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ABSTRACT 

Introduction: This study identifies and analyzes the 
levels of relations between decision-making compe- 
tency, self-determination, and health lifestyle in nurs- 
ing students. Methods: This study was designed as a 
descriptive research to identify the relations of nurs- 
ing students’ decision-making competency, self-deter- 
mination, and health lifestyle. The subjects were 187 
nursing students. Data were collected using a struc- 
tured questionnaire and were analyzed by the IBM 
SPSS Statistics 19 program. Results: Decision-making 
competency of nursing students was 3.38 ± 0.41 points, 
and self-determination was 3.07 ± 0.38 points. Stress 
and physical exercise were the general and health- 
related lifestyle factors that contributed to the differ- 
ences in decision-making competency. There were no 
differences in self-determination according to these 
factors. Conclusion: The results of the study showed 
that the levels of decision-making competency and 
self-determination in nursing students were moderate. 
Further studies are recommended for the develop- 
ment of these core abilities in nursing students. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Young adult years are a transitional period that starts 
during college life, wherein one goes through identity 
conflict, wandering, and confusion in an attempt to pre- 
pare oneself for the adult life; typically, this period is 
associated with high levels of stress among individuals 
[1]. In order to have a successful college life, it is impor- 
tant to expand one’s capability by properly adapting to 
changes and challenges encountered in the new college 

environment and to deal with stress by appropriate deci- 
sion making and self-determination [2]. 

Decision making is a process by which one chooses 
the best from numerous alternatives through a compara- 
tive evaluation in order to solve a matter in hand [3,4]. 
Particularly for nursing students, the aim is to improve 
decision-making competency by involving them in cli- 
nical reasoning process [5], which requires them to or- 
ganize and prioritize given information. Since the clini- 
cal decision making in nurses integrates the entire nurs- 
ing practice and affects patient outcomes, it is a requisite 
for these future nurses to develop such important ability 
[6]. 

Along with decision-making competency, various com- 
petencies are coming up to the surface that nursing stu- 
dents must acquire, and one aspect that functions as en- 
ergizer and regulator is motivation [7]. In self-determi- 
nation theory (SDT), intrinsic motivation and extrinsic 
motivation are not simply opposite, nor is there a clear 
boundary between them. They are rather in continuance 
according to autonomy or self-determination that even 
with an interruption by an extrinsic motivation, intrinsic 
motivation can preserve self-determination [8]. 

In fact, in practicing health improvement, factors, such 
as personal lifestyle and changes in one’s environment, 
bring different outcomes but from the point of SDT. It is 
being reported that self-determination is something that 
can predict and determine whether one can start and main- 
tain his or her chosen health behaviors [9,10]. 

Furthermore, since nursing students pursue a health- 
related field and are in charge of educating health issues 
to improve patients’ health, it is important to identify 
their health lifestyle [11]. It is therefore necessary to as- 
certain the relations of their decision making, self-de- 
termination, and health behaviors.  

Most of the previous studies done on college students’ 
decision making or self-determination explored the young 
adults’ difficulties in deciding their career path [2,12,13] *Corresponding author. 
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and thus ignored the importance of rational decision 
making and self-determination [14]. In addition, it is 
impossible to find such research conducted with nursing 
students. Therefore, a study comparing the degree of 
nursing students’ decision-making competency and self- 
determination with their health lifestyle is necessary. 

2. METHODS 

2.1. Study Design 

This study was designed as a descriptive research to 
identify the relations of nursing students’ decision-mak- 
ing competency, self-determination, and health lifestyle. 

2.2. Study Subjects and Data Collection  
Procedure 

The subjects of this study were nursing students of a 
nursing junior college located in Gangwon-do, and the 
purpose of the study, willingness to participate, and con- 
fidentiality of shared information were discussed, agreed, 
and signed before they participated in the survey. Using 
G*Power 3.1 and assuming a significance level of 0.05, 
power of test of 0.95, and effect size of 0.05 (medium), 
176 participants were necessary. Structured question- 
naires were used, and 192 out of 200 questionnaires were 
collected between 03/18/2013 and 03/25/2013; out of 
192, 187 questionnaires, excluding 5 no-response ones, 
were included in the data analysis. 

