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Abstract
Much has been discussed in workshops, meetings, seminars and nursing summits in South Africa but very little
has been revealed in literature on the scourge of drop out, retention and graduation rates of nursing students. The
authors reviewed literature related to dropout, retention, completion and graduation rates of nursing students in
selected universities in South Africa. Journal articles from 2007-2016 were reviewed for emerging themes about
nursing students’ dropout, retention, completion, success and graduation. Exclusion criteria: online or distance
education programmes, postgraduate programmes, experimental or randomized control trials and previous
review studies. Comprehensive electronic search was conducted for published longitudinal and cross- sectional
studies. Specific databases: PubMed, MEDLINE, EBSCO host, CINHAL. Specific search terms: [“student” OR
“nursing”], OR [“dropout” OR, “retention”], OR [“graduation”, OR “education” OR “success” OR
“completion”] AND “universities” OR “undergraduate” AND [“strategies” OR “interventions”]. Thirty- four
(34) studies met review criteria. Fifteen (15) (47.06%) of the studies reported results on attrition, 16 (47.06%)
reported on retention and 3 (8.82%) reported on completion and graduation. Academic, personal, preparedness
and social factors were associated with dropout, retention and graduation of nursing students in South Africa.
Dropout from undergraduate nursing programme is fraught with many problems. There is a need for retention
models. Without nurses, much of the public health outcomes will be hardly achieved. If the problem of dropout
and retention with decreased graduation persists, the health services will be crumbled thus affecting the
realization of the health outcome “a long and healthy lifestyle for all”.
Keywords: dropout/attrition, retention, graduation, undergraduate nursing student
1. Introduction
Whilst South Africa grapples with the quadruple burden of diseases on the health care system, there is a need for
Nursing Education Institutions (NEIs) to pull up all the stops in producing quality, caring and safe nursing
practitioners. However, there are serious concerns that need to be addressed by the NEIs, amongst which is a
problem of dropout and retention strategies of nursing students in the undergraduate programmes. Figure 1
displays the production of nurses by the statutory body, the South African Nursing Council (SANC Statistics
2009-2011).
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Figure 1.. Production of
o nurses: 4-yeear programm
me at Universitties and Public Nursing Collleges (SANC
C statistics)
N Mpumalaanga (MP) andd Northern Caape (NC) have no universitiees
NB:
The prodduction of nurrses in the 4 year program
mmes at Universities and at
a Public Nurssing Collegess in South
Africa ass displayed in figure 1 raises concerns. A
As from 2009 to
t 2011 a curso
ory examinatiion of the prod
duction of
undergraduate nurses as
a depicted by
y figure 1 from
m 2009 to 20
011 raises a co
oncern as to w
whether there is enough
productioon of nurses too meet the goal of “A long and healthy lifestyle
l
for alll South Africcans” as requirred by the
South Affrica’s Nationaal Developmeent Plan (20300); and whetheer the Human Resource for Health (HRH
H) Strategy
by (20300) shall be reaalisable. These concerns arre critical con
nsidering the dire
d shortage of nurses and
d the ever
demandinng workload of
o the nurses in providing quality care for
f the South African popuulation. In Sou
uth Africa
the accreedited NEIs are
a tasked witth the mandatte of producin
ng nurses by the South Affrican Nursing
g Council
under reggulation R4255 of the Nursin
ng Act (Act 333 of 2005).
Researchh regarding attrition
a
and models
m
for rretention-to-grraduation of nursing studeents in South
h African
universitiies are very scanty, even though a loot has been done
d
to assisst the studentts towards grraduation.
Researchhers have unaanimously ag
greed that thee disturbing shortage of nurses
n
could be answered
d through
effective retention andd timeous grad
duation (Bow
wden, 2008; Crrombie, Brind
dley, Harris, M
Marks-Maran & Morris
Thompsoon, 2013; Jeffrreys, 2007b; Jeffreys,
J
20122). Despite thee high studentss’ annual enroolment into un
niversities,
only few
w graduate on time,
t
while otthers delay orr dropout (Roo
os, Fichardt, MacKenzie
M
& Raubenheim
mer, 2016).
Accordinng to the Natioonal Developm
ment Plan (20030), a 25% in
ncrease in enro
olments is antticipated by 2030 and a
20% incrreased graduaation rate is anticipated
a
froom now on (Department
(
of
o Higher Edu
ducation and Training’s
T
2010/11-2014/15 Strattegic Plan). Itt is a concernn that only 48% of studentss in residentiaal universitiess graduate
within 5 years whilst the
t country iss in dire need of human ressources for heealth now. Thu
hus, the need to
t address
retentionn and graduatioon rates will remain
r
an issuue of on-going
g debate and in
nterest. As suc
uch, this paper sought to
review liiterature uncoovered in relaation to dropoout, retention and graduatiion rates of nnursing studen
nts in the
undergraduate program
mme in univerrsities in Southh Africa in order to develop
p a retention-tto-graduation model for
undergraduate nursingg students. The
T objectivess of this pap
per was to reeview literatuure related to
o dropout,
retentionn, completion and graduatiion rates of nnursing studeents in univerrsities from 22007-2016 in
n order to
develop a retention-to--graduation model
m
for undeergraduate nurrsing programm
me.
2. Methoods
This reseearch used a narrative review
w in order to oobtain studiess eligible to bee included in th
the research.
2.1 Sampple Inclusion / Exclusion Crriteria
Journal aarticles were reviewed
r
and evaluated for emerging theemes related to
o the factors aassociated witth nursing
student ddropout, retenntion, successs, completionn and graduattion rates worrldwide with a view to id
dentifying
student ccharacteristicss, research strrategies and iinterventions that prevent future studennt’s departure from the
undergraduate nursingg programmess. In depth revview of titles and abstractss to determinne studies releevance for
inclusionn was conductted. Inclusion
n criteria was all the longittudinal or cross sectional sstudies that reeported on
nursing sstudents on a full time basis in the undeergraduate pro
ogramme from
m 2007-2016,, whether quaalitative or
quantitatiive studies. Exclusion
E
criteeria were all sstudies reportting on onlinee or distance eeducation pro
ogrammes,
those repporting on poostgraduate prrogrammes, exxperimental or
o randomized
d control trialls and previou
us review
81
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studies.
2.2 Searcch Strategy
To identiify studies deealing with factors associatted with dropout, retention
n, success andd graduation of
o nursing
students in undergraduuate programm
mes a compreehensive electtronic search was conducteed for longitu
udinal and
cross secctional studiess published beetween 2007 aand 2016 in th
he following subject speciffic databases: PubMed,
MEDLIN
NE, EBSCO host, CINHA
AL. The speccific search teerms used weere: [“studentt” OR “nursiing”], OR
[“dropouut” OR, “reteention”], OR [“graduationn”, OR “educcation” OR “success”
“
OR
R “completion
n”] AND
“universiities” OR “unndergraduate” AND [“strateegies” OR “in
nterventions”]].The results of literature search
s
are
depicted in the flow diiagram in Figu
ure 2.

