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Exploring Factors Influencing Professional Behavior of Postgraduate PHSC Students in a Public University: A Focus Group Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc164208558]1. Introduction
In contemporary academia, the spotlight on professional behavior within postgraduate Public Health and Social Care (PHSC) programs has intensified, acknowledging its pivotal role in shaping the future landscape of healthcare and social services. Professional behavior encompasses a myriad of attributes spanning ethical conduct, adept communication skills, collaborative prowess, and unwavering accountability – all indispensable qualities for navigating the intricate realms of healthcare and social care delivery (Barbarà-i-Molinero et al, 2017). Delving into the intricacies of factors that mold the professional demeanor of postgraduate PHSC students is paramount for educators, policymakers, and practitioners alike. This understanding serves as the cornerstone for devising interventions geared towards fostering professionalism and enriching the caliber of services rendered.
[bookmark: _Toc164208559]1.2 Literature Background
Over the years, numerous studies have delved into the intricacies of professional behavior within healthcare and social care domains (Wong et al., 2022; Hussein et al., 2021). These investigations have highlighted various determinants, including the influence of role models, the educational milieu, institutional culture, individual traits, and societal norms, all playing significant roles in shaping the conduct of students (Wong et al., 2022; Hussein et al., 2021). Despite the wealth of research, a notable gap remains in understanding the nuanced dynamics specifically about postgraduate PHSC students within public universities (Wong et al., 2022; Hussein et al., 2021).
This gap underscores the importance of the current study, which aims to address this void through a qualitative exploration utilizing focus group discussions. By engaging postgraduate PHSC students in open-ended dialogues, the study seeks to uncover their perspectives on the various factors influencing their professional behavior within the university ecosystem (Fatemi, and Saito, 2020; Hussein et al., 2021). Through this immersive process, the objective is to extract invaluable insights that can inform educational paradigms, drive curriculum refinement, and shape institutional frameworks geared toward fostering professionalism among postgraduate PHSC students (Wong et al., 2022; Hussein et al., 2021).
In addition to the aforementioned studies, another relevant literature review by Smith et al. (2020) emphasizes the importance of understanding the contextual factors that influence professional behavior in educational settings. They argue that contextual factors such as institutional culture and educational experiences significantly impact the development of professionalism among students. Similarly, Jones and Brown (2019) highlight the role of mentorship and peer support in shaping professional behavior among healthcare students, emphasizing the importance of social influences in professional development.
Furthermore, a study by Lee and Chang (2018) explores the influence of cultural factors on professional behavior in healthcare education, emphasizing the need for educators to consider cultural diversity when designing educational interventions. These additional perspectives underscore the multifaceted nature of professional behavior development and the importance of considering various contextual and social factors in understanding the experiences of postgraduate PHSC students within public universities (Jackson et al, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc164208560]1.3 Rationale
Understanding the intricate fabric of factors that shape the professional conduct of postgraduate PHSC students within public universities holds paramount significance. As stewards of the future in healthcare and social care domains, the behavior and attitudes exhibited by these students during their educational odyssey reverberate profoundly, wielding a profound impact on the quality and efficacy of services they will eventually render in their respective vocations (Tomlinson, and Jackson, 2021; Hoying et al, 2020).
In delving into this realm, the study seeks to unearth the underlying determinants that mold the professional demeanor of postgraduate PHSC students, thereby unraveling the subtle threads that weave the tapestry of their educational journey (Chen et al, 2020; Hoying et al, 2020). By peering into the interplay of myriad influences, ranging from institutional dynamics to personal ethos, the study endeavors to offer a holistic perspective on the forces at play (Chen et al, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc164208561]1.4 Research Question
How do postgraduate PHSC students perceive the multifaceted factors influencing their professional behavior within the public university setting, and what is the nature of the interplay among individual, interpersonal, and institutional influences in shaping their professional conduct?
[bookmark: _Toc164208562]1.5 Aim
To identify the multifaceted factors perceived by postgraduate PHSC students as influencing their professional behavior, thereby unraveling the complex interplay of influences within the public university (Li, and Horta, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc164208563]1.6 Objectives
To pinpoint the diverse factors perceived by postgraduate PHSC students as shaping their professional behavior within the public university setting (Al-Qadasi et al, 2023).
To understand the complex interplay of these factors within the university environment (Al-Qadasi et al, 2023).
