et al. [5]
analysed retrospective administrative data spanning several
years and incorporated qualitative interviews but did not pro-
spectively follow individual nurses' career trajectories.

Nine studies were conducted in China, six in the
United Kingdom or England, three in Iran, one in Turkey and
one in Saudi Arabia. Sample sizes ranged from 13 participants in
a qualitative study to 611,912 records in the quantitative com-
ponent of a mixed-methods study. Five studies focused wholly or
partly on internationally recruited or migrant nurses, and one
examined career delay among Black, Asian and minority ethnic
nurses and midwives. Detailed study characteristics and study-
level methodological considerations are presented in Table 4.
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Principal methodological
evidence from China requires
further validation across
countries and healthcare
systems. The study contributes
measurement evidence rather
than explanatory evidence about

considerations/limitations
Cross-sectional psychometric

Key findings relevant to
career-related outcomes
foundations for measuring
nursing career success but did
not examine career movement,

examined
within-organisation

workforce-related factors
Scale domains rather than tested The study provided psychometric
organisational exposures:
career satisfaction, perceived
competitiveness and perceived

Organisational, leadership and

multidimensional career
success, including career

Design; career construct/
outcome and measure
Psychometric scale-validation
study; subjective and
satisfaction and perceived
organisational competitiveness.

Participants/setting
1148 nurses.

Chinese version of the Career
Success Scale in Nursing.

Aim
Developed and evaluated the

Country

(Continued)
China

Author/year

[12]

TABLE 4

temporal change or
organisational effects.

external-organisation

competitiveness.

progression.

Note: Career progression refers to movement or development over time, including promotion or grade movement; career advancement is treated as an upward or expanded form of progression. Objective career success concerns observable
attainment, while subjective career success concerns personal evaluations of achievement, recognition or satisfaction. Professional development and intention to remain are not treated as evidence of progression unless explicitly connected

to a defined career outcome. The methodological considerations presented are descriptive and do not constitute a formal critical-appraisal or quality-rating exercise. The study [12] was retained because no publication-date restriction was

applied, the study met all eligibility criteria, and it supplied foundational psychometric evidence for a nursing-specific career-success measure.

3.3 | Conceptualisation and Measurement of
Career-Related Outcomes

The studies included did not examine a single homogeneous
outcome. Career progression was operationalised as movement
or development over time within or across nursing roles, in-
cluding grade movement, promotion, expanded responsibility,
movement through a career pathway and recognition of prior
experience. Career advancement represented the more specific
upward or expanded form of this movement and was therefore
treated as one possible expression of progression rather than as
a synonym for professional development. These operationali-
sations were most evident in studies examining employment
grades, delayed promotion, expanded responsibility and access to
advancement opportunities [17-19, 28].

Objective career success was represented by observable attainment,
including position, promotion, grade, income, professional title,
administrative responsibility and external recognition. It was
sometimes treated as an antecedent of subjective career success
rather than as the principal outcome [15]. Promotion and grade
could therefore indicate career progression when assessed as
movement over time or objective career success when recorded as an
attained position at a particular point. Other quantitative studies
combined observable and evaluative dimensions within a total
career-success score, which reduced comparability across studies.

Subjective career success was the most common outcome in the
quantitative literature. Included studies used general or nursing-
specific measures encompassing career satisfaction, perceived
achievement, recognition, influence, quality work, person-
organisation fit and perceived competitiveness [12, 15, 26, 29].
Qualitative studies extended the construct to include meaningful
contribution, clinical competence, usefulness, professional
identity, work-life integration and fulfilment [28, 30]. Career
satisfaction and fulfilment were therefore treated as subjective
evaluations that could contribute to subjective career success, not
as evidence that career progression had occurred. These di-
mensions were not defined consistently across settings.

The study [12] was retained as measurement evidence because it
met all eligibility criteria and provided early psychometric evi-
dence for a nursing-specific career-success scale. It was not
interpreted as evidence of change, progression over time or
causal relationships.

