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ABSTRACT
Academic identity influences disciplinary contributions and profes
sional development of individuals within those disciplines. Little is 
known about academic identity within the social work discipline. 
This paper presents the results of a modified systematic interna
tional literature review to investigate academic identity in social 
work, nursing and allied care professions. Papers (138) were initially 
retrieved for screening, 40 met the final inclusion criteria for review. 
Limited social work academic identity literature was identified, with 
only four papers specifically focused on social work. Results high
lighted numerous barriers to establishing a distinct academic iden
tity, with a multitude of challenges in transition from practice to 
academia and its dual identities of practitioner and scholar. The 
process of academic socialization requires adequate institutional 
preparation, collegial support, sense of community and relational
ity, and not least time. We discuss four key themes from this 
literature (1) temporality and dynamic nature of developing aca
demic identity in the academy, (2) role of professional work culture 
and communities of practice, (3) legitimacy, visibility and dichoto
mies of professional, disciplinary and academic knowledge and 
skills and (4) strategic imperatives for supporting transitions for 
the helping professions. The implications for social work academic 
identity development, social work education and social work 
knowledge are discussed.
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Introduction

Professional identity within the care professions supports the distinctiveness of 
practitioners’ professional self and facilitates understanding of their role, which 
incorporates the values, beliefs, norms, and behaviors that are characteristic of 
their profession. This is fashioned through experiences of the individual, along 
with the social, cultural and economic context of the profession. It therefore 
provides an important academic understanding of the development of professional 
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members (Barrow, 2023). However, decisions as to why professionals from prac
tice backgrounds move to the academy as a career choice and the importance of 
this to their academic identity development is not as well understood. Indeed, 
despite its crucial importance, little is known about academic identity within the 
discipline of social work. In these discussions we recognize that the professional 
context and development of social work differs by country, with differences in the 
use of terminology and professional structures, requiring consideration of how 
lessons learnt can be applied in diverse practice and academic contexts. This 
paper emerges from discussions regarding the interlinked challenges including 
difficulties experienced in academic recruitment, retention within the academy 
and how these should be addressed. These discussions cannot be entirely disen
tangled from the wider professional challenges facing the professional workforce, 
student recruitment, early-stage practitioners, long-term development, workforce 
retention, research and the contribution of higher education to the discipline. An 
indication of these challenges is that European Employment Services [EURES] 
(2024) highlights that for social work and counseling professionals, shortages exist 
in nine European countries. While the focus of this paper is on identity formation 
of academic social workers, this cannot be separated from the context of the 
profession’s social reproduction through the academy, front-line practice and 
supervision. Thus, consideration must be given to recruitment and retention of 
suitably qualified and experienced social work academics, and the difficulties of 
embedding social work research in the academy, not least of which being that 
almost all social work academics are expected to have practiced before work in the 
academy. Despite this, little is known about social work academic identity forma
tion. Consequently, we sought to systematically review literature relevant to the 
development of social work academic identity.

Contextualizing global social work

Social work education is intrinsically linked to the fortunes of both higher educa
tion and the profession, with the policy of neoliberalism and austerity having 
a profound impact through managerialism and marketization in the sector 
(Morley et al., 2017). The funding of higher education institutions (HEIs) and the 
structure of social work education programs in each country is dependent on the 
funding and regulatory models of each of those nations, along with validation, 
employer and service user input. Marketization has brought additional challenges 
to social work education through increased institutional funding instability, research 
commercialization and focus on student experience (Cleary, 2018). Alongside these 
challenges are rising concerns regarding student and staff mental health, with 
reduced diversity in those able to afford higher education, misalignments with 
policy, along with institutional and governance support concerns (Busch, 2023). 
Furthermore, the profession continues to struggle with issues of recruitment and 
retention (Holmes et al., 2013; Moriarty et al., 2018), with United Kingdom (UK) 
literature exploring these challenges particularly for practice (Hafford-Letchfield,  
2007).
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Academic identity

Academic identity frames and provides important scholarly input into social work’s 
knowledge and identity (Daly et al., 2023; Trevithick, 2008), but this also raises questions 
about who decides the nature and extent of this professional knowledge and debates 
regarding the nature of identity. Within a UK context, this challenges notions of whether 
this knowledge is defined and inculcated by the academy, the profession or social work 
regulators or employers, such as local authorities undertaking statutory work. Given the 
importance of professional identity in social work (Forenza & Eckert, 2018) it is surpris
ing that its place within the academy receives little or no attention. Within social work 
literature, professional identity is largely framed as one underpinned by the core values of 
the profession, involving a professional socialization process, and a strong sense of 
belonging and emotional ties to the role (Moorhead et al., 2025). So too, the identity of 
social work professionals is underpinned by professional structures including regulatory 
bodies, professional knowledge, skills and expertise (Moorhead et al., 2025). As practi
tioners removed from frontline practice and working in the increasingly marketized 
academic setting, the identity of social work academics may be influenced by different 
professional structures and socialization processes. Indeed, Marques et al. (2024) high
light that the introduction of private-sector principles like performance metrics leads to 
a shift in values from academic autonomy to managerialism, resulting in identity tensions 
for academics.

