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Exploring the Facets of Professional Behaviours: A Focus Group Study on Post-Graduate Students in Public Health and Social Care

[bookmark: _Toc153793779]Chapter 1

[bookmark: _Toc153793780]Introduction

This research explores the professional behaviour of post-graduate students, which is very important; it goes beyond academic achievement and influences future career paths, ethical standards, and personal development.
Professional behaviour generally consists of seven principles: selflessness, integrity, objectivity, accountability, openness, honesty and leadership (Committee on Standards in Public Life, 2014). These seven principles apply to individuals in the public service and those in all sectors; these principles provide a framework for ensuring ethical behaviour, maintaining public trust and maintaining the integrity of public institutions and services. 
In academia, professional behaviour is a multi-faceted concept that contains a range of behaviours, attitudes, and values essential for an individual to possess in an educational setting, particularly at the postgraduate level (Hadi and Muhammad, 2019). It includes adherence to ethical standards, commitment to continuous learning, responsibility, and effective communication skills. In the case of academia, professionalism is not only about academic abilities but also about the individual's overall development as a responsible and ethical professional.
Following the introduction, Chapter 2 details the methodology used in this study. Chapter 3 presents the study's results, and Chapter 4 discusses these results in the context of existing knowledge. The final chapter contains conclusions and recommendations for future research.
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One study (Berger et al., 2019) identified several factors contributing to graduate student professionalism. First, role models play an essential role in influencing professional behaviour. Students' behaviour is positively affected When their lecturers and supervisors demonstrate professionalism. Secondly, opportunities for reflection allow students to critically assess their behaviours, attitudes and values, thereby promoting growth in self-awareness and professionalism. In addition, knowledge plays a vital role in professionalism, as understanding the ethical principles, communication skills, and other competencies required for professional behaviour is essential. Nevertheless, One of the limitations is that the research in this study was conducted in the United States, which may limit the generalisability of the findings to other countries.
Previous research found several avoidance behaviours, such as avoidance of challenging tasks and avoidance of learning and feedback opportunities, influenced by students' fixed-type thinking, essential for employability and resilience in student practice. On the other hand, students with a 'growth mindset' towards learning are more persistent in the face of challenges and actively seek out more demanding tasks; they also exhibit higher levels of mental health (Armitage‐Chan and Maddison, 2019), especially in areas requiring a high level of responsibility and ethical judgment. Factors such as curriculum, supervision, peer influence and academic culture have been found to influence the development of professional attitudes and behaviours. However, the study did not explore the reasons behind students' professional reasoning mindset and called for future research to address this limitation by exploring the reasons behind students' professional reasoning mindset.
Students' perceptions of stress, burnout, and coping strategies were highlighted in a study involving stress and burnout among first-year physiotherapy postgraduate students (Brooke et al., 2020). This involved students experiencing anxiety related to professional behaviours during clinical placements and students experiencing stress during times of transition, such as adjusting to university life, starting clinical placements and relocation. There was also a section on professionalism and feedback: students reported that a lack of immediate feedback or unclear expectations increased their stress levels. Again, the ability to engage in self-directed learning and professional development tasks was another stress area. In conclusion, this study highlights the importance of professional behaviours and the stress associated with them in clinical placements for first-year postgraduate physiotherapy students. The authors acknowledge the limitations of the research methodology; the study used a self-completed survey to collect data, which may have been susceptible to response bias and subjectivity.
This study attempts to fill these gaps by examining the various influences that shape professional behaviour.
Research Questions and Objectives
Research Questions:
What factors contribute to professionalism in post-graduate students, and how do these factors influence professionalism in post-graduate students?
Research Objectives:
To investigate the nature of professional behaviours among post-graduate students.
To explore the various factors that contribute to the development of professionalism in this demographic.
To examine the role of institutional policies and academic resources in fostering professional attitudes and behaviours among post-graduate students.
This study aims to provide valuable insights to inform educational practice and policy, ultimately enhancing the professionalism of postgraduate students.