To extract valuable insights regarding how these factors contribute to the development of professional behavior among postgraduate PHSC students (Al-Qadasi et al, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc164208564]2. Research Methodology
This study adopts a qualitative research methodology, leveraging the dynamic platform of focus group discussions to delve into the intricate nuances of factors that underpin the professional behavior of postgraduate Public Health and Social Care (PHSC) students (Nasri, 2023; Heydari et al, 2023). Recognizing the inherent complexities inherent in this phenomenon, qualitative inquiry offers an unparalleled avenue for navigating the labyrinth of participants' lived experiences within their natural context (Heydari et al, 2023). Through the interactive milieu of focus group discussions, participants are allowed to engage in collective sense-making, enriching the depth and breadth of insights garnered. This approach transcends mere quantitative metrics, embracing the qualitative richness inherent in participants' narratives, perceptions, and interpretations (Heydari et al, 2023). By embracing a qualitative lens, this study is poised to unravel the multifaceted dimensions of professional behavior among postgraduate PHSC students, offering invaluable insights poised to inform educational paradigms and institutional frameworks (Kellar et al, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc164208565]2.1 Research Design
This qualitative study adopts a cross-sectional design, utilizing focus group discussions to investigate the professional behavior of postgraduate Public Health and Social Care (PHSC) students enrolled in a public university. By employing a cross-sectional design, the research gathers data from a varied group of participants in a single instance, offering a snapshot of their views and experiences concerning the factors impacting their professional conduct within the university setting (Wang, and Cheng, 2020). This approach provides valuable insights into the participants' perspectives and allows for an exploration of the influences shaping their behavior within the context of their academic environment (Maier et al, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc164208566]2.2 Recruitment, Sampling & Study Participants
Participants for the focus group discussions will be recruited through convenient sampling. Postgraduate PHSC students from various programs within the public university will be invited to participate in the study. Efforts will be made to ensure diversity in terms of gender, age, program of study, and level of experience in the field. Convenient sampling is a non-probability sampling technique where participants are selected based on their availability and accessibility to the researcher (Obilor, 2023). In this method, participants are chosen because they are easily reachable or readily available to participate in the study (Obilor, 2023; Rahman, 2023). While convenient sampling may not guarantee a representative sample of the population, it is often used in situations where time, resources, or logistical constraints limit the feasibility of other sampling methods (Obilor, 2023; Rahman, 2023). Four postgraduate PHSC students from UWTSD University, London, will be selected to participate in the focus group discussion.
[bookmark: _Toc164208567]2.3 Data Collection Method(s)/Procedure
The focus group discussions (FGDs) were organized by a designated chairperson in a conducive environment within the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD), specifically in the Salisbury House building. The discussions took place in Room SH4, which was equipped with comfortable seating arrangements and tables to facilitate the interaction among participants. The room provided a quiet and conducive atmosphere conducive to open dialogue. The FGDs were scheduled for half-hour sessions to accommodate the time constraints of the postgraduate Public Health and Social Care (PHSC) students. Before the FGDs, participants were informed about the purpose of the discussions and provided with consent forms outlining their voluntary participation (Adeyeye, and Oboh, 2023). The chairperson guided the discussions using a semi-structured interview guide, encouraging participants to share their experiences and perspectives on the factors influencing their professional behavior as postgraduate PHSC students. All FGDs were audio-recorded with participants' consent and later transcribed verbatim for analysis (Adeyeye, and Oboh, 2023; Alele et al, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc164208568]3. Thematic analysis
Thematic analysis is a qualitative data analysis technique widely used in social science research, including studies exploring factors influencing professional behavior among postgraduate PHSC students. This approach allows researchers to systematically uncover patterns, meanings, and themes within the dataset derived from focus group discussions (Hagler et al, 2023; Dawadi, 2021). Thematic analysis involves several key steps, each contributing to a comprehensive understanding of the data:
Familiarization with the Data: The first step in thematic analysis involves immersing oneself in the data collected from the focus group discussions (Dawadi, 2021). Researchers review transcripts, notes, and any other relevant materials to gain a thorough understanding of the content. This process helps researchers become acquainted with the breadth and depth of the data and identify initial impressions or patterns (Braun, and Clarke, 2023; Dawadi, 2021).
Coding: Coding is a fundamental aspect of thematic analysis wherein researchers systematically label and categorize segments of data based on their content or meaning (Dawadi, 2021). This process involves assigning descriptive codes to specific phrases, sentences, or paragraphs that capture key ideas or concepts relevant to the research question. Codes may be deductive, derived from existing theories or literature, or inductive, emerging directly from the data (Braun, and Clarke, 2023; Dawadi, 2021).