These notions of identity, knowledge and professional leadership, lie at the core of 
contemporary debates which have included criticisms of social work education and the 
preparation of social workers for practice (Walls, 2011). Included in this discourse and 
allied to the challenges of identity is the claim that there is significant separation between 
the theory taught in social work HEIs and the skills necessary in practice, resulting in 
students struggling to breach this divide (Barretti, 2004) with resulting negative impacts 
on their professional development. For others (see Moorhead et al., 2016) more compe
tency-based education has been critiqued for promoting the use of checklists of skills and 
behavior, resulting in a perceived reduction in the complexity of social work practice 
through minimizing the significance of critical thinking, ethical reasoning and traversing 
complicated human settings. Resulting in others (see Wilson, 2013), questioning whether 
social work education is adequately facilitating the development of professional identity, 
and that this results in inadequate identification of the professional role and a lack of 
confidence to address complex ethical and practical challenges. This debate therefore 
highlights the concern that the development of social work academic identity has been so 
under researched.

Contemporary social work practice within the academy

Consideration of how academic identity is formed and maintained in the academy 
cannot be separated from the ongoing contemporary context of growing manage
rialism and marketization of Higher Education globally. Busch (2023) argues that 
neoliberal ideology has hijacked higher education, leading to declining research 
quality, worse education for students, and less freedom for academics. He argues 
that the shift toward a market-oriented model has compromised the core missions 
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and values of universities, including critical thinking and public engagement. 
Furthermore, Williamson (2024) highlights that where social work sits in arts 
and humanities academic departments (as they may also sit with health and 
education), they are especially vulnerable to financial precarity as they face cuts 
in many institutions due to unprofitability, which contributes to funding chal
lenges for these disciplines. The marketization of higher education and the 
pressures of neoliberalism have significantly impacted the well-being of university 
staff more generally (Kassem & Mitsakis, 2023). Social work within the academy is 
not immune to these pressures and in a survey of 78 UK social work academics 
(Cleary, 2018), highlighted concerns about marketization, the impacts on student 
admissions, assessment and decision making regarding failing students, with 
a feeling of being caught between competing agenda and priority.

Given the contemporary challenges for the profession, we sought to undertake 
a review of the international literature to answer the following questions:

(1) What are the factors that influence academic identity development in the care 
professions?

(2) What can we learn from nursing and allied care professions about academic 
identity in social work?

(3) What is driving or hindering research activity in the care professions?
(4) What factors influence the decision to pursue PhD study and how is it valued and 

perceived?
(5) What are the benefits of practice knowledge and expertise in teaching in the care 

professions and how does it influence the professions’ academic identity?

Methodology

A review of the qualitative literature (Grant & Booth, 2009) relating to academic 
identity development in social work, nursing and allied health disciplines was 
conducted. The strategy combined systematic review techniques with narrative 
analysis to synthesize key findings from the body of literature that explored the 
nature of academic identity formation and including other reviews (Jahan et al.,  
2016).

An initial pilot attempted to locate literature relevant to academic identity in social work, 
but there were insufficient publications to conduct a systematic literature review. 
Consequently, the team sought to widen the review to include nursing and allied care 
professions in respect of how that literature might inform social work. For the review, the 
selected professions included nursing, midwifery, teaching, psychology, occupational ther
apy, physiotherapy and paramedic practice. Medicine was excluded as an allied care 
profession.

In conducting database searches to locate studies in social work and the allied care 
professions formerly listed, the review team established necessary search criteria, inclu
sion and exclusion criteria for screening, as well as creating a suitable data extraction 
template to allow relevant findings, recommendations and implications of the included 
papers to be identified.
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Ethics

No ethical approval was required due to the use of secondary data already in the public 
domain.

Search criteria

A preliminary search was conducted on the 28th of September 2023 in WebofScience, 
Scopus, ScienceDirect, SocINDEX, CINAHL Complete databases. This search sought to 
scope the literature related to academic identity development and/or maintenance in 
general. The search was conducted in a non-discipline specific way, though the selected 
databases were largely relevant to health and social care. Using the search terms: 
(‘Academic Identity’ OR ‘Academic Self ’) AND (‘develop*’ or ‘maintain*’) and limiters 
of date range 1980–2023 and English language publications, 1892 results were identified, 
including the removal of duplicates. Of these results, it became clear that much of the 
papers discussed academic identity in disciplines which were not relatively young 
practice-based caring professions, comparable to social work, as well as discussing 
academic identity at a stage prior to that of higher education, such as in school. 
Therefore, the review team refined the search criteria, the target disciplines as well as 
the date range for the database searches, to ensure results were generated which were 
readily comparable and applicable to social work as a discipline. A new search was 
therefore completed in the aforementioned databases.

Final searches were thusly completed on the 9th of October 2023 in WebofScience, 
Scopus, ScienceDirect, SocINDEX, CINAHL Complete databases using search terms: 
(‘Academic Identity’) AND (‘develop*’ OR ‘maintain*’) AND (‘Higher Education’ OR 
‘Post Compulsory Education’ OR ‘Further Education’) AND (‘social work’ OR ‘allied 
health professions’ OR ‘nursing’). Limiters of date range 2000–2023, peer-reviewed 
sources and English language were applied. This search generated a total of 136 results, 
which were imported into the Covidence database. Once these results were imported, 33 
duplicates were removed, leaving 103 papers for screening.

