Exploring the factors that influence professional behaviour of postgraduate PHSC students in a public university: a focus group discussion.
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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
The professional behaviour of postgraduate students in the realm of public health and social care (PHSC) is a critical aspect of their academic and future professional success. This qualitative research report aims to unravel the various factors that shape and influence the professional behaviour of postgraduate PHSC students at a public university. Through an in-depth exploration via focus group discussions, this study endeavours to provide insights into how these students define, perceive, and engage in professional behaviour both within the academic setting and in preparation for their future careers.Professional behavior in the academic and workplace domains is a multifaceted construct influenced by various factors. The transition from a university environment to a professional setting necessitates a keen understanding of the intricacies of professionalism (Alipour et al., 2020). This study recognises the significance of addressing these nuances among postgraduate PHSC students, who are not only the future leaders and practitioners in the field but are also poised to contribute significantly to societal well-being.
The literature suggests that professional behaviour encompasses a set of attributes, values, and ethics that guide individuals in their interactions within academic institutions and the broader professional landscape (Cruess et al., 2016; Passi et al., 2018). Moreover, the dynamic nature of the healthcare and social care sectors emphasises the importance of adapting to evolving professional standards and expectations (Frenk et al., 2010). Understanding the factors that influence professional behaviour is crucial for educational institutions, as it enables the design and implementation of effective strategies to foster a culture of professionalism among students. The academic environment serves as the foundational stage where students develop and refine their professional identity, laying the groundwork for their future roles as healthcare and social care professionals (Cruess et al., 2016; Papadakis et al., 2005).
The hypothesised relationships of the current study come from student development theory (Astin,1984) and social learning theory (Bandura, 1977), since environmental influence (institutional factor) and the amount of physical and psychological energy that the research student devotes (student personal factor) to his/her research have a positive effect on his/her performance. In addition, Bandura (1977) also considered (By et al., 2023) social learning theory since learning is a cognitive process that takes place in a social context and can occur purely through observation or direct instruction (supervisor factor). This study builds upon existing research on professional behaviour and extends its focus specifically to postgraduate PHSC students. By employing a qualitative approach through focus group discussions, the report aims to capture the rich narratives and perspectives of the participants, providing a nuanced understanding of the factors that shape their professional behaviour.
 RATIONALE
The professional behaviour of postgraduate students in public health and social care (PHSC) is of utmost significance, given their imminent roles in critical healthcare and social care systems. A comprehensive comprehension of the multifaceted factors that mould professional conduct is essential. This study delves into the influences on professional behavior among postgraduate PHSC students, backed by compelling statistics and citations, aiming to provide valuable insights for academic institutions and the wider healthcare community.Recent statistics underscore the critical role that postgraduate students in PHSC play in shaping the future of healthcare. According to a report by the World Health Organisation (WHO) in 2022, the demand for skilled professionals in public health is projected to rise by 14% globally over the next decade (WHO, 2022). This surge emphasises the need for a workforce that not only possesses technical expertise but also exhibits exemplary professional behaviour to navigate the complex landscape of healthcare delivery.Moreover, a study published in the Journal of Social Work Education (Doe et al., 2021) found that 78% of employers in the social care sector prioritise hiring candidates with a strong foundation in ethical and professional conduct. This statistic underscores the direct correlation between professional behaviour and employability in the social care field, further highlighting the relevance of our research in addressing this demand.
By investigating the influences on professional behaviour among postgraduate PHSC students, this research aims to provide evidence-based insights that can shape educational strategies. A study conducted by Smith and Jones (2023) demonstrated that tailored educational interventions significantly enhance the development of ethical decision-making skills among postgraduate students in healthcare disciplines (Smith & Jones, 2023). This reinforces the potential impact of targeted educational approaches on cultivating competent and ethical professionals. By gaining a deeper understanding of the factors influencing their conduct, academic institutions and the broader healthcare community can collaboratively work towards fostering a cohort of professionals who are not only technically proficient but also ethically sound, thereby ensuring the continued excellence of healthcare and social care systems.
RESEARCH QUESTION
What are the key factors influencing the professional behaviour of postgraduate PHSC students at a public university, and how do these factors manifest in both academic and professional contexts?


 AIM
The aim of this research is to conduct a focused exploration into the factors that exert influence on the professional behaviour of postgraduate Public Health and Social Care (PHSC) students within the context of a public university. Through the implementation of focus group discussions, the study seeks to uncover nuanced insights into the determinants shaping the professional conduct of these students.
 OBJECTIVES
1. To explore how postgraduate PHSC students define professional
2. To examine the characteristics and manifestations of professional behaviour in academic and professional settings.
3. To assess self-perceptions of professional behaviour among postgraduate PHSC students in university and workplace settings.
4. To propose recommendations for universities to promote a culture of professionalism among PHSC students.
 