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The method chosen for this study was qualitative research. This method was chosen because of its strengths in exploring professionalism, which involves a depth of understanding that is often unquantifiable (Sabater et al., 2023). Qualitative research works well to capture detailed, rich data about people's attitudes, experiences and behaviours, expressed in their own words and contexts  (Rahman, 2016)
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An ethnographic method was used in this study to explore the factors that influence the professional behaviour of postgraduate students majoring in Public Health and Social Care at UWTSD. Ethnography is a research methodology that provides comprehensive insights into a particular environment, group or culture by observing individuals in their natural environment and gaining insight into their experiences, perspectives and daily lives (Morgan-Trimmer and Wood, 2016). This approach was chosen for this study because it provides an in-depth and comprehensive understanding of postgraduate students' behaviours, attitudes and the cultural developments that shape professionalism.
This research design used Focus Group Discussion and cross-sectional studies and was particularly well suited for this research. It can explore complex, subjective experiences and complete data collection in a comprehensive, time-saving manner (Sim and Waterfield, 2019). A cross-sectional study is an observational method that collects data from people at a specific time. It is often linked to a "snapshot" of a group of people at a particular moment in time (Wang and Cheng, 2020).
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Participants for this study were recruited from postgraduate students with a major in public health and social care in practice at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD). The key focus will be on students enrolled in professional programmes, as they can provide up-to-date and relevant opinions on the factors affecting their studies and the professionalism of their future professional lives.
The convenience sampling technique was used in this study, which involves selecting participants who are easily accessible and willing to participate at any time (Edgar and Manz, 2017). The rationale for choosing this sampling method was based on several factors: Firstly, convenience sampling made it easy to locate UWTSD participants, making organising focus group sessions more manageable. Secondly, it is less time and resource-intensive than other sampling methods, which is particularly beneficial for studies with limited resources. Thirdly, convenience sampling is a practical method to collect a sample representative of the population of interest within the constraints of the study.
A total of 6 people was identified for the focus group study; the small number of focus groups of this size ensures that each participant has a full opportunity to engage in the discussion, as the correct number of people will not lose sight of one's point of view and is well suited to the interactive discussion (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009)
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According to the recommended focus group methodology, the course manager developed a semi-structured question guide to identify factors that contribute to professional behaviours in post-graduate students and how factors influence professionalism. Please find the question guide in the Appendix. 
Focus groups are a qualitative research method in which a small group interact through group rather than individual interviews (Goodman, 2011). This method was particularly suitable for this study for several reasons. Firstly, the focus group facilitated an interactive discussion, enabling participants to react to each other's responses and build on them; this discussion dynamic facilitated an in-depth exploration of attitudes towards professionalism and the factors influencing it. Secondly, by allowing multiple people to participate simultaneously, the focus group allowed for various viewpoints to be captured; this diversity is significant for understanding all aspects of graduate professionalism. In addition, the focus group discussion format can produce rich, detailed qualitative data; interaction often prompts participants to explore and clarify their perspectives in ways that may not occur in one-to-one interviews (Nyumba et al., 2018).
The focus group was identified in a quiet, comfortable classroom suitable for 6-8 participants within the Salisbury House building of the London Campus University of Wales Trinity Saint David. The researcher used the recording function on mobile phones or tablets to collect data. Before the focus group discussion started, it was ensured that all recording devices (audio and video) were working properly and that note-taking materials were prepared. It was also confirmed that each participant had given verbal consent before participating in the focus group activity.
A chairperson began with a short introduction explaining the purpose of the focus group and the main topic to be discussed. They were ensured that participants' responses were confidential and anonymous. The focus group discussion was started with introductory questions to help participants feel comfortable and encourage them to open up. A semi-structured question guide was used to guide the dialogue, ensuring that all participants had the opportunity to speak. Participants were encouraged to engage in the discussion, not just answer the facilitator's questions. The discussion ended with closing remarks and lasted approximately 45 minutes.
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This study used thematic analysis to analyse the qualitative data collected from the focus group. Thematic analysis is a widely used method in qualitative research that allows us to explore different data, identify similar data, and categorise data according to different themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006). It captures the complexity and differences in qualitative data and is particularly suitable for research exploring concepts such as professionalism.
Data from the audio recordings of the focus group discussions were transferred to a Word document via Otter software and converted into words. In addition, to ensure that the transcribed data were sufficiently detailed and accurate, manual proofreading was conducted against the audio recordings and text. The transcribed data totalled 6,011 words. 
The primary data was first examined to identify some recurring patterns. Initial codes were then identified throughout the data, grouped into categories, and then different themes were identified from the other categories.
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Participants were verbally informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any time without any negative consequences. The audio recordings of the focus group sessions were securely stored on Samsung tablets, which are password protected, and the transcripts were also stored as Word documents on the desktop computer, which are also password protected, adding another layer of security to ensure confidentiality. To provide additional backup and security, the data was then stored in the UWTSD cloud, which has enhanced security features; this step is essential to prevent data loss and unauthorised access. Participant anonymity was strictly maintained at all stages of the study, from audio recordings to transcripts; all recordings will be securely and permanently deleted by 10 February 2024 after the research and analyses are completed; this is in line with ethical guidelines (Central Digital and Data Office, 2020) for data processing and ensures that participant information will not be retained for longer than necessary.
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Following the analysis of the focus group discussions using qualitative data analysis methods, thematic analysis was used (Castleberry and Nolen, 2018). Several key themes were identified about factors that promote professionalism among postgraduate students. The following themes emerged based on the initial coding, categorisation and synthesis of participants' discussions.
· Basic personal attributes of professionalism
[bookmark: _Hlk153727790]Integrity, respect, and responsibility were frequently mentioned as core to professional behaviour. Participants 5, 1 and 3 emphasised the importance of maintaining ethical standards and respect for others as fundamental to professional behaviour. According to Participant 5, “Professional behaviours involve the too many things. involves in, integrity, respect, accountability, and ethical standards in the workplace”.
Participants 1 and 5 emphasised that ethical decision-making was an important aspect of professionalism, particularly in the complex and challenging situations often encountered in public health and social care settings. “The professional behaviour in the practice is marked by respect, ethical decision making, effective communication, reliability, collaboration, and uh, commitment to continuous improvement”, by Participant 5.
· Interpersonal skills and professional interactions
Communication and Collaboration Skills were recognised as key components of professional effectiveness. Participants 6 and 2 emphasised the importance of clear and effective communication within teams and with clients or patients. Participant 6 mentioned, “ According to me, in both the workspace and in the university, if we can't maintain respect and good communication, the learning will not go smoothly”.
Participant 4 recognised confidentiality as a critical component of professionalism, particularly in sensitive areas such as public health and social care, where privacy is essential. “ My point would be maintaining the confidentiality”.
Participant 1 highlighted the role of critical thinking and interpersonal skills in professional relationships and problem-solving. “in a workplace, teamwork, effective teamworking is very important and interpersonal skills and critical thinking is important and communication.”
· Personal management and professional appearance
Several Participants (1, 2, 3 and 6) emphasised the importance of these aspects in projecting a positive professional image. “Professional behaviours include time management skills, regular and punctual attendance, and making ethical decisions” “According to me, professional behaviour means professional persons would be punctual.” “According to me, Professional behaviour in the workplace or the academic same, punctuality is the main thing.” Viewpoints from Participant 1,2,3: This was mentioned by Participant 3, who noted that the professional dress code affects perceptions of credibility and reliability, “ some of the Dressing sense is also important in the professional behaviour”.
· Continuing professional development
The insights of Participant 5 pointed to the importance of being reliable and constantly seeking to improve skills and knowledge as an aspect of lifelong professionalism. “The professional behaviour in practice is marked by respect, ethical decision making, effective communication, reliability, collaboration, and commitment to continuous improvement.” 
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Findings from the focus group discussions indicated that postgraduate students' understanding of professionalism was multifaceted (Joy Ewenn Tan et al., 2021). Previous literatures agree that integrity, respect and ethical decision-making are foundational to professional behaviour in all areas (Guerrero-Dib, Portales and Heredia-Escorza, 2020; Abe and Chikoko, 2020), which is also consistent with the focus groups' emphasis on these characteristics.