Screening

Covidence software was used as a systematic review team management tool with 
PRISMA guidelines at each stage (www.covidence.org). Screening of the search results 
was conducted in two waves. The first wave, undertaken by two reviewers, included title 
and abstract screening, for appropriateness and relevance, resulting in 45 studies 

Table 1. Inclusion and exclusion criteria.
Inclusion Exclusion

● Peer reviewed source
● Based on original research
● Addresses Academic Professional Identity (including the transition from 

profession to academia)
● Includes relevant care professions, such as: Social Work, Nursing and 

Allied Professions
● Relevant Literature Reviews
● Primary and secondary research including systematic literature reviews

● Discussion papers which are not 
theoretical
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remaining. Review inclusion or exclusion criteria were agreed by the review team prior to 
papers being full-text screened. In the second wave of screening, the 45 studies were 
assessed according to the Inclusion Criteria (see Table 1: inclusion and exclusion 
criteria).

noitacifitnedI

References from other sources (n = 2)  
Citation searching (n = 2)
Grey literature (n = 0) 

Studies screened (n = 105)

Studies sought for retrieval (n = 47)

Studies assessed for eligibility (n = 47)    

References removed (n = 33)  
Duplicates identified manually (n = 1)
Duplicates identified by Covidence (n = 32) 
Marked as ineligible by automation tools (n = 0)
Other reasons (n = 0)

Studies excluded (n = 56)

Studies not retrieved (n = 0)

Studies excluded (n = 7)  
Duplicate Paper (n = 1)
Not Discipline Specific (n = 3)
Not a Peer Reviewed Article (n = 1)
Not Relevant to Academic Idenitity (n = 2)

In
cl

ud
ed Studies included in review (n = 40)    

Included studies ongoing (n = 0)
Studies awaiting classification (n = 0)    

Sc
re

en
in

g

Studies from databases/registers (n = 138)
Web of Science (n = 13)
Scopus (n = 7)
CINAHL (n = 5)
Unspecified (n = 113)

Figure 1. PRISMA flowchart.
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At least two reviewers reviewed and reached consensus on inclusion or exclusion of 
the remaining full texts. Eight papers were excluded at this stage, leaving 38 papers which 
met the inclusion criteria for the study. Following reference list searching, an additional 
two papers were included in the review due to meeting the criteria and being social work 
specific in focus, bringing the total number of included papers to 40. The PRISMA 
Flowchart contained in Figure 1 demonstrates the process of literature screening, as well 
as the reasons for exclusion of papers.

A data extraction template addressed each of the five research questions. This process 
was completed separately by two reviewers, with a third reviewer comparing the 
extracted data, re-reading the paper and agreeing a consensus of the extracted data.

Results

Of the 40 disciplinary papers identified as meeting the inclusion criteria for the review, 29 
were nursing related, four were teacher-educator related, four were midwifery related, 
one was paramedic practice related, one was physiotherapy related, one was law related 
and four were social work related. Of the papers included in the review, the majority were 
reporting qualitative empirical research, text and opinion or reflective pieces. Most of the 
papers were UK or Australia based, with a minority of papers also based in Canada, the 
USA and Ireland.

Our aim was to identify and discuss important topics using a less formal approach so 
as to get to the narratives on academic identities in the included papers. Selecting and 
appraising the data from included papers was initially tabulated, then coded and themed. 
These steps gave rise to four key themes (see Table 2 for a summary) within which there 
was some blurring and cross-connection of thematic ideas and concepts.

Theme 1: the temporality and dynamic nature of developing academic identity in 
the academy

This theme addressed the range of factors (cognitive, psychological, and sociological) and 
the complexities involved in recognizing and reconciling where to locate one’s profes
sional skills and knowledge when acquiring and expressing identity in academic settings. 
This also highlighted the importance of time in identity formation (many papers referred 
to periods of 1.5–3 years) (Hurst, 2010; Wyllie et al., 2016), with stages in the process of 
transition to develop a sense of belonging and ownership of new identities.

Transition points were described by some as a process of ‘crossing over’ (Lee et al., 2022). 
This cross over involved the idea that individuals are leaving their clinical world entirely or 
engaging with ‘two intercepting spheres,’ within which they must work hard to bridge gaps 
in bi-directional ways. These transition points imply that whilst aiming toward a finish line, 
the journey is not linear. Not all professionals are willing to make the cognitive, psycho
logical, and sociological adjustments and returned to practice (Wyllie et al., 2016). For 
physiotherapy academics, fear of lacking credibility can give rise to negative emotions, 
specifically imposter syndrome and anxiety (Hurst, 2010). Clinical-educator transitions 
therefore had multiple conceptualizations in the way they described the duality of identity 
during their transition. Role congruence was considered challenging to achieve, resulting in 
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an initial clinging to clinical roots, until the new identity as an academic felt better 
developed and engendered less anxiety and uncertainty (Hurst, 2010).