Professional development, specialist competence, academic
participation, self-efficacy, professional identity and intention to
remain were variously positioned as antecedents, components,
mediators or consequences. They were mapped according to the
role assigned to them in each study rather than recoded as
synonyms for progression or success. Similarly, organisational
support, leadership and workforce environment were treated as
conditions reported in relation to defined career-related out-
comes, rather than as career outcomes themselves. These dis-
tinctions form the outcome component of the integrated
conceptual model presented in Figure 2 (Section 3.5).

3.4 | Reported Conditions Related to Career
Outcomes

Five descriptive themes were developed from the thematic
matrix. The themes present organisational, leadership, work-
force, relational and individual conditions reported in relation to

Journal of Nursing Management, 2026

9 of 17

85UB01 7 SUOLLLIOD BAIIERID 3ot (dde ay) Aq peuprob a2 Sajole YO 8sN 0 S3|N 1o} Akeiq 1 8UIIUO A8]1M UO (SUONIPUOD-PUE-SWBIALIY A8 | 1M ARe.q 1 pUI|UO//SANY) SUONIPUOD PUe SWs | 8L 89S *[9202/0T/T0] Uo AriqiTauliuo AB|iM ‘ssoines Buluies 3 Ariq) 1 jouns JO AsBAIUN Ad 6ET068/WUOI/SSTT OT/I0P/ W00 A8 1M Atiq1jeul|uoy/sdny woly papeojumoq ‘T ‘9202 ‘wuol



[ Identification of studies via databases and other sources ]
T
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= « PubMed/MEDLINE (n = 528) (n=1742)
o] « CINAHL Complete (n = 741) « Duplicate records removed
3 « PsycINFO (n = 279) (n=742)
—§ « Scopus (n = 603) « Records marked as ineligible by
« Web of Science (n = 335) automation tools (n = 0)
Additional records identified « Records removed for other
through other sources reasons (n = 0)
(reference lists) (n = 18)
—

— !

Records excluded by title and abstract

A 4

(n =1666)

Reports not retrieved

(n=0)

Reports excluded by full-text reading

Records screened
(n=1762)
N
Reports sought for retrieval
%D (n=96)
g
Q
[}
33
2]
A
Reports assessed for eligibility
(n=96)
-
(T
- Studies included in review
%; (n=20)
5} Reports of included studies
= (n=20)
-

FIGURE 1 | PRISMA flow diagram.

defined career-related outcomes. They do not treat these con-
ditions as alternative definitions of career progression or career
success. The themes represent reported associations, participant
experiences and author interpretations. Their order and fre-
quency do not indicate effect strength, causal priority or cer-
tainty. Table 5 presents an illustration of how the themes were
derived.

3.4.1 | Organisational Career Infrastructure

This theme comprised formal career pathways, access to con-
tinuing professional development, structural empowerment,
recognition systems, transparent promotion processes, induction
and recognition of prior experience. Quantitative studies re-
ported associations between perceived organisational support or

A 4

(n=176)

Reasons for exclusion:

« Not following the inclusion criteria
(n=40)

« Review studies/editorials/
commentary/opinion papers (n = 20)

« Incorrect population/outcomes/focus
(n=16)

structural empowerment and career-success scores [11, 13, 27].
Studies of internationally recruited nurses described inconsistent
recognition of prior expertise, limited career conversations,
deskilling and allocation to roles below their previous capability
[17-19, 31] and reported perceived career delay and reduced
access to training among racially and ethnically minoritised
nurses and midwives. These findings identify organisational
access and recognition as recurring conditions but do not
demonstrate that a particular form of career infrastructure
produces progression.

