
 

Does 'belongingness' matter in the health
professions?
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Hannah Lauck hopes to someday become an anesthesiologist specializing
in pediatrics.
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The third-year medical sciences major at the University of Cincinnati
has already got a taste of working in a medical environment thanks to
her part-time work at local hospitals and medical offices as a pharmacy
technician, medical assistant, patient registration representative and
neonatal intensive care unit volunteer.

Lauck says she now has a better understanding of the "hierarchy of
medicine" and how it might impact students like herself who are just
beginning their journey in a health profession career. In this system,
medical titles and responsibilities change and they reflect progressively
more experience and education.

This hierarchy is partly a result of trying to ensure patients are getting
competent and quality care, but it can also produce an environment
where students don't feel empowered to ask questions or voice
observations and that could in some instances impact patient care, says
Lauck.

"As you increase with education you move higher up within the
hierarchy," says Lauck. "So for someone who is entry level or in a
student position, you are pretty much at the bottom of the scale. That's
not necessarily a bad thing, but you're definitely worried about stepping
on toes and want to give a great first impression."

"Sometimes people are deterred by that hierarchy, they feel like they
can't say their opinion about patient outcomes because they're worried
about overstepping," says Lauck. "If you have a viewpoint that differs
from someone higher up in the hierarchy you should be confident and
secure enough and feel as if you can speak up."

Lauck's experience made her a valued co-author on a recent paper titled 
"Transforming Students Into Healthcare Professionals: A Literature
Review Exploring the Interrelationships Between Work-integrated
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Learning, Belongingness and Health Professions Students."

It has been published in The Advisor journal. The research is an
integrative literature review that examines the interrelationships between
health professions students, work-integrated learning and belongingness.
Four researchers from across the country and the United Kingdom
reviewed 39 studies from the years 2005-21.

Robin Selzer, Ph.D., professor in the UC College of Cooperative
Education and Professional Studies, was one of the researchers. Lauck is
a student research assistant working under Selzer's direction.

Also part of the research effort were Leah Stade, assistant professor at
the University of Nebraska Medical Center in Kearney, Neb.; Cynthia
Bennett, associate professor at Elon University in Elon, NC; and
Deborah O'Connor, director of placements and partnerships at
Manchester Metropolitan University in Manchester, United Kingdom.

Work-integrated learning experiences include internships, co-ops,
service learning, practicum or clinical placements, apprenticeships,
applied research projects and other real-world work experiences for
health professional students.

The researchers defined "belongingness" as a deeply personal and
contextually mediated experience that determines whether an individual
feels secure, accepted, valued, respected and connected to a defined
group.

"Belongingness was not found to be directly connected to work-
integrated learning in the literature regarding health professions students
other than those in nursing," according to the study's abstract. "Emerging
links were found between belongingness and professional identity
development."
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Selzer says researchers want to further explore that link.

"What we are less certain about is, when students accumulate work
integrated learning in their studies along the way, whether that fosters
any sense of belongingness while they're in the clinical or student
teaching experience, internships or their co-ops," says Selzer. "How then
does feeling, that sense of belonging, actually affect their identity as a
future health care provider? This is what we are trying to find out."

Selzer says more research was found on the impact of belongingness in
the nursing field including an existing scale paired with focus groups that
rates the trait. That scale will help the team of researchers create focus
group questions for health professions students to better understand the
impact of belongingness. At the partner institutions University of
Nebraska MedicalCenter, Elon University and Manchester Metropolitan
University, those focus groups will include graduate students.

At the University of Cincinnati, the focus groups will include pre-health
undergraduates.

"We are trying to examine different stages which look at before they get
to a graduate program, and then while in a program and then also in a
multinational context," says Selzer. "There is zero research on pre-health
students and work integrated learning, and then especially when you add
in belongingness. So we are hoping to make a contribution at UC."

Selzer and Lauck will present their research findings in the area of
belongingness at a scholarly conference of the NAAHP set for June
2024 in Cincinnati.

"What I love about it is Hannah is getting this research experience, she's
getting experience being published and she will make a presentation at a
national conference that just happens to be Cincinnati," says Selzer.
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"Just mentoring her through this process has really been rewarding.

"Many research teams don't include the student perspective and her
bringing that lens to it has allowed us to think differently," says Selzer.
"Those diverse perspectives are leading to a better outcome. Instead of
sitting up top on a mountain hill and saying this is what we see it to be,
but rather hearing the student voice and bringing that into the project has
made such a difference."

Lauck, who is part of the UC Honors Program, says her research
experience has been invaluable.

"I've definitely learned a lot about working with a multinational
interdisciplinary group of researchers," says Lauck. "Balancing
constraints such as meeting virtually and accounting for the huge time
zone differences has been interesting to be part of. I've also learned a lot
about formulating a research proposal and how the institutional review
board process works and the importance of planning for focus groups,
surveys and research. I am just really excited to move forward with the
next stage of research."

  More information: "Transforming Students Into Healthcare
Professionals: A Literature Review Exploring the Interrelationships
Between Work-integrated Learning, Belongingness and Health
Professions Students" (2023)
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