One of the four papers that included social work authorship (Almond, 2023; Galloway 
& Jones, 2012; Norton et al., 2011; Seymour, 2006) reflected on the often unplanned and 
serendipitous moves to academia from practice and described a fusion of identities in the 
transition to and from academia. Others, such as Seymour (2006, p. 467), reflected on the 
notion of still ‘continuing to think “like” a social worker’ while ‘moving into a space that 
is dominated by a different kind of knowing,’ attesting that this results in ‘a place of pain 
and profound (self-)doubt’ for practitioner-academics. Almond’s (2023) phenomenolo
gical qualitative study of transitional experiences of six social work practitioners working 
in higher education highlighted the diversity of routes for many into academia, with 
many starting first with casual employment. Though not all social work teaching staff 
necessarily hold a doctoral or research degree, career progression via completion of 
a PhD was considered to make the transition from practice to academia a more natural 
part of career development (Barrow & Xu, 2023). For those not pursuing a PhD degree, 
seniority in a practice role was another factor which was considered to forge a route into 
academia (Barrow & Xu, 2023). It was clear that this might not have always been an 
intentional transition. Many facilitators and barriers to clinician-educator transitions 
were identified at personal, interpersonal, and organizational levels. Personal facilitators 
included: passion, ability to embrace change, accepting opportunities, interpersonal 
competence, and agency. The fear of new roles hindered clinician-educator transitions 
including culture shock (Andrew et al., 2009). Lack of commitment to education, and 
a dominant commitment to their primary clinical roles seemed to negatively impact 
transitions. At the organizational level, academic identity making was also described as 
a chaotic mix of purposive and reactive identifications (Xu & Grant, 2020) which cannot 
be planned for rationally, and was markedly experienced by doctoral students wishing to 
move to academia. Confidence was a significant asset for entering a new work culture 
which often felt removed from the clinical environment and culture which itself con
tributed to a lack of confidence to participate at the beginning of the transition.

Theme 2: role of professional work culture and communities of practice

This theme explored the strengths and opportunities of existing professional identity in 
supporting transition and to address inevitable ambiguities, conflicts, and uncertainties 
in the process. Examples included the importance of strong values, reflective and 
reflexive practice, and the cultural learning from professional or clinical practice which 
were translated through opportunities for informal learning and networking to bridge 
different identities that are held within academia.

Practitioners making the transition from clinical practice to academia described the 
culture shock of moving from a practice-based team where connection and community 
were strong, to that of a competitive, self-centric academic environment where most were 
focused on their own work (Barrow & Xu, 2023; Lee et al., 2022). Findings emphasize the 
relational nature of academic identity development (Harmon et al., 2022; Wyllie et al.,  
2016), though this relationality was often lacking within the self-centric and neoliberal 
university culture (Barrow & Xu, 2022). Informal learning and peer support were there
fore the most valued mechanisms of support, more so than a formally structured 
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mentoring process (Hurst, 2010; Wyllie et al., 2016). Mentoring and buddying both 
provided an antidote to perceived isolating academic environments (Lee et al., 2022; 
Almond, 2023), to support day-to-day work, resilience, and survival (Wyllie et al., 2016). 
For social work, inter-disciplinary relationships were essential to achieving a greater 
appreciation and understanding of practice-based expertise by both HEI employers and 
by nonsocial work colleagues (Almond, 2023).

Communities of practice were identified as a supporting factor for socialization and 
coping (Hurst, 2010). Wyllie et al. (2016) highlighted ‘intentional cultivation of commu
nity’ and ‘finding solid ground’ as fostering a sense of belonging and support as central 
for an authentic scholarly community. Others (see Andrew et al., 2009) identified the 
importance of international communities of practice to stimulate a sense of belonging 
and professional teaching identity via discussion, knowledge exchange and sharing of 
professional narratives as well as facilitating research collaboration and networks, aca
demic and professional development and shared insights in academic identity formation.

Confidence in developing a pedagogy for higher education and contributing to 
established communities of practice were key indicators of successfully making the 
shift to becoming an academic for physiotherapists (Hurst, 2010). Others (for instance, 
Evans et al. (2010)) referred to practices that enabled thinking and feeling one’s way into 
a professional identity. These were facilitated by engaging in ‘learning conversations' and 
hearing ‘war stories’; voicing (articulating) developing understandings to others, being 
stretched through opportunities to work at a different level. Harmon et al. (2022) 
proposed that for early career nurse academics, the use and adaption of social capital 
and habitus, could inform the construction of leadership skills, particularly transforma
tional leadership styles through creative inquiry that grappled with past, present and 
future paradigms.

For some (see Norton et al., 2011), a participatory action project emphasized the 
highly relational and strengths-focused teaching styles of social work academics while 
still being academically challenging and directive. Academic identity was established 
through the supported setting and peer collegiality which mitigated competitive cultures 
in academic settings. Deliberate collaboration provided a space to shift from venting to 
problem-solving and offered a forum for new faculty starters who were feeling isolated 
and worried about teaching.