3.4.2 | Leadership and Managerial Conditions

Transformational leadership, manager accessibility, mentoring,
feedback, recognition and participation in decision-making

10 of 17

Journal of Nursing Management, 2026

85UB01 7 SUOLLLIOD BAIIERID 3ot (dde ay) Aq peuprob a2 Sajole YO 8sN 0 S3|N 1o} Akeiq 1 8UIIUO A8]1M UO (SUONIPUOD-PUE-SWBIALIY A8 | 1M ARe.q 1 pUI|UO//SANY) SUONIPUOD PUe SWs | 8L 89S *[9202/0T/T0] Uo AriqiTauliuo AB|iM ‘ssoines Buluies 3 Ariq) 1 jouns JO AsBAIUN Ad 6ET068/WUOI/SSTT OT/I0P/ W00 A8 1M Atiq1jeul|uoy/sdny woly papeojumoq ‘T ‘9202 ‘wuol



formed the second theme. Pollock et al. [26] reported a cross-
sectional serial mediation model linking transformational
leadership, career adaptability, job embeddedness and perceived
career success. Qualitative and mixed-methods studies described
line-manager involvement in induction, recognition of trans-
ferable experience, access to professional development and ca-
reer conversations [19, 28]. Because leadership and career
outcomes were measured principally through individual per-
ceptions and at the same time point, the direction and in-
dependence of these relationships remain uncertain.

3.4.3 | Workforce Environment

Staffing and resource adequacy, workload, work schedules,
participation in hospital affairs, work-environment quality and
opportunities to use specialist skills were reported in relation to
subjective career success or career progression. In Turkey,
Sonmez et al. 2021 reported associations between subjective
career success and participation in hospital affairs, staffing and
resource adequacy and nurse-physician relationships within
a cross-sectional path model. Chinese studies similarly reported
associations involving work environment, academic participa-
tion, specialist competence and career-success scores [33]. In-
ternationally recruited nurses described frustration when staffing
pressures or role allocation limited the use of their prior expertise
[31]. These findings were based principally on individual per-
ceptions of the work environment rather than independently
measured organisational conditions.

3.4.4 | Social and Relational Conditions

Colleague solidarity, social support, interprofessional relation-
ships, inclusion, recognition and professional networks com-
prised the fourth theme. Cross-sectional models reported positive
associations between social support or colleague solidarity and
career-success scores [14, 16]. Qualitative studies described in-
clusion, teamwork and recognition in relation to professional
identity, meaningful contribution and access to opportunity |30,
32]. In studies of migrant nurses, relational support could not be
separated fully from organisational integration and wider so-
ciocultural adaptation.

3.4.5 | Individual Resources and Career
Behaviours

Self-efficacy, self-esteem, adaptability, information literacy,
emotional-labour profile, interpersonal capability, innovative
behaviour, specialist competence and academic participation
were reported in relation to career-success outcomes
[13, 14, 16, 26, 28, 33, 34]. These studies described clinical ex-
pertise, leadership capability, interpersonal effectiveness and
commitment to professional values as capabilities perceived to
support advancement. Individual resources and behaviours were
therefore frequently represented in the literature. These findings
do not demonstrate that individual effort can overcome restricted
opportunity structures, discrimination, nonrecognition of ex-
pertise or adverse workforce conditions.

3.5 | Contextual Heterogeneity

The meaning and reported indicators of career progression and
career success varied across national and healthcare system
contexts. Chinese studies predominantly used standardised

career-success measures and cross-sectional statistical models in
hospital or clinical samples. They examined professional title,
perceived organisational support, structural empowerment,
work environment, social support, self-efficacy, innovative be-
haviour, information literacy and emotional labour in relation to
career-success scores [11-14, 16, 27, 33, 34]. Iranian studies used
qualitative and psychometric approaches that incorporated
clinical contribution, professional values, self-regulation, person-
organisation fit, meaningful work and fulfilment within career
success or advancement [28-30]. The Turkish study used a cross-
sectional path model to examine subjective career success in
relation to human-capital indicators, objective career success and
practice-environment characteristics [15]. The Saudi Arabian
study tested a cross-sectional model involving transformational
leadership, career adaptability, job embeddedness and perceived
career success [26].