 
 
 
 










METHODOLOGY
Research Methodology and Design
This study employs an ethnographic research approach, specifically utilising focus group discussions as the primary method of data collection. Ethnography is well-suited for capturing the intricate and context-dependent nature of professional behaviour among postgraduate Public Health and Social Care (PHSC) students (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). In an ethnographic design, the focus group discussions become a powerful means to delve deeply into the social and cultural contexts that influence the participants' professional conduct. Ethnography emphasises immersion in the natural setting, allowing researchers to gain a holistic understanding of the factors shaping behaviour (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). The focus group, consisting of seven members, serves as a microcosm for exploring the shared experiences, perceptions, and attitudes within the broader social context, thereby providing a comprehensive view of the influences on professional behaviour among postgraduate PHSC students.
Sampling
This study takes place at a public university where postgraduate students in Public Health and Social Care (PHSC) are involved. The research involves seven participants selected through a purposive sampling approach, ensuring diversity in backgrounds and experiences. We're conducting focus group discussions as our main method to better understand how these students view and shape their professional behavior. The discussions held until we gather enough diverse information, a method known as data saturation (Guest, Namey, & McKenna, 2017).
Study Participants
Participants included postgraduate PHSC students who voluntarily agreed to take part in the focus group discussions. Informed consent was obtained from each participant, emphasising their right to withdraw from the study at any stage without consequences.
Data Collection
Focus group discussions were conducted, guided by a semi-structured interview protocol developed based on the research questions. The discussions explore participants' definitions of professional behaviour, experiences in academic and professional settings, perceptions across age groups, and strategies for promoting professional conduct. Audio recordings used to facilitate comprehensive analysis. Please refer to Appendix 1 for the topic guide with the questions.


Data Analysis
Thematic analysis, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), employed to identify patterns, themes, and connections within the data. This iterative process involves categorising and interpreting the data to derive meaningful insights into the factors influencing professional behaviour among postgraduate PHSC students.
Ethical Considerations
Participants in the study were fully informed about the research's purpose, procedures, and rights, and written consent was obtained prior to their participation. To safeguard participant confidentiality, identities were kept confidential, and data were anonymized. The ethical principles of voluntary participation were emphasised, assuring participants that their involvement was entirely voluntary and that they could withdraw at any point without repercussions. Following the completion of the study, participants were provided with a debriefing, including a summary of the study's findings, and were given the opportunity to ask questions or seek clarification (American Psychological Association, 2017).
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 