Theme 3: legitimacy, visibility and dichotomies of professional, disciplinary, and 
academic knowledge and skills

This theme described the hierarchies and complexities involved in academic scholarship 
and what constituted an academic in the helping professions. Nursing was a care 
discipline whose academic position was found to be commonly contested (Andrew & 
Robb, 2011; McNamara et al., 2012). Contention often linked to the newness of the 
discipline, having been born from a vocation rather than the academy, as well as debates 
around the quality of nursing research and the lack of original theoretical and ontological 
position (Barrow, 2023). Unsurprisingly, these debates contributed challenges for nurse 
educators in feeling comfortable in their academic identity, while the place of their 
discipline within the academy itself was still under scrutiny (Ebert et al., 2020). This 
sense of scrutiny potentially also contributes to nurse academics choosing to identify as 
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holding a dual identity or identifying more strongly with their practice roots than their 
academic ones at the initial stages of their transition (Ross et al., 2013).

Papers referred to the impact of external and internal discourses and the mechanisms 
that shape research, scholarship and teaching as essential to academic identity. There 
were three categories of being a nurse/teacher/educator, for example, where perspectives 
on research in those roles could be unclear (Lopes et al., 2014). In some circumstances, 
academic identity could be too narrowly defined and restricted to a traditional discipline, 
while there was a need to integrate disciplinary epistemologies to support a shift in 
worldview and support meeting the demands and imperatives of academic practice 
(Galloway & Jones, 2012). Others, see Barrow and Xu (2023) proposed that the cultural 
and professional roots of teacher-educator academics from practitioner backgrounds 
may facilitate boundary-crossing engagement, enabling these academics to enjoy and 
benefit from developing their academic identity. Within this debate, Seymour (2006) 
highlighted the perceived gap between ‘doing’ and ‘knowing’ in social work—or more 
accurately, the ‘talking about knowing,’ a disjuncture of greater breadth and significance 
than expected or prepared for of which teaching appears to be the most obvious example 
(p.460). Further, Seymour refers to the status of (academic) knowing and the production 
of knowledge, as distinct from the applied realm of ‘doing’ and in which she articulates 
the dilemma of ‘how to infuse the disengaged, “objective,” knowledge of university with 
the blood and guts of “real life?”’ (p.461).

For Evans et al. (2010) ‘putting knowledge to work’ occurred with the integration of 
disciplinary knowledge and work knowledge, which itself was the result of both struc
tured learning or curriculum and teaching, alongside the use of assessment of learning. 
They highlighted the dual challenge for using knowledge as a resource to develop 
professional and academic identity simultaneously by using both curriculum and work
place knowledge as ‘benches’ for general principles and to academic requirements (Evans 
et al., 2010). ‘Perceived confidence and contributory factors’ were viewed as providing 
confidence in pedagogical knowledge and the ability to lead teaching and contribute to 
academic conversations with less anxiety. Role expectations and research focus contrib
uted to a reluctance to engage in educational research (Hurst, 2010). Some studies 
reported how academic expectations to participate in research were unexpected and 
troublesome for some, leading to feelings of confusion, conflict, and loss (Almond, 2023; 
Lee et al., 2022).

One solution proposed was the use of active horizontal and vertical networks to 
support research and scholarship collaborations (Harmon et al., 2022). Other initiatives 
included protected time for new educators to meet with experienced educators, who had 
successfully transitioned, to discuss challenges with teaching, in their new roles and 
identities, and specifically the cultural differences, for example, a more individualized 
culture (Lee et al., 2022). While the academic adaptation could be difficult, it could 
support in navigating the complex space and learning how a university works and how 
this might challenge previous stereotypes of academics (Barrow & Xu, 2023).

Undertaking funded research was stressful especially when combined with high 
teaching workloads, although the use of the maintenance of individual portfolios in 
nursing was viewed as useful to those growing their academic career, forming 
a personal contract and helping them achieve their career goals (Almond, 2023; 
Wyllie et al., 2016). Reviewed papers also provided a range of perspectives on factors 
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that would support their development, including the importance of a good learning 
environment in the nursing discipline, contextualizing contributions, demonstrating 
care and the provision of good role models for students (Lopes et al., 2014). Barrow 
(2023) noted that nursing academics founded relative ease in adopting teaching roles 
but not research roles. This epistemological impediment has been due to the lack of 
structure or ‘regime of truth’ (Barrow, 2023). This includes what some have noted as 
a history of anti-intellectualism between those trained within the National Health 
Service as opposed to academic qualifications based in Higher Education (Andrew 
et al., 2009). Indeed, in social work, concerns about anti-intellectualism might argu
ably be reflected in the introduction of fast-track and apprenticeship social work 
training programs in the UK, with some local authorities preferring this time-efficient 
form of social work training over traditional university-based degrees (Hanley, 2022; 
Scourfield et al., 2021). Furthermore, tensions have arisen between institutional 
research goals to establish research scholarship profiles, and the realities of nurse 
academics priorities which can impact on the development of academic identity. 
Lopes et al. (2014) also observed the role of power relations within the academy, 
along with historical and biographical features of the professions that enter the 
academy and the importance of research. Nurse educators for example consider 
education as their primary responsibility and do not define themselves as researchers 
and unlike teaching, find this a challenging aspect of their identities (Lopes et al.,  
2014). Consequently, there are continuing debates that question the validity of nur
sing as a discipline within UK Higher Education, meaning that for Andrew et al. 
(2009), nurses were not considered to be contributing on equal terms with other 
academics to the development of professional knowledge. Those that wished to be 
research active valued doctoral study opportunities and the creation of new research 
projects, courses, and advanced scholarship, albeit they highlighted the impact of 
institutional constraints on their research development (Lopes et al., 2014). 
Prioritising associated theoretical knowledge and value caused incongruence in iden
tity which gave rise to a rupture in how they viewed themselves, with an identity of 
being a teacher first being contested in this setting, especially in relation to indivi
dualized behaviors that characterize academia (Barrow & Xu, 2023). Andrew et al. 
(2009) view nursing academia as continuing to struggle to articulate its unique 
aspirational scholarly agenda, with no ideal blueprint. For social work academics, 
the competitive environment/culture was described as having increased (mostly tacit) 
pressure to undertake research activities, doctoral study, or to submit papers for 
publication, despite having little research knowledge or experience’ (Almond, 2023, 
p. 277).