Studies conducted in the United Kingdom and England focused
more frequently on migration, ethnicity, recognition of overseas
qualifications and experience, access to professional develop-
ment and movement through formal employment grades [5,
17-19, 31, 32], for example, examined progression through
National Health Service employment grades, whereas Johnson
et al. [18] reported perceived career delay and restricted access to
training among Black, Asian and minority ethnic nurses and
midwives. Studies of internationally recruited nurses further
described deskilling, underrecognition of previous expertise,
organisational integration and variable access to career-
development opportunities [17, 19, 31, 32].

These contextual differences indicate that constructs, mea-
sures and reported relationships identified in one healthcare
system cannot be assumed to have equivalent meanings or
operate similarly elsewhere. No included study directly tested
the measurement equivalence of career-success instruments
across national healthcare systems. Figure 2 integrates the
recurring condition domains and career-related outcome
distinctions identified across the included studies while
retaining healthcare-system, regulatory, career-structure,
migration, cultural and workforce policy contexts as cross-
cutting considerations. The model provides a conceptual or-
ganisation of the mapped evidence rather than a universal
explanatory pathway or causal account of nurses’ career
progression and success.

3.6 | Robustness and Gaps in the Mapped Evidence

The mapped evidence had limited capacity to support explana-
tory or causal conclusions. Eleven quantitative studies used
cross-sectional survey or modelling designs, and most relied on
self-reported exposures and outcomes collected at a single time
point [11, 13-16, 18, 26, 27, 33, 34]. These design features in-
creased susceptibility to common-method bias, reverse direction,
selection effects and unmeasured confounding. Seven studies
used structural equation modelling or path analysis to test
theoretically specified relationships [11, 13-16, 26, 27]. Although
these analyses examined the fit of proposed relationships, their
cross-sectional designs did not establish temporal ordering or
causal effects. The two psychometric studies contributed evi-
dence concerning the conceptual structure and measurement of
nursing career success but did not examine career change,
temporal progression or intervention effects [12, 29].
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Conditions reported in relation to
career-related outcomes

Organisational career infrastructure

Formal career pathways, professional
development opportunities, recognition
systems, transparent promotion processes,
induction and recognition of prior experience.

Leadership and managerial conditions

Transformational leadership, manager
accessibility, mentoring, feedback, recognition
and participation in decision-making.

Workforce environment

Staffing and resource adequacy, workload,
work schedules, work-environment quality,
participation in hospital affairs and
opportunities to use specialist skills.

Social and relational conditions
Colleague solidarity, social support,
interprofessional relationships, inclusion,
recognition and professional networks.

Individual resources and career behaviours
Self-efficacy, self-esteem, adaptability, information

Contextual conditions

career structure, migration,

’

1

1

1

1 .

I Healthcare system, regulation,
1

: culture and workforce policy.
1
\

Reported associations,
experiences and
author interpretations

—mm e

Nurses' career-related outcomes

Career progression or advancement

Movement or development over
time within or across nursing roles.

Objective career success

Observable attainment, such as
promotion, grade, status or
leadership responsibility.

Subjective career success

Personal evaluation of
achievement, recognition,
satisfaction and fulfilment.

literacy, emotional-labour profile, interpersonal f
capability, innovative behaviour, specialist |
competence and academic participation. :
I
ZN 1
1 Contextual variation across all domains and outcomes :
o e T T

FIGURE 2 | Context-sensitive conceptual model of conditions reported in relation to nurses' career progression and career success.

Five qualitative studies provided detailed accounts of career
meaning, professional identity, recognition, organisational experi-
ence and perceived advancement [17, 28, 30-32]. However, these
studies generally used small purposive samples within specific
professional, organisational or migrant contexts. Their findings
contributed contextual depth but were not intended to estimate
prevalence or establish the relative importance of different career
conditions. The two mixed-methods studies also extended the
breadth of the evidence but had important limitations. Pressley et al.
[5] combined retrospective administrative data on employment-
grade progression with interviews, whereas Kristoffersen [19]
used a cross-sectional online survey containing quantitative items
and open-text responses. Neither study prospectively followed in-
dividual nurses through defined career transitions or evaluated the
effects of an organisational intervention.