Figure 2. Showing thee flow chart off search strategy results
3. Resultts
Thirty- fo
four (34) studiies met the criiteria for revieew (Figure 2)). The results present a num
mber of factors globally
associateed with dropoout, retention
n, and graduaation rates off nursing stud
dents in the undergraduatte nursing
programm
me in universiities.
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Table 1. Showing dropout, retention, completion and graduation studies (n=34)
Reviewed studies

Number

Percentage

Dropout studies

15

44.12

Retention studies

16

47.06

Completion and Graduation

3

8.82

Total

34

100

Table 1 indicated that 15 (44.12%) of the studies reviewed reported results on dropout, whilst 16 (47.06%) of
studies reported retention, and only 3 (8.82%) studies on completion and graduation.
3.1 Dropout Studies (n=15)
Many researchers have alluded to the problem of dropout of nursing students in the undergraduate programme,
(Andrew, Salamonson, Weaver, Smith, O’Reilly & Taylor, 2008; Cameron, Roxburgh, Taylor & Lauder, 2011;
Crombie, Brindley, Harris, Marks-Maran & Morris Thompson, 2013; Dapremont, 2011) citing several reasons
ranging from involuntary (academic factors) to voluntary (personal factors). Previous studies have maintained
that dropout rate is associated with academic and personal factors (Fowler & Norrie, 2009; Jeffreys, 2007a;
Letseka & Maile, 2008; Levett-Jones, Lathlean, Higgins, & McMillan, 2009).
3.2 Involuntary (Academic Factors)
Involuntary academic factors associated with dropout are academic difficulty coupled with lack of or inadequate
support, under-preparedness, lack of commitment to the learning process, inappropriate study skills and habits,
inadequate academic services, frequent absenteeism from class or clinical settings, lack of effective academic
incorporation, financial constraints and language barrier (Andrew et al., 2008; Jeffreys, 2007b; Letseka & Maile,
2008; Pryjmachuk, Easton & Littlewood, 2008). On the other hand clinical placement with minimal support
emerged as a factor in students leaving before graduation (Anonson, Desjarlais, Whiteman & Bird, 2008).
3.3 Voluntary (Personal Factors)
•