In considering the recruitment and retention of academic staff in disciplines such as 
nursing and midwifery, Attenborough and Abbott (2019) suggest that institutions appreci
ate nursing and midwifery as academic subjects, with clinical credibility being required in 
several domains, including clinical practice, research, academic skills, and competence. 
Routine professional processes, for example revalidation, enable academics to connect with 
clinical colleagues, as well as to remind the academic institution, of the importance of 
professional registration for the delivery of these programmes. Gendered hierarchies of 
knowledge (Seymour, 2006) were often reflected in the nature of the helping professions, 
such that it normalized masculine and white academic discourse and authority.
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Theme 4: the strategic imperatives for supporting transitions within workforce 
development for the helping professions

This theme analyzed the required academic institutional support necessary to capitalize on 
the benefits of developing and maintaining unrecognized academic identity in the helping 
professions. Almond’s (2023) work acknowledged the importance given by participants to 
supportive mechanisms such as induction or performance development review along with 
developmental opportunities, that were planned rather than accidental (p.276). These 
experiences stress the importance of formal strategies that transcend individual’s immedi
ate work experiences to acknowledge the wider culture of the neoliberal academy, implying 
a more active stance that enables and promotes their contribution.

In considering their personal experience in law and social work Galloway & Jones, 
(2012) note changing HEI contexts and a growing importance of teaching in the organiza
tional and national policy agenda. They argue that although HEIs might assume that 
a ‘combined’ identity is standard (as seen in typical university promotion criteria), their 
own experiences show otherwise, facing both active resistance and passive avoidance in 
developing academic lives and identities. This encompasses the notion of ‘fusion episte
mology’ which enables academics to see and understand the world through integrating 
multiple dimensions, meeting the demands and imperatives of contemporary practice. The 
worldview resulting from this ‘fusion epistemology’ allows academics to build their aca
demic identity by integrating both discipline-based epistemology (traditional scholarly 
knowledge and methods) and educational epistemology (knowledge and approaches 
from the scholarship of teaching and learning) (Galloway & Jones, 2012).

Recruitment and retention were areas of concern in clinical practice and academic 
settings (Attenborough & Abbott, 2019). Institutions need to implement strategies that 
retain experienced nursing faculty, to ensure future leadership vital to survival of the 
profession (Tufano et al., 2023). Evans et al. (2010) views multi-faceted partnerships 
between educational institutions, care organizations and workplaces through ‘industry 
educators’ and brokers, as having the potential to increase and embed knowledge into 
and across programmes, workplace practices and engage learners, so as to enable 
compatibility between employers, professional body and course requirements. Barrow 
and Xu’s (2022) nursing participants discussed devising, amending, and reinforcing the 
practice-cognitive structures, codes, rules, as well as conceptual frameworks and the ways 
in which they draw on history, to inform current and future nursing practice. This is 
aligned with research practice in creating the conditions for a level of ontological 
congruence, which was viewed as only possible when the university actively seeks to 
strengthen academic identities.

Support for transition highlighted the importance of orientation programmes that 
explicitly discuss values, expectations, language and policies and procedures within 
academia, and opportunities to observe or shadow teaching, as well as undertake formal 
training on teaching practice (Lee et al., 2022). Structured induction was also viewed as 
necessary to address research skills to enable novice researchers to contribute to research 
activities (Hurst, 2010). Seymour (2006) argued that social work needs to be vocal and 
unapologetic in articulating its unique contribution and value in academia, actively 
resisting attempts to join other professions in peddling of knowledge claims, expertise 
and authority. Critiquing the commodification of knowledge, where expertise is 
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packaged and sold as a product, Seymour (2006) argues that this undermines the core 
values of social work, which are rooted in critical reflection, social justice, and relational 
practice. As such, Seymour (2006) emphasizes that credible academic knowledge in social 
work should not be confined to traditional, positivist models of expertise. Instead, it 
should embrace pluralism, reflexivity, and contextual and dynamic understanding. Social 
work’s key strength as a discipline, therefore, lies in its distinctiveness, particularly its 
commitment to ethical practice and advocacy, rather than in adopting the authoritative 
stance of more technocratic professions.