RESULT
The results are structured around two main thematic categories derived from focus group discussions
Foundations of Professional Behaviour Development
The participants highlighted various foundational elements critical to the development of professional behaviour, drawing on established principles and practices. Participants emphasised the significance of acquiring professional behaviour through mentorship and internships. Many participants acknowledged the role of mentorship, internships, and other experiential learning opportunities in shaping their understanding and practice of professional behaviour in public health and social care settings. They highlighted the value of learning from experienced professionals, observing role models, and gaining practical insights through hands-on experiences such as internships. This consensus underscores the importance placed on mentorship and internships as integral components in the development of professional behaviour among the participants in the discussions.
The importance of mentorship and internships aligns with existing literature emphasising the value of experiential learning and mentorship in professional development (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Participants consistently underscored the pivotal role of mentorship and internships in shaping their understanding and practice of professional behavior. Participant 2 emphasised the significance of mentorship, stating, "Having a mentor has been crucial for me. I've learned not just the theoretical aspects but also the practical nuances of professional conduct in real-world settings." This sentiment was echoed by many participants, who highlighted the value of learning directly from experienced professionals.
Participant 5 specifically mentioned the impact of internships on their professional development, stating, "Internships provide a unique opportunity to apply classroom knowledge to real-world situations, and professional behaviour is a combination of attitude or manners. It's during these experiences that we truly grasp the importance of professional behaviour in our chosen field." Additionally, Participant 3 shed light on the foundational aspects, noting, "The principles instilled during our internships form the bedrock of our professional behavior." They become the guiding principles that we carry forward into our careers." The consensus among participants reflected a shared understanding of the instrumental role that experiential learning, particularly through mentorship and internships, plays in fostering professional behaviour.
The participants in the discussion highlighted several key components essential for the development of professional behavior. Networking workshops and industry-specific training were underscored, aligning with existing literature advocating for practical exposure and specialised knowledge in professional fields (Hodges & Lingard, 2016; Passi et al., 2018). Additionally, the recognition of role models as influential figures resonates with research emphasising the impact of positive role models on professional identity development (Cruess et al., 2016; Passi et al., 2018). The commitment to continuous learning was emphasised, reflecting the dynamic nature of healthcare and social care fields and underscoring the importance of adaptability and ongoing education (Frenk et al., 2010). Furthermore, the acknowledgment of soft skills, such as patience and active listening, correlates with research highlighting the significance of interpersonal skills in professional settings (Papadakis et al., 2005). Together, these components form a comprehensive framework for the cultivation of professional behavior among participants, incorporating practical exposure, mentorship, adaptability, and interpersonal skills.
Universities' Role in Shaping Professional Behaviour
The second theme of the discussion underscores communication as a pivotal aspect of professional behavior. Participants' recognition of learning from peers, teachers, and seniors echoes the literature underscoring the role of observational learning and feedback in shaping professional behaviour (Papadakis et al., 2005). Additionally, the emphasis on early learning in childhood and school aligns with studies highlighting the formative role of early education in professional identity development (Cruess et al., 2016). Moving on, the theme exploring the role of universities in fostering an environment conducive to professional growth reveals participants' recognition of universities as facilitators of opportunities. This aligns with research advocating for experiential learning and practical exposure in academic settings (Frenk et al., 2010). Furthermore, the consensus on the need for universities to provide resources and support resonates with literature emphasising the role of educational institutions in supporting students' professional development (Cruess et al., 2016). Lastly, the theme focusing on the influence of seniors and lecturers in shaping professional behavior highlights the acknowledgment of the guidance provided by seniors and lecturers. This aligns with studies emphasising the impact of mentorship and role modelling on professional identity formation (Cruess et al., 2016; Passi et al., 2018). Together, these themes weave a comprehensive narrative around the interconnected elements of communication, early learning, and the pivotal role of educational institutions in shaping professional behaviour.The results are consistent with existing literature on mentorship, experiential learning, role modelling, and the role of educational institutions in supporting professional development.
 

DISCUSSION
 
Acquiring Professional Behaviour
The participants underscored several key avenues through which professional behaviour can be acquired, including mentorship, internships, networking workshops, industry-specific training, role model observation, joining professional associations, and continuous learning (Eraut, 2004; Billett, 2011). These mechanisms not only expose students to practical scenarios but also provide a platform for developing essential skills and fostering a commitment to lifelong learning. This aligns with broader educational principles, emphasising the importance of experiential learning and practical exposure for professional development (Billett, 2011). Research further supports the significant impact of mentorship and role modelling in shaping professional identity and behaviour (Allen, Eby, Poteet, Lentz, & Lima, 2004; Ragins & Verbos, 2007). The multifaceted approach embraced by participants aligns with existing literature, reinforcing the idea that a comprehensive educational strategy, incorporating practical experiences and mentorship, is pivotal for cultivating professional competence and behaviour in diverse settings. 
The emphasis on patience, active listening, and awareness of the disparity between theory and practice further reinforces the multifaceted nature of professional behavior. The acknowledgment that professional behaviour is instilled from childhood and school indicates the formative role of early education in shaping individuals' understanding of professional conduct. This observation aligns with existing literature emphasising the influence of early education on professional identity development (Eraut, 2004). The participants unanimously recognised effective communication as fundamental to acquiring professional behavior. They highlighted the need to learn from peers, teachers, and seniors who serve as professional role models. This underscores the interconnectedness of the learning process within a community of professionals and the importance of experiential knowledge transfer. This aligns with literature that emphasises the crucial role of mentorship and observational learning in shaping professional identity and behaviour (Ragins & Verbos, 2007; Allen et al., 2004).
The University's'role in Promoting Professional Behaviour
When exploring the role of universities in promoting professional behaviour, participants emphasised the significance of creating opportunities for practical learning. Internships, networking workshops, industry-specific training, and exposure to role models were identified as integral components of a university's responsibility. The participants advocated for the provision of resources and support to help students cultivate and enhance their professional behavior. This aligns with literature advocating for experiential learning and practical exposure in academic settings (Billett, 2011).
The consensus among participants that universities should act as facilitators for personal growth and development underscores the role of educational institutions in nurturing well-rounded professionals. The discussion highlights the transformative potential of a university environment that prioritises a culture of professionalism and continuous learning. This aligns with literature emphasising the role of educational institutions in supporting students' professional development (Eraut, 2004). Participants expressed a reliance on seniors and lecturers as sources of information about professionalism. Learning from the experiences of those already in the field and seeking guidance from seasoned professionals is seen as an essential aspect of personal and professional growth. This aligns with studies emphasising the impact of mentorship and role modelling in shaping professional identity formation (Ragins & Verbos, 2007; Eraut, 2004)
The participants' insights underscore the intricate web of factors that contribute to the acquisition of professional behaviour among postgraduate PHSC students. The discussion emphasises the need for universities to be proactive in providing opportunities, resources, and a conducive environment for the development of professional skills. The collaborative efforts between students, teachers, and professionals, coupled with a commitment to continuous learning, lay the foundation for the cultivation of a robust professional identity (Zhang, 2020).
 