2.3. Study Tool 

Decision-making competency is a process of choosing a 
certain action from numerous alternatives in order to 
achieve one’s goal [3] and in this study, Decision-Mak- 
ing-Competency Inventory (DMCI), a tool that Miller & 
Byrnes (2001) [15] first developed and Park, Oh, Ham, 
Lim, & Lim (2012) [16] later revised, was used. DMCI 
consists of 18 questions: 8 self-observation questions, 2 
self-confidence questions. It uses the rating standard 5- 
point Likert scale that measures from “strongly disagree” 
(1 point) to “strongly agree” (5 points); higher points 
indicate higher decision-making competency. Reliability 
(Cronbach’s α) of the study done by Park, Oh, Ham, Lim, 
& Lim (2012) [16] was 0.76, and in this study it was 
0.783. 

Self-determination shows the degree of self will and 
attributes involved in making decisions [17]. The tool 
used in this study to measure self-determination was 
what Hayamizu (1997) [18] first developed and Lee 
(2007) [17] revised. Self-determination tool consists of 
24 questions and is divided into 4 categories: external 
motivation, introjected motivation, identified motivation, 
and intrinsic motivation, each consisting of 6 questions. 
It uses the rating standard 5-point Likert scale that meas- 

ures from “strongly disagree” (1 point) to “strongly agree” 
(5 points); higher points indicate higher level of self- 
determination. Reliability of this study was Cronbach’s α 
0.745. 

Lastly, for health lifestyle, recognition of stress, smoking 
status, drinking status, and exercising status were surveyed. 

2.4. Data Analysis 

Collected data were analyzed using the IBM SPSS Sta- 
tistics 19 program. Subjects’ health behaviors were ana- 
lyzed by frequency and percentage, decision-making com- 
petency and self-determination were averaged, and set 
standard deviation was calculated. The difference be- 
tween decision-making competency and self-determi- 
nation according to health lifestyle was analyzed using 
t-test and F-test, and Student-Newman-Keuls’ method 
was used in the post-hoc test. 

3. RESULTS 

3.1. Subjects’ General Health Lifestyle,  
Decision-Making Competency, and Level of 
Self-Determination 

Approximately 84.0% of the student subjects were fe- 
male and 16.0% were male; 39.0% were freshmen, 
32.6% were sophomores, and 28.3% were juniors. For 
health lifestyle, 54.5% recognized their stress, and 45.5% 
did not. Smoking status was estimated as 9.6% current 
smokers, 4.8% former smokers, and 85.6% never smok- 
ers. Drinkers were 56.1% and non-drinkers were 43.9%. 
About 20.3% said that they exercised regularly and 79.9% 
said that they did not. 

The subjects’ decision-making competency and level 
of self-determination are shown in Table 1. Decision- 
making competency ranged from 2.39 points to 4.44 
points, averaging 3.38 points. Average by subcategory 
showed that the subjects scored the highest on self-con- 
fidence with 3.46 points, followed by self-observation 

 
Table 1. Decision-making competency and level of self-deter- 
mination (n = 187). 

Variable Mean (SD) Min Max 

DMC 3.38 (0.41) 2.39 4.44 

self-observation 3.35 (0.38) 2.13 4.50 

self-judgment 3.13 (0.57) 1.75 4.50 

self-confidence 3.46 (0.67) 1.00 5.00 

Self-determination 3.07 (0.38) 1.83 4.00 

external motivation 2.46 (0.69) 1.00 4.50 

introjected motivation 3.11 (0.66) 1.00 5.00 

identified motivation 3.75 (0.57) 2.33 5.00 

intrinsic motivation 2.96 (0.67) 1.00 4.83 

Abbreviations: DMC = Decision-making competency. 
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with 3.35 points, and self-judgment with 3.1335 points. 
Level of self-determination ranged between 1.83 points 
and 4.00 points, averaging 3.07 points. By subcategory, 
identified motivation ranked the highest (3.75 points), 
followed by introjected motivation (3.11 points), intrinsic 
motivation (2.98 points), and external motivation (2.46 
points). 

