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AIM OF PAPER 

This systematic review aims to synthesize evidence on career progression barriers and enablers 
experienced by Internationally Educated Nurses in high-income healthcare systems, identifying gaps 
in current support practices and informing organizational development strategies for retention and 
advancement. 

ABSTRACT 

Background: Internationally Educated Nurses (IENs) comprise 23% of the UK nursing workforce and 
are critical to health system sustainability. However, while recruitment strategies successfully attract 
IENs, career progression remains significantly constrained. This systematic review examined IENs' 
lived experiences of professional advancement in high-income healthcare systems, moving beyond 
transition-focused research to understand long-term career development barriers and enablers. 

Methods: Following Joanna Briggs Institute methodology, seven qualitative studies involving 153 IENs 
across the United Kingdom, United States, Australia and Italy were systematically reviewed. Studies 
underwent quality appraisal using JBI criteria, and thematic synthesis generated analytical findings 
grounded in participants' experiences across diverse healthcare contexts. 

Findings: Five interconnected themes revealed how structural rather than individual factors constrain 
career progression. First, a paradox exists whereby healthcare systems depend on IENs' labour while 
systematically limiting advancement opportunities. Second, informal patronage networks function as 
hidden gatekeepers, restricting access to mentorship, development opportunities and visibility 
essential for progression. Third, sustained exclusion produces profound professional identity 
disruption with significant mental health consequences. Fourth, language operates as a mechanism 
of professional exclusion, where accent and communication style become proxies for competence 
assessment. However, the fifth theme demonstrated that when intentional support structures exist, 
including formal mentorship, sponsor advocacy and inclusive leadership, IENs consistently thrive and 
advance successfully. 

Conclusion: These findings reveal substantial underutilisation of clinical expertise and leadership 
potential alongside serious human costs. However, evidence demonstrates that structural barriers, 
though deeply embedded, are modifiable through targeted intervention. The presentation will share an 
evidence-based implementation framework providing actionable strategies for NHS organisations, 
regulatory bodies and professional organizations. Recommendations include formalized mentorship 
programs, competency recognition protocols, opportunity auditing systems and leadership 
development pathways. By transforming informal support into systematic practice, healthcare 
organizations can retain talent, enhance workforce diversity and create equitable career pathways for 
all nurses. 