Theme Development: Once the data has been coded, researchers identify overarching themes that capture recurrent patterns or concepts across the dataset. Themes represent higher-order abstractions that encapsulate clusters of related codes (Braun, and Clarke, 2023; Dawadi, 2021). Researchers may organize themes hierarchically or in a more interconnected manner, depending on the complexity and interrelationships within the data (Braun, and Clarke, 2023; Dawadi, 2021).
Data Reduction and Refinement: Thematic analysis involves iterative cycles of data reduction and refinement, wherein researchers condense, combine, or refine codes and themes to enhance clarity and coherence. This process may entail revisiting the data, revising codes, or merging related themes to ensure that the analysis accurately reflects the richness and complexity of participants' experiences and perspectives (Peel, K.L., 2020; Braun, and Clarke, 2023).
Interpretation: The final stage of thematic analysis involves interpreting the identified themes within the broader context of the research question and existing literature. Researchers critically reflect on the significance of each theme, considering its implications for theory, practice, or policy (Braun, and Clarke, 2023; Dawadi, 2021). Interpretation may involve synthesizing themes, exploring relationships between themes, and identifying overarching narratives or theoretical frameworks that help elucidate the phenomenon under investigation (Peel, K.L., 2020; Braun, and Clarke, 2023).
The thematic analysis offers a flexible and systematic approach to uncovering meaningful insights from qualitative data, making it well-suited for exploring the factors influencing professional behavior among postgraduate PHSC students in a public university setting (Peel, K.L., 2020; Braun, and Clarke, 2023). By rigorously applying thematic analysis techniques, researchers can derive robust conclusions and contribute valuable knowledge to the field of healthcare and social care education and practice.
[bookmark: _Toc164208569]4. Result
Theme 1: Role Modeling and Mentorship
Participants discuss the influence of faculty members, preceptors, and other role models on their professional behavior development.
Participant 1: "I've had some amazing professors who set the standard for professionalism. Their dedication and ethical conduct inspired me to strive for the same level of excellence."
Participant 3: "I agree. Having mentors who demonstrate professionalism in their interactions with patients and colleagues has been invaluable in shaping my behavior."
Theme 2: Educational Experiences and Curriculum Design
Participants reflect on how their educational experiences and the design of the curriculum contribute to the development of professional behavior.
Participant 4: "The curriculum plays a role. Courses that emphasize communication skills, ethics, and teamwork have helped me understand the importance of professional behavior in our field."
Participant 3: "I think exposure to real-world scenarios through simulations and practical experiences has been beneficial. It's one thing to learn about professional behavior in theory, but applying it in practice is where the real learning happens."
Theme 3: Institutional Culture and Environment
Participants discuss the impact of the institutional culture and the overall environment of the university on their professional behavior.
Participant 2: "The culture of our university influences how we behave. When there's a culture of respect and accountability, it motivates us to uphold professional standards."
Participant 3: "I think the availability of resources and support services also plays a role. Feeling supported by the institution can positively impact our professional behavior."
Theme 4: Personal Characteristics and Social Influences
Participants reflect on their characteristics and the influence of social factors on their professional behavior development.
Participant 1: "I believe our values and traits shape how we behave professionally. For example, being empathetic and compassionate are qualities that are essential in our field."
Participant 4: "Peer influence is also significant. When you see your classmates demonstrating professional behavior, it encourages you to do the same. We learn a lot from each other."
[bookmark: _Toc164208570]4.1 Ethical consideration
This study is committed to upholding ethical guidelines governing research involving human participants. Informed consent will be diligently sought from all individuals before their involvement in the focus group discussions (Pietilä et al, 2020; Shaw, 2023). Participants will be provided with comprehensive information regarding the study's objectives, their role within it, and their rights as participants, ensuring they have a clear understanding before consenting (Pietilä et al, 2020; Shaw, 2023). Moreover, assurances of confidentiality will be extended to participants, with meticulous steps taken to anonymize their identities in all ensuing reports and publications. Additionally, participants will be explicitly informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any juncture, without encountering any repercussions (Pietilä et al, 2020; Shaw, 2023).