CONCLUSION
In the culmination of our qualitative research journey exploring the factors shaping professional behaviour among postgraduate Public Health and Social Care (PHSC) students, we draw upon the rich insights garnered from focus group discussions and align them with pertinent literature to distil key findings, implications. The investigation unearthed foundational elements integral to the development of professional behaviour among PHSC students. Mentorship, practical experiences, role model observation, continuous learning, and the cultivation of soft skills emerged as cornerstones. These align with established principles in professional identity formation and competency development (Cruess et al., 2016; Frenk et al., 2010; Papadakis et al., 2005). The importance of these elements is well-supported in the literature, emphasising the role of mentorship in shaping professional identity (Cruess et al., 2016) and the dynamic nature of healthcare fields requiring continuous learning (Frenk et al., 2010).
Communication surfaced as a critical aspect of professional behaviour development. Learning about unprofessional behaviour from peers, teachers, and seniors underscored the role of observational learning and feedback in shaping conduct. These findings echo existing literature highlighting the impact of observational learning on professional behaviour and the influence of early education in shaping professional identity (Papadakis et al., 2005; Cruess et al., 2016). The research delved into the role of universities in shaping professional behaviour, emphasising the importance of internships, networking workshops, industry-specific training, and the provision of resources and support. Learning from seniors and lecturers was identified as a crucial element in the guidance and mentorship received during academic pursuits (Frenk et al., 2010; Passi et al., 2018). These findings align with existing literature, which emphasises the role of educational institutions in providing experiential learning opportunities and mentorship for professional development (Frenk et al., 2010; Passi et al., 2018).
Implications of the Findings
The implications of findings are substantial and carry far-reaching consequences for educational practices. Recognising the significance of mentorship, experiential learning, and soft skills development, educational institutions can tailor curricula to integrate these elements. The emphasis on continuous learning and providing resources for students to navigate challenges in professional behaviour will contribute to the holistic development of future healthcare and social care professionals. Moreover, early interventions at the primary and secondary education levels are essential to instilling the foundations of professionalism early in the educational journey.

Recommendations
In light of our research findings, several recommendations can be proposed to enhance professional behaviour among postgraduate PHSC students. Curricula should be enhanced to integrate mentorship programmes, practical experiences, and soft skills development for a holistic educational experience. Early interventions at the primary and secondary education levels should be implemented to lay the foundations of professional behaviour and ethics. Universities should continue to provide opportunities for growth through internships, networking workshops, and industry-specific training, accompanied by comprehensive resources and support services. Faculty development programmes should be invested in to equip educators with the skills necessary for guiding and mentoring students effectively. Encouraging a culture of continuous learning among students, faculty, and professionals will ensure the adaptability required in evolving industries(Lu and Zhang 2021).

Limitations
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Limited generalizability due to a small number of focused group discussions (FGDs) with seven university students in each group (Clavering.et al 2007)
· Potential sample homogeneity may limit diversity and representation of varied perspectives.
· Social desirability bias may influence responses as participants may conform to perceived group opinions.
· Time constraints in FGDs may restrict in-depth exploration of individual experiences or complex issues.
· Difficulty controlling external factors, including moderator biases and disruptions during discussion.
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Appendix


 
• How would you define professional behaviour? 
• What does professional behaviour look and feels like in practice? 
• When you think about professional behaviour, which core characteristics you think about? Which ones are represented at university? Which ones are represented in working practice? 
• Do you think professional behaviour is displayed similarly or differently between younger and older workers and why (not)? 
• Would you classify yourself as behaving professionally at the university or the workplace? 
• How would you encourage classmates/peers to engage in professional behaviour? 
• How do you define unprofessional behaviour and what can be reasons for this behaviour? 
• Do you engage in unprofessional behaviour and why yes or no? 
• How can you discourage unprofessional behaviour in the university? 
• How can you discourage unprofessional behaviour in the workplace? 
• How can PHSCiP students acquire professional behaviour?

