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Purpose 
The purpose of this qualitative pilot study was to: 
1.  explore motives that drive masters-prepared APRNs to 

return for the Doctor of Nursing Practice degree 
2.  identify key perceived facilitators and barriers to success 

in a DNP program 
3.  develop educational solutions focusing on both 

prospective students as well as DNP program 
administration and faculty.   

Background and Significance 
2004 

The AACN published its position on the practice doctorate.  
In addition to endorsing the DNP degree, the AACN 
recommended that the DNP be the educational degree 
needed for entry into advanced nursing practice by the year 
2015 for the four advanced practice registered nursing 
(APRN) roles which include nurse practitioners, certified 
nurse midwives, nurse anesthetists, and clinical nurse 
specialists. 
 

2015 
• Over 2,400 DNP graduates nationwide  
• DNP programs accepting students in 48 states + DC as well 
as national distance education programs 
• In addition to the 243 current DNP programs, over 50 
additional programs are in development   
• Despite this, there is little disseminated information that 
identifies strategies for success and possible barriers to 
success in a DNP program.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Methods 

Design of the project 
Qualitative Pilot Study  
 
Sample and Setting 
Sample:  N = 39 recruited from DNP Listserv mailing lists 
Setting:  Online Survey using Survey Monkey 
Criteria for inclusion:  APRNs who have completed a post-
masters DNP program 
 
Instruments  
• Responses to open-ended questions about perceptions and 
experiences of the participants’ DNP programs 
• Demographic questions 
 
Procedures 
Participants were asked to list: 
1.  several reasons why they made the decision to return for 

a DNP 
2.  what they found particularly helpful or useful for success 

in their programs 
3.  any barriers or challenges to their success 
4.  what advice they would offer current or prospective DNP 

students 
 
Additionally, participants: 
• described their capstone projects documented the length of 
their programs 
• discussed how their findings were disseminated 
• indicated whether or not the completion of the DNP program 
increased their yearly salaries 
• selected an overall satisfaction rating with the decision to 
return for a DNP scaled 1-10 with 1 being extremely 
dissatisfied and 10 being extremely satisfied 
• submitted demographics data 

Data Analysis 
• Descriptive statistics 
• Content analysis (to determine themes from participant 
responses to open-ended questions) 
 
Ethical Considerations 
• IRB approval obtained from Frontier Nursing University 
• Subjects provided anonymous responses and only 
aggregate data are reported 
 
 
Results 

Conclusions 
• Faculty/mentor support was most frequently cited to be an 
important facilitator for DNP program success 

• DNP program issues were most frequently cited as being a 
barrier to success, even above personal issues. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Implications for Practice 
Information provided by participants will be useful in DNP 
education, both for new DNP student orientation as well as 
for faculty education. 

With student-identified barriers to success focusing on 
program and faculty related concerns, it is essential for DNP 
program directors and faculty to be consistent with 
requirements and to have the same vision for the overall 
goal of the DNP as a degree, and it is critical to maintain 
consistent requirements during times of university flux. 

Recommendations: 

• University appointment of designated faculty who teach 
exclusively in the DNP courses for post-master’s DNP 
programs 
• All DNP chairs should be trained by an experienced DNP 
chair.  Included in this preparation should be formal training 
modules that include activities on positive conflict resolution 
and information on fostering an encouraging environment for 
the student.  
• Regular meetings of DNP faculty (exclusively) to establish 
and verify consistency amongst faculty on not only 
assignment requirements but on consistency of capstone 
project quality and outcome goals for the DNP-prepared 
student. 
• Recommend that DNP program directors and administrators 
include information on strategies for program success at the 
university orientation.  This should include an active 
discussion with student participation on reducing community 
activities and delegating housework and other 
responsibilities, what to discuss with loved ones regarding 
the support needed, and what to expect regarding program 
workload.   
• It is strongly recommended that DNP orientations be held 
on campus for programs taught partially online or in-person 
at a designated space for programs that are taught 
exclusively online.   
• Orientation should include team-building activities and the 
active promotion of bonding with other students.   
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