3.2. Difference in Decision-Making Competency 
According to Health Lifestyle 

The difference in decision-making competency accord- 
ing to health lifestyle is shown in Table 2. Decision- 
making competency was higher in male students than in 
female students, and by college level, it was highest 
among freshmen, followed by juniors, then sophomores, 
but there was no significant statistical difference found. 
Under the stress category, the ones that recognized stress 
had lower level of decision-making competency, which 
showed significant statistical difference (t = 1.980, p = 
0.049). By smoking status, former smokers had the high- 
est level of decision-making competency, followed by 
never smokers, then current smokers. Drinkers showed 
higher level of competency but did not show statistically 
significant difference. Under the exercise category, deci- 
sion-making competency was higher in the ones who 
exercised regularly and this showed significant statistical 
difference (t = 3.129, p = 0.000). In those who exercised 
regularly, levels of self-observation (t = 2.123, p = 0.035) 

and self-judgment (t = 3.688, p = 0.000) were high and 
showed significant statistical differences. 

3.3. Difference in Self-Determination According 
to Health Lifestyle 

Difference in self-determination according to health life- 
style is shown in Table 3. Self-determination tended to 
be lower in male students and by college level, it was 
ranked from highest to lowest as sophomores, juniors, 
and freshmen; however, no significant statistical differ- 
ence was present. According to stress recognition, those 
that recognized stress showed higher self-determination, 
and according to smoking status, self-determination was 
highest in never smokers, followed by former smokers, 
then current smokers. In addition, drinkers tended to 
show higher points, but exercise did not make significant 
difference. In aggregate, all of these showed no signifi- 
cant statistical differences. By subcategory, there were 
significant statistical differences in external motivation 
of females (t = 2.468, p = 0.014), those who recognized 
stress (t = 2.010, p = 0.046), and those who did not exer- 
cise (t = 2.675, p = 0.008). In case of introjected motive- 
tion, sophomores showed higher points than juniors (F = 
4.923, p = 0.008). In case of identified motivation, the 
former and never smokers had higher points (F = 3.108, 
p = 0.047), as well as those who exercised regularly (t = 
2.177, p = 0.031), all of which showed significant statis- 
tical difference. 

 
Table 2. Difference in decision-making competency according to health lifestyle (n = 187). 

DMC Self-observation Self-judgement Self-confidence 

Variable Classification Mean 
(SE) 

t or F 
(p) 

Mean 
(SE) 

t or F 
(p) 

Mean 
(SE) 

t or F 
(p) 

Mean 
(SE) 

t or F 
(p) 

Gender Female 3.36 (0.03) 0.867 3.36 (0.02) 0.318 3.11 (0.04) 0.670 3.43 (0.04) 0.941 

 Male 3.44 (0.08) (0.387) 3.33 (0.08) (0.751) 3.19 (0.10) (0.503) 3.60 (0.16) (0.353) 

Grade 1st 3.45 (0.04) 2.043 3.39 (0.03) 0.474 3.18 (0.06) 0.646 3.56 (0.06) 1.295 

 2nd 3.31 (0.05) (0.133) 3.34 (0.05) (0.623) 3.06 (0.07) (0.525) 3.40 (0.09) (0.276) 

 3rd 3.35 (0.05)  3.32 (0.06)  3.13 (0.07)  3.39 (0.10)  

Stress Have 3.32 (0.04) 1.980 3.32 (0.03) 1.387 3.08 (0.05) 1.272 3.41 (0.07) 1.019 

 None 3.44 (0.04) (0.049) 3.40 (0.04) (0.167) 3.18 (0.06) (0.205) 3.51 (0.06) (0.310) 

Smoking Current 3.33 (0.10) 0.439 3.25 (0.11) 0.711 3.04 (0.12) 1.301 3.52 (0.23) 0.112 

 Former 3.48 (0.10) (0.645) 3.33 (0.11) (0.492) 3.41 (0.16) (0.275) 3.50 (0.22) (0.894) 

 Never 3.38 (0.03)  3.37 (0.02)  3.12 (0.04)  3.45 (0.05)  