In terms of student experience, personal interactions with students and colleagues 
were considered vital to educator identity development, with the motivation of witnes
sing student growth and progress as an incentive for educators’ retention (Barrow & Xu,  
2022; Lee et al., 2022). Gaps in structured support, such as enabling ongoing professional 
registration as well as academic progression, were viewed as curtailing both individuals as 
well as the education of the next generation of professionals (Attenborough & Abbott,  
2019).

Discussion and conclusion

It is clear that academic identity is a crucial component to the social reproduction of the 
social work profession, the development of appropriate skills and the integration of 
research skills into academic practice. However, despite the importance of the development 
of this identity for the future of leadership in the social work discipline, ensuring research 
capacity development and engaging in the development and dissemination of knowledge, 
little attention has been given to this in the literature or policy. Globally, it is therefore 
important for social work and allied professions to consider the learning and resulting 
implications from this review of the literature. Consequently, it is useful to return to the 
five key research questions that were used to formulate our study, and to consider the 
insights that emerge as lessons for the profession and the global social work academy.

Firstly, in considering our question: what are the factors that influence academic identity 
development in the care professions? Academic identity development in care professions is 
influenced by multiple factors, including cognitive, psychological, and sociological dimen
sions, as well as the complexities of transitioning from practice to academia. The recogni
tion of the need to provide time and accept that transition takes place over several phases, 
with identity formation often occurring over a period of 1.5–3 years, with significant 
transition points described as ‘crossing over’ from clinical practice to academia, often 
involving cognitive and emotional adjustments (Hurst, 2010; Lee et al., 2022; Wyllie et al.,  
2016). For practitioners entering academia, dual identity poses individual challenges. 
Professionals frequently experience duality between their established clinical or profes
sional identity and emerging academic identity, which can lead to anxiety and imposter 
syndrome as they struggle to reconcile the two roles (Hurst, 2010). In nursing, this anxiety 
and sense of imposter syndrome led novice academics to hold onto their practice identities 
more strongly than their academic identities (Ross et al., 2013). By contrast, social work in 
the UK is underpinned by a stronger theoretical and regulatory foundation. The Quality 
Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) Benchmark Statement locates social work 
within the social sciences and emphasizes criticality, reflection and interdisciplinary knowl
edge, reinforced by regulatory expectations that students become critical practitioners 
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(Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education [QAA], 2019; Social Work England,  
2021). Similarly in Scotland, the Scottish Social Services Council [SSSC] (2024) requires 
social work education to be at Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) level 
11, with social work curricula adequately encompassing the reflective, ethical, theoretical 
basis of the discipline. These frameworks arguably provide social work with a more 
explicitly theorized disciplinary base than nursing, though both professions continue to 
negotiate their academic legitimacy within neoliberal and performative higher education 
contexts (Daly et al., 2023).

Likewise, unplanned transitions can result as some practitioners enter academia 
unintentionally, which adds additional complexity to identity development (Almond,  
2023). Indeed, for teacher-educators, an unintentional transition from practice to aca
demia was characterized by the notion that being an academic was often not the original 
goal, but instead a position they found themselves in at a certain point in their career 
(Almond, 2023). The resulting personal facilitators include passion, adaptability, and 
a willingness to embrace new opportunities, while barriers encompass fear of new roles, 
culture shock, and a stronger commitment to clinical or practice roles than to education 
(Andrew et al., 2009).

In relation to questions about the learning that can be taken from nursing and allied 
care professions about academic identity, the insights provide valuable lessons for social 
work. The literature highlighted the impact of new work cultures and community. 
Transitioning from a collaborative practice setting to a competitive academic environ
ment often results in culture shock, with informal peer support and mentoring being 
effective in easing this transition (Hurst, 2010; Wyllie et al., 2016). The nurturing of 
communities of practice played a crucial role in fostering a sense of belonging and 
authentic scholarly engagement, enabling smoother identity development (Wyllie et al.,  
2016; Harmon et al., 2022). So too, the role of interdisciplinary relationships provides 
social work academics with interdisciplinary networks to help bridge the gap between 
practice and academia, enhancing the appreciation of practice-based expertise (Almond,  
2023). Challenging of discipline legitimacy was common within nursing, with social work 
practitioners potentially facing similar debates about their academic legitimacy, often due 
to their professional vocational origins (Barrow, 2023; Seymour, 2006).

Exploring questions about what may drive or hinder research activity in the care 
professions, we noted that these research activity factors in care professions were both 
complex and varied. These could include tensions between institutional expectation and 
epistemological position, with a gap between practice and academic requirements often 
being evident and needing to be addressed. Research expectations could also be over
whelming when first entering the academy and could lead to a reluctance to engage in 
research activities (Almond, 2023; Lee et al., 2022). The establishment of greater con
fidence and research identity were seen as positive developments. A lack of confidence 
and clarity in research roles hinders engagement in the literature, with the prioritization 
of clinical education over research further complicating academic identity development 
(Hurst, 2010). Structured programs, such as protected time for research development and 
mentorship, are seen as helpful in addressing research skill gaps, and thusly contributing 
to a stronger sense of academic identity (Lee et al., 2022; Wyllie et al., 2016).