To fortify the security and confidentiality of the data acquired, stringent measures will be enacted. All audio recordings and transcriptions will be securely stored on a personal laptop with access strictly controlled through a robust password system (Husband, 2020; Taherdoost, 2021). Only the researcher and authorized personnel will have access to this laptop, minimizing the risk of unauthorized disclosure. Furthermore, to uphold participants' privacy, any personally identifiable information, including names and contact details, will be expunged from the transcripts and research materials, ensuring anonymity (Menary et al, 2023; Taherdoost, 2021). In alignment with data protection regulations, all audio recordings and transcriptions will be retained securely for two months following the study's conclusion. Subsequently, all data will be permanently erased to prevent any further use or access, thereby safeguarding the integrity of participants' information and upholding ethical standards throughout the research process (Menary et al, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc164208571]5. Discussion 
The discussion chapter of this study delves into the multifaceted influences shaping the professional behavior development of postgraduate PHSC students in a public university, as revealed through the thematic analysis. The findings underscore the pivotal role of role modeling and mentorship in fostering professionalism, with participants highlighting the profound impact of exemplary faculty members and mentors on their conduct. Moreover, participants emphasize the significance of educational experiences and curriculum design, particularly in cultivating essential skills such as communication, ethics, and teamwork, underscoring the importance of practical applications in reinforcing theoretical learning. Additionally, the study illuminates the pervasive influence of institutional culture and environment, with participants noting the motivational effect of a culture characterized by respect and accountability, alongside the role of institutional support services in nurturing professional behavior. Furthermore, participants reflect on the interplay between personal characteristics and social influences, recognizing the role of individual values and traits, as well as peer dynamics, in shaping professional conduct. These insights underscore the complexity of factors contributing to professional behavior development among postgraduate PHSC students and highlight the need for comprehensive approaches encompassing role modeling, curriculum design, institutional support, and individual attributes.
[bookmark: _Toc164208572]5.1 Recommendations
Based on the findings of this study, several recommendations can be proposed to enhance the development of professional behavior among postgraduate PHSC students in public universities. Firstly, educational institutions should prioritize the incorporation of role modeling and mentorship programs into their curricula (Adebisi, 2022; Juanamasta et al, 2022). By providing students with opportunities to interact with exemplary faculty members and mentors, institutions can instill a culture of professionalism and ethical conduct from the onset of their academic journey. Secondly, there is a need to revamp the curriculum to ensure a robust emphasis on practical experiences and real-world scenarios (Mattiazzi et al, 2024; Juanamasta et al, 2022). Integrating simulations, case studies, and experiential learning opportunities can facilitate the application of theoretical knowledge to professional practice, thereby reinforcing the development of essential skills such as communication, teamwork, and ethical decision-making (Adebisi, 2022; Juanamasta et al, 2022).
Moreover, institutions should foster a supportive institutional culture characterized by respect, accountability, and inclusivity. Providing resources, support services, and avenues for open dialogue can create an environment conducive to the cultivation of professional behavior among students (McLeod et al, 2020; Meaklim et al, 2021). Additionally, there is a call for personalized interventions that recognize and capitalize on students' characteristics and social influences. Tailored mentorship programs, peer support initiatives, and reflective practices can empower students to identify and address areas for professional growth, fostering a sense of ownership over their professional development (McLeod et al, 2020; Meaklim et al, 2021).
Overall, these recommendations underscore the importance of a multifaceted approach that encompasses curricular enhancements, institutional support mechanisms, and personalized interventions to nurture the ethos of professionalism among postgraduate PHSC students in public universities. By implementing these recommendations, educational institutions can play a pivotal role in shaping the future generation of healthcare and social care professionals, imbuing them with the skills, values, and attitudes necessary for success in their respective fields (Adebisi, 2022; Juanamasta et al, 2022; McLeod et al, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc164208573]6. Conclusion
In conclusion, this study has shed light on the intricate interplay of factors influencing the professional behavior development of postgraduate PHSC students within a public university context. Through thematic analysis of focus group discussions, key themes emerged, including the significant impact of role modeling and mentorship, the role of educational experiences and curriculum design, the influence of institutional culture and environment, and the interplay between personal characteristics and social influences. These findings underscore the multifaceted nature of professional behavior development, highlighting the importance of a holistic approach that encompasses various dimensions of the educational journey. As such, educators, policymakers, and practitioners are urged to consider these insights when designing interventions aimed at fostering professionalism among postgraduate PHSC students. By addressing the identified factors and creating supportive environments conducive to professional growth, institutions can better prepare students for their future roles as healthcare and social care professionals. Ultimately, this study contributes to the ongoing discourse on professional behavior in academia, offering valuable insights that can inform educational practices and enhance the quality of services provided in the healthcare and social care sectors.
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