Drinking Have 3.39 (0.03) 0.362 3.36 (0.03) 0.332 3.10 (0.05) 0.575 3.53 (0.05) 1.686 

 None 3.36 (0.04) (0.712) 3.34 (0.04) (0.740) 3.15 (0.06) (0.566) 3.36 (0.08) (0.094) 

Physical Have 3.56 (0.06) 3.129 3.47 (0.06) 2.123 3.38 (0.07) 3.688 3.53 (0.13) 0.786 

exercise None 3.33 (0.03) (0.002) 3.32 (0.03) (0.035) 3.06 (0.04) (0.000) 3.44 (0.05) (0.433) 

Abbreviations: DMC = Decision making competency; SE = Standard error. 
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Table 3. Difference in self-determination according to health lifestyle (n = 187). 

Self-determination external motivation introjected motivation identified motivation intrinsic motivation
Variable Classification Mean 

(SE) 
t or F 
(p) 

Mean 
(SE) 

t or F
(p) 

Mean 
(SE) 

t or F
(p) 

Mean 
(SE) 

t or F 
(p) 

Mean 
(SE) 

t or F
(p) 

Gender Female 3.09 (0.03) 1.471 2.52 (0.05) 2.468 3.15 (0.05) 1.575 3.77 (0.12) 0.129 3.02 (0.14) 0.557

 Male 2.98 (0.07) (0.143) 2.18 (0.05) (0.014) 2.94 (0.12) (0.117) 3.75 (0.04) (0.898) 2.95 (0.05) (0.578)

Grade 1st 3.09 (0.04) 2.665 2.36 (0.07) 1.667 3.10 (0.07) 4.923 3.85 (0.06) 2.601 3.05 (0.07) 1.215

 2nda 3.14 (0.05) (0.072) 2.57 (0.09) (0.192) 3.30 (0.08) (0.008) 3.75 (0.06) (0.077) 2.92 (0.08) (0.299)

 3rdb 2.97 (0.05)  2.48 (0.10)  2.92 (0.08) a > b† 3.61 (0.08)  2.88 (0.10)  

Stress Have 3.09 (0.04) 0.508 2.55 (0.07) 2.010 3.14 (0.07) 0.607 3.72 (0.05) 0.743 2.92 (0.06) 0.798

 None 3.06 (0.03) (0.612) 2.35 (0.06) (0.046) 3.08 (0.06) (0.545) 3.79 (0.06) (0.458) 3.00 (0.07) (0.426)

Smoking Current 2.98 (0.07) 0.744 2.96 (0.14) 0.321 2.34 (0.20) 0.564 2.98 (0.13) 3.108 3.64 (0.17) 0.783

 Formera 3.01 (0.13) (0.477) 3.24 (0.18) (0.725) 2.46 (0.19) (0.570) 3.01 (0.17) (0.047) 3.33 (0.19) (0.458)

 Neverb 3.09 (0.03)  2.94 (0.05)  2.48 (0.05)  3.13 (0.05) a < b† 2079 (0.04)  

Drinking Have 3.09 (0.03) 0.834 2.48 (0.06) 0.323 3.18 (0.06) 1.573 3.72 (0.05) 0.773 2.99 (0.06) 0.702

 None 3.05 (0.04) (0.405) 2.44 (0.08) (0.747) 3.03 (0.06) (0.117) 3.79 (0.06) (0.440) 2.92 (0.07) (0.478)

Physical Have 3.07 (0.05) 0.013 2.20 (0.11) 2.675 3.02 (0.11) 1.006 3.93 (0.09) 2.177 3.14 (0.12) 1.890

exercise None 3.07 (0.03) (0.989) 2.53 (0.05) (0.008) 3.14 (0.05) (0.316) 3.71 (0.04) (0.031) 2.91 (0.05) (0.060)

†Student-Newman-Keuls. 