Support mechanisms as a whole were therefore seen as crucial components in facil
itating successful transitions to the academy, and in identity consolidation as a whole. In 
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nursing and midwifery, support gaps were perceived to exist in relation to maintaining 
professional or clinical registration and meeting the associated requirements, whilst 
being an academic (Attenborough & Abbott, 2019). In comparison, for registered social 
work professionals in England, Social Work England (2024) allows teaching and lectur
ing hours to be recorded as continuing professional development, meaning that for those 
social workers in the academy, academic practices can contribute to ongoing professional 
registration requirements.

In relation to the factors that influence the decision to pursue PhD study and how it is 
valued and perceived, our findings suggest that decisions to pursue PhD studies are 
influenced by individual aspirations, career development opportunities, and organizational 
factors. For some professionals, completing a PhD was seen as a natural progression in their 
career trajectory, especially for those transitioning into academia from senior practice roles 
(Barrow & Xu, 2023). However, there was also increasing (often implicit) pressure in 
academia to engage in doctoral studies and publish research, especially within competitive 
environments (Almond, 2023). Indeed, although their study was published out with the 
scope of our review, in their duo-ethnography Edwards and Parkinson (2024) reflect on the 
transition to academia from social work practice, citing the explicit undermining of their 
extensive level of practice expertise within the academic sphere, where they described 
feeling alienated from the academic community due to not holding a PhD. The devaluing 
of practice skills and expertise could thusly also contribute to pressures experienced to 
pursue doctoral studies, in order to feel validated within the academic environment. The 
perception of having a doctorate varies, with some practitioners viewing it as essential for 
legitimacy in academia, while others may feel that it does not align with their primary 
identity as educators or clinicians (Lopes et al., 2014). The introduction of the practice- 
based doctorate or ‘doctorate of social work’ in the UK and much of the global north has 
been suggested as one means by which the practice-research gap can be bridged, potentially 
facilitating the consolidation of an identity that balances both the practitioner and academic 
identity (Thyer, 2015, 2024). Therefore, it could be suggested that social work academic 
identity might lend itself to Professional Doctorates. As there is limited evidence however, 
the role of the practice-based doctorate in developing social work academic identity would 
merit further research to enhance our understanding of the role of research training 
through doctoral studies.

The final question related to what the benefits of practice knowledge and expertise in 
teaching in the care professions were and how these influence the professions’ academic 
identity. Here, practice knowledge is seen as playing a crucial role in shaping teaching 
approaches and academic identity by bridging theory and practice. The integration of 
practical expertise in teaching helped ground theoretical concepts, providing students 
with relevant and applied learning experiences (Evans et al., 2010). It also provided 
legitimacy and credibility, such that academic staff with strong clinical backgrounds are 
often perceived as more credible by students and colleagues, particularly in disciplines 
where practical experience is highly valued (Attenborough & Abbott, 2019). Indeed, 
Edwards and Parkinson (2024) argue that as skilled professionals who hold advanced 
critical analysis and engagement skills, social work practitioners are well placed to 
contribute to research which bridges the gap between academia and practice, and to do 
so in methodologically appropriate, ethical ways which uphold the value-base of the 
profession. Despite the benefits of practitioner expertise to teaching and bridging 
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academic and practice knowledge gaps, practitioners may still struggle to establish 
a research identity, especially when the discipline’s academic position is contested, as 
seen in nursing (Barrow, 2023). Consequently, using practice-based knowledge to inform 
curriculum development and teaching strategies could help navigate the tensions 
between ‘knowing’ and ‘doing,’ as well as promote a more holistic approach to academic 
identity development (Seymour, 2006).

Overall, the development of academic identity in care professions involves navigating 
complex transitions, leveraging practice-based expertise, and addressing research and 
legitimacy challenges within a competitive and individualistic academic environment. 
This has key implications for the social work academy, in which recruitment and 
retention of the social work academic workforce would benefit from the prioritization 
of community and relationality, bridging of practice and academic knowledge gaps and 
additional (unstructured and structured) support during the transition from practice and 
induction to academia. Further areas of research include the mentoring and retention of 
social work academics, the engendering of research culture in the social work academy, 
and the influence of social work’s ontological position on the academic identity of the 
discipline. Given the already contested nature of the academic positions of some of the 
disciplines discussed in this systematic review, it is worth noting that social work, like 
many care professions, is under-valued (Block et al., 2018). Therefore, further research is 
merited in understanding how the already under-valued nature of caring professions, like 
social work, contributes to their contested positions within the academy. Engendering 
a greater understanding of the influence of conceptualizations of social work, and helping 
professions more generally, would not only contribute to potentially strengthening social 
work’s academic identity, but to bridging existing practice and knowledge gaps, strength
ening its ontological position.
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