No included study evaluated whether structured career path-
ways, mentorship, leadership development or changes to
workforce conditions improved career progression or career
success. No prospective longitudinal study was identified. As
shown in Table 3, the evidence was concentrated in China, the
United Kingdom or England, Iran, Turkey and Saudi Arabia. No
included study was conducted in the Americas, Africa or Oceania
and most European healthcare systems were not represented.
These geographical and methodological gaps limit the trans-
ferability of the mapped findings and reinforce the need to in-
terpret them as reported associations and experiences rather than
as established explanatory relationships.

4 | Discussion

This review mapped organisational career infrastructure, lead-
ership and managerial conditions, workforce environment, so-
cial and relational conditions and individual resources and career
behaviours in relation to nurses' career-related outcomes. The
integrated conceptual model in Figure 2 positions these domains
alongside three distinct outcomes: career progression or ad-
vancement, objective career success and subjective career suc-
cess. Healthcare system, regulatory, career structure, migration,
cultural and workforce policy contexts extend across the model
because they shape how career opportunities and outcomes are
defined and interpreted. The model represents reported associ-
ations, experiences and author interpretations rather than a hi-
erarchy of determinants, causal sequence or universal pathway
through which progression occurs.

The distinction between career progression and career success
has important implications for interpreting the literature. Wider
career scholarship differentiates observable attainment from
personal evaluations of achievement and satisfaction [7, 8, 35].
Findings extend subjective success to clinical contribution,
professional values, meaningful work and fulfilment [12, 29, 30].
This broader interpretation reflects the clinical and relational
character of nursing practice. Nevertheless, combining pro-
gression, satisfaction, identity and professional development can
obscure whether a study concerns career movement, readiness
for movement or personal evaluation.
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Recurring reports concerning organisational career in-
frastructure are consistent with Kanter’s [36] account of access to
opportunities, information, support and resources. Reviews of
continuing professional development also indicate that learning
is more likely to influence practice when nurses have relevant
opportunities and scope to apply their learning [3, 37]. Recog-
nition of prior experience, transparent promotion processes and
career conversations were similarly reported alongside career-
related outcomes. Yet most included studies measured percep-
tions at a single time point. Organisational career infrastructure
remains an important area for investigation, but the evidence
does not establish that a particular pathway or development
programme produces progression.

Leadership and workforce conditions showed a similar pat-
tern. Evidence associates relational, authentic and trans-
formational leadership with job satisfaction and work-
environment outcomes [38-40]. Such outcomes remain rele-
vant to employment experience but are not equivalent to
progression. Included studies reported managerial recogni-
tion, mentoring, career conversations, participation and
staffing adequacy in relation to subjective success or perceived
advancement [15, 19, 26]. Cross-sectional self-report data
cannot determine direction. Supportive environments may
contribute to positive career evaluations, while nurses who
feel successful may evaluate their work environment more
favourably. Colleague solidarity, social support and in-
terprofessional relationships were also reported in relation to
career-success scores and career experiences [14-16], al-
though these relational conditions were predominantly ex-
amined through cross-sectional self-report.

Individual resources such as self-efficacy, adaptability and
innovative behaviour featured prominently. Social cognitive
and career construction perspectives recognise that agency
and adaptability can support career action [41]. However,
evidence concerning migrant and minoritised nurses shows
why individualised explanations are insufficient. Deskilling,
delayed advancement and underrecognition of overseas ex-
pertise were reported despite prior capability [5, 17, 18]. Wider
reviews similarly identify recognition, regulation, organisa-
tional integration and workplace support as important con-
textual conditions [5, 42, 43]. Career agency should be
interpreted in relation to the opportunities and constraints
within which nurses work.