 
4. DISCUSSION 

Decision-making competency and self-determination are 
two very important factors in clinical situation for nurs- 
ing students as future nurses. According to the results of 
this study, the level of decision-making competency of 
nursing students was intermediate, and by subcategory, 
self-judgment was the lowest. Comparing the results 
with a previous study [2], the decision-making compe- 
tency of college students, regardless of their academic 
major, tended to be in the intermediate level, and by sub- 
category, it showed lowest in self-judgment, which was 
similar to the present study. The subcategory self-judg- 
ment is related to recognition and judgment of one’s own 
action, which also means comparing and judging be- 
tween one’s present performance and standard [16]. 
Therefore, college students who are in their early adult 
years are in a transitional period wherein their beliefs and 
standards are not yet established, and this result probably 
means that they are still lacking ability to make the best 
rational decision. Moreover, the level of self-determina- 
tion of nursing students in this study was in the interme- 
diate level and by subcategory, identified motivation 
ranked the highest and external motivation ranked the 
lowest, which was exactly the same with the results of 
previous studies [17,19]. By contrast to external motiva- 
tion, identified motivation refers to making decisions 
according to his or her own will as he or she believes that 
a certain action is worthy in achieving a given goal or is 
of personal importance. In case of external motivation, it 
is a status that has the lowest autonomy among all other 
extrinsic motivations, which implies lacking self-will 

because it acts upon external limitations, and thus, self- 
determination is the lowest in this status [7,19]. In case 
of nursing students, they tend to act according to what 
they perceive as worthy, rather than the fact that they 
must obey rules or avoid penalties. However, they did 
not show satisfying results in terms of intrinsic motiva- 
tion, which signifies the highest level of self-determina- 
tion and making choices according to one’s inner pleas- 
ure or interest. In order for nursing students to acquire 
core competencies, they must increase their intrinsic mo- 
tivation for studying, and nursing educators must also 
take interest in intrinsic motivation in the education field 
and make use of it. 

The result of this study also showed that there was a 
difference in decision-making competency depending on 
nursing students’ general characteristics or health life- 
style, including whether one recognizes stress and exer- 
cises regularly. In case of those who did not feel stressed 
and had regular exercise, the level of decision-making 
competency was high. In this regard, it is not possible to 
check causality between variables but an explanation 
may be derived that by planning, evaluating, and judging 
one’s actions and making the best decisions accordingly, 
nursing students may feel less stress and can maintain 
long-term health lifestyle by engaging in regular physical 
activities. In external motivation, a subcategory of self- 
determination, the nursing students had differences de- 
pending on sex, stress recognition, and regular physical 
activities. Moreover, females who did not recognize stress 
and did not exercise regularly had higher external moti- 
vation levels than males. Such result was different from a 
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previous study [7], which reported that sex did not make 
any difference in one’s external motivation. However, the 
reality that the nursing students who have limited free- 
dom and must follow rules of authorities feel more stress 
and lack regular exercise seems to be related to their de- 
cision-making competency. In case of introjected moti- 
vation, sophomore students showed higher levels than 
did the junior students, which was different from a pre- 
vious study that reported higher level of introjected mo- 
tivation in high school students than in middle school 
students [19]. Introjected motivation signifies actions 
taken to be recognized by others rather than to avoid 
punishments, and it is considered that the time of data 
collection for this study must have affected the results. 
Data for this study were collected around end of March, 
which was the month after the sophomore students started 
with their clinical training. For this reason, it seems that 
the motivation of sophomores to be recognized by others 
and to avoid criticism in a new environment played an 
important role compared with other college levels but 
more accurate analysis through repetitive research is 
necessary. In case of identified motivation, the never 
smokers showed higher levels than the former smokers, 
especially those with regular exercise. By this, we can 
assume that the more nursing students act according to 
what they think is worthy, the less they tend to smoke 
and the more they have regular physical activities. 
Therefore, mediation modalities that can increase a sub- 
ject’s intrinsic motivation level must be arranged and 
integrated into nursing education to maintain a healthy 
lifestyle. 

5. CONCLUSION 

As future nurses, nursing students should acquire core 
abilities necessary in clinical settings, including decision 
making and self-determination; thus, this study, which 
analyzed the relations of the variables and health lifestyle 
in nursing students pursuing a health-related field, is 
considered significant. Based on the results of this study, 
it is necessary to devise a program that will multidimen- 
sionally identify and develop the factors that affect deci- 
sion-making competency and self-determination in nurs- 
ing students. 
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