Student profile characteristics

Student characteristics like age, gender and ethnicity were also important predictors or actual factors of success
or dropout in this literature review (Bosch, Doshier, Gess-Newsom, 2012; Cameron et al., 2011; Crombie et al.,
2013; Dante, Petrucci & Lancia, 2013; Eick, Williamson & Heath, 2012; Fowler & Norrie, 2009; HinsliffSmith, Gates & Leducq, 2012; Jeffreys, 2012).
•

Student Affective factors

Students’ affective factors consist of the attitudes, values, and beliefs about education, nursing, and one`s ability
to succeed. This includes cultural values and beliefs, self-efficacy, and motivation. Attitudes, values and beliefs
of nursing students can be modified when they are mentored by experienced role-models who understand and
have insight into the various techniques in student accompaniment especially into the clinical setting. Educators
can also influence student’ self-efficacy and motivation during their educational encounter (Jeffreys, 2012).
3.4 Involuntary (First Semester Academic Dropout)
The first year experience has shown the need for urgent interventions targeted at first year undergraduate
nursing students on admission if dropout rate is to be reduced and increased retention and graduation rates
achieved. Factors associated with involuntary first semester academic dropout were perceived lack of support;
financial constraints; environmental factors and difficult transition and integration into the tertiary environment
(Jeffreys, 2007b; Jeffreys, 2012; Letseka & Maile, 2008; Tinto, 1993).
3.5 Retention Studies (n=16)
Sixteen (16) 40.07% of the studies found that mentorship programme tended to be facilitators of success for
undergraduate nursing students. Researchers are of the opinion that a well- planned and well managed
mentorship programme can reduce dropout and enhance retention, success and graduation of undergraduate
nursing students. Besides mentorship programmes other factors pivotal between dropout and retention were
support, academic preparedness and social (Baker, 2010; Nkutu & Seekoe, 2013).
3.6 Completion and Graduation Studies (n=3)
Three (3) 8.8% of the studies reviewed reported students with higher entry qualifications and above 80% class
and clinical attendance obtained better marks or were more likely to succeed in nursing programmes.
Conversely, students with lower entry qualifications and who frequently absented themselves from class or
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clinical settings were more likely to have lower marks or drop out of the programme (Veal, Bull & Miller, 2012;
Williams, 2010).
4. Discussion
Literature revealed multidimensional factors related to dropout, retention and graduation of nursing students.
Dropout trajectories were involuntary (academic), voluntary (personal reasons) and involuntary (first semester
academic dropout). It is common to find first year nursing students quitting the undergraduate programme
especially due to inadequate or lack of support and transition problems (Jeffreys, 2012).
Student profile characteristics have also emerged as factors in dropout, retention and graduation studies
(Crombie et al., 2013; Eick et al., 2012; Fowler & Norrie, 2009; Hinsliff-Smith et al., 2012: Jeffreys, 2007b;
Jeffreys, 2012; Sutherland, Hamilton & Goodman, 2007). However, maturity was seen as a predictor of success
(Jeffreys, 2012). If a student has demonstrated good study habits and skills in prior educational programmes,
and if they show up and get the necessary support, they would carry these skills to a new academic setting and
attain their goals on time. The student affective factors also revealed that the belief patterns or system and values
of students about education have an association with dropout, retention and graduation in undergraduate nursing
programmes (Jeffreys, 2012). Future research should endeavour to examine the student affective factors and its
association with dropout, retention and graduation in undergraduate nursing programmes, especially in the
South African context.
5. Conclusion
The dropout, retention and graduation rates of undergraduate nursing programme in South African universities
are fraught with a complexity of problems. There is a need for retention models. Retention-to-graduation models
should be proposed to serve as recommendations. Without nurses, much of the public health outcomes will be
hardly achieved (Savage & Kub, 2009).
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