Contextual heterogeneity further limits generalisation. Pro-
fessional grades, educational routes, promotion systems, mi-
gration arrangements and cultural understandings of success
differ across healthcare systems. Cross-cultural career research
supports multidimensional accounts of subjective success and
culturally appropriate measurement [44-46]. No included study
tested measurement equivalence, while evidence from five na-
tional settings restricts transferability. The predominance of
cross-sectional studies, self-reported outcomes and single-time-
point modelling also limits temporal and causal interpretation.
Longitudinal research should examine grade, role and re-
sponsibility changes alongside subjective success, while in-
tervention and implementation studies should evaluate
organisational initiatives across workforce groups and healthcare
contexts.

5 | Implications for Nursing Management

The findings identify areas that nursing managers can examine
within local workforce systems, rather than interventions with
established effectiveness. Organisations can review whether
career pathways and promotion criteria are transparent, whether
development and mentoring opportunities are accessible across
employment grades, and whether career conversations form part
of routine management practice. Recognition and appropriate
use of previous expertise require particular attention for in-
ternationally educated nurses. Workforce reviews should also
examine whether staffing pressures, restricted role utilisation or
limited protected time prevent nurses from accessing develop-
ment opportunities.

Career initiatives should be linked to clearly defined outcomes
before implementation. Participation in professional develop-
ment should be distinguished from movement into a new grade,
role or level of responsibility. Evaluation should include both
objective indicators, such as promotion or expanded re-
sponsibility, and subjective evaluations of career success. Out-
comes should be examined over time and, where possible,
disaggregated by ethnicity, country of qualification, employment
grade, specialty and other relevant workforce characteristics.
This approach would help identify unequal access, differential
outcomes and unintended consequences.

Current evidence does not demonstrate that structured path-
ways, mentoring, leadership development or workforce changes
improve progression, retention, workforce sustainability or
leadership succession. Nursing managers should consequently
introduce such initiatives with prospective evaluation rather
than assume benefit. Mixed-methods implementation studies
could establish who accesses an initiative, whether career
movement follows, how nurses experience the process and how
organisational context contributes to variation in outcomes.

5.1 | Limitations

Some limitations of the review process should be considered. The
search covered five multidisciplinary databases, but restriction to
English-language, peer-reviewed journal articles may have ex-
cluded relevant evidence. Grey literature, dissertations and
conference materials were excluded. Backward citation search-
ing identified additional records, but forward citation searching
was not undertaken. Studies using less common career termi-
nology may consequently have been missed despite the use of
broad search terms.

No formal critical appraisal or certainty of evidence assessment
was undertaken. Although such appraisal is not mandatory for
a scoping review, the review cannot provide study-level quality
ratings or conclusions about certainty. Methodological charac-
teristics and principal limitations were charted to support ap-
propriately cautious interpretation.

The conceptual diversity of the literature required the review
team to categorise constructs that were not always clearly defined
in the primary studies. Use of a codebook, thematic matrix,
independent checking and consensus discussion strengthened
transparency, but interpretive judgement remained unavoidable.
The a priori protocol was neither registered nor published,
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limiting external verification of the planned methods. The
synthesis also brought together diverse populations, healthcare
systems, measures and study designs. The resulting themes or-
ganise the literature but should not be interpreted as universally
transferable or as evidence that the reported conditions have
equivalent meanings across settings.

6 | Conclusion

This scoping review mapped organisational career infrastructure,
leadership and managerial conditions, workforce environment,
social and relational conditions and individual resources and
career behaviours in relation to nurses’ career-related outcomes.
The synthesis distinguishes career progression, objective career
success and subjective career success, while positioning pro-
fessional development, professional identity, belonging and in-
tention to remain as related but non-equivalent constructs.
Future research should employ explicit outcome definitions,
context-sensitive measures and longitudinal or intervention
designs capable of examining actual career movement across
diverse nursing populations and healthcare systems.
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