Regarding punctuality, time management, and appearance, these points have been reflected in previous literatures (Aeon, Faber and Panaccio, 202; Hollett et al., 2020; Ma et al., 2020). Interestingly, these were emphasised more than expected in this focus group discussion. This may indicate that postgraduate students associate professionalism with ethical and interpersonal skills and how they manage themselves and their professional appearance; It may reflect a generational shift or a response to the particular demands of the public health and social care field. The intense focus on personal management skills may have been influenced by the immediate academic environment and current societal norms, which increasingly emphasise efficiency and appearance (Wheeler et al., 2020), as well as traditional professional traits.
Implications of the Results
The study's results confirm previous research findings on the importance of ethical decision-making and interpersonal skills in professionalism (Abe and Chikoko, 2020; Arnold and Boggs, 2019). Moreover, the emphasis on continuing professional development supports learning theories of professionalism and suggests that professionalism is not a fixed attribute but rather an ongoing set of abilities and attitudes (Cao et al., 2023)
These results are significant because they give providers and policymakers in postgraduate education a clearer picture of professionalism in students' eyes. This can inform curriculum design, emphasising technical knowledge and personal and interpersonal skills development. Findings can also be used to enhance training programs that focus on the holistic development of postgraduate students, particularly in areas such as public health and social care, where professionalism directly impacts patient care and public trust.
Limitations of the study
The results of this study are based on a small convenience sample from one institution, which limits the generalisability of the findings (Jager, Putnick and Bornstein, 2017), the views collected may not fully represent a wider group of postgraduate students in different settings or institutions.
In addition, this study did not consider certain variables that may influence perceptions of professionalism, such as cultural background, previous work experience, or the influence of specific advisers or role models. Further, while rich in detail, the focus group methodology is influenced by group dynamics and may not reflect individual perspectives fully; some participants may follow the majority view or avoid expressing a different opinion (Adler, Salanterä and Zumstein-Shaha, 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc153793794]Conclusion

This study aimed to examine the factors that shape the professionalism of postgraduate students and how these factors influence their professional behaviour. The study's findings indicate that postgraduate students' professionalism is a multiple-dimensional concept that includes ethical decision-making, interpersonal skills, and personal management traits, such as punctuality and time management. In addition, continuous professional development is a critical factor that emphasises the importance of constant learning and adaptation in professional life.
Qualitative research methods, particularly focus groups (Gundumogula, 2020), have effectively captured a wide range of postgraduate students' perspectives on professionalism. This approach facilitated rich, detailed discussions that revealed views on professionalism that other methods might not have uncovered. However, the study also raises new questions, particularly the influence of cultural and institutional factors on perceptions of professionalism, which were not fully explored in this study.
Recommendations
Educational institutions and policymakers should consider incorporating modules on personal management skills and ethical decision-making into postgraduate programmes (Bhagat et al., 2019), particularly in public health and social care; professional development workshops focusing on interpersonal skills (e.g. communication and cooperation) could be useful complement the technical knowledge provided by these programs.
Future research could explore the role of cultural and institutional factors in shaping postgraduate students' perceptions of professionalism  (Azevedo and Shane, 2019), consideration could also be given to using quantitative research to assess the prevalence of different perceptions of professionalism in the broader population.

This study provides new insights into the complexity of professionalism from the perspective of postgraduate students, particularly in public health and social care. By emphasising the importance of personal management skills alongside traditional professional attributes, this study provides a more comprehensive understanding of professionalism in modern academic and professional fields. These insights are essential for developing educational strategies and professional development programmes to improve practice quality in these key areas. This study leaves a clear impression of the constantly developing nature of professionalism and emphasises the need for continual adaptation and learning in the context of professional development.
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Focus Group Discussing question guild:

• 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?
• What kind of information do you need to learn more about professional behaviour? 
• Where would you look for information about acquiring professional behaviour?
• What can your university do to promote professional behaviour?
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