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Gender imbalances in nursing education remain.[1] The proportion of 
men in nursing has persistently remained low, despite relative progress 
being noted with regard to the proportion of women entering professions 
previously deemed the realm of men.[2] In South Africa (SA), according to 
the South African Nursing Council (SANC), 2019 statistics on the provincial 
distribution of nursing manpower showed that only 10.4% of practising 
nurses were male, while 8% were male nursing students.[3] Historically, 
nursing has been viewed as compatible with the natural care or nurturing 
that women give spontaneously. This view has led to care being seen as 
a feminine virtue, and a way in which many women act on their moral 
beliefs.[4] The development of modern nursing, following the efforts of 
Florence Nightingale, led to the feminisation of the profession and largely 
excluded men from nursing as a career.[2] It is also viewed as emotional 
labour and a vocation that requires dedication, which has led to the division 
of labour and the gendered nature of care.[5] Men who choose nursing as a 
career encounter negative stereotypes, gender discrimination and restricted 
employment.[4] Society generally views men as unsuitable caregivers, being 
incapable of providing compassion and sensitive care.[6] In their attempts at 
caring, male nurses are not seen as doing what ‘real men’ do. Therefore, they 
constantly have to defend their career choice.[7] 

The perpetuation of hegemonic masculinities in society situates men 
as sexual aggressors or even as violent individuals.[8] Providing basic 
nursing care thus becomes a challenge for men, as they frequently feel 
their motivation to touch is viewed with suspicion, or that they risk being 
accused of sexual misconduct.[2,9] The sexual misconduct by some male 
nurses is of great concern in SA, where gender-based violence (GBV) is on 
the rise, along with alarming rape statistics regarding women and young 

girls,[10] with one woman in this country being killed by an intimate partner 
every 8 hours.[9] Many victims of GBV seek medical attention at healthcare 
institutions, where male nurses provide nursing care. Female nurses may 
identify with the trauma of their female patients, while male nurses may 
feel ashamed of the behaviour of the men who caused these women to be 
traumatised.[10] 

Not all male nurses are sexual offenders. Men who enter the field of 
nursing should be seen as professionals who are capable of care.[6] Just as there 
are efforts to encourage women to study science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics,[10] there should be efforts to recruit men for the nursing 
profession to correct the gender imbalance. Nursing education programmes 
should guide students in understanding and navigating the influences that 
patriarchal structures and gender norms have on the nursing profession.[2] The 
purpose of the study was to gain in-depth insights into and an understanding 
of male nursing students’ perceptions of the nursing profession. 

Methods
Study design 
Generic qualitative research was used to explore and describe male nursing 
students’ perceptions of the nursing profession in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) 
Province. This design allowed the researcher to capture the lived experiences 
and grasp details of the social world of male nursing students, as well as the 
meaning they ascribe to their experiences from their unique perspectives.[11] 

Setting 
The study was conducted at two selected public nursing education 
institutions (NEIs) in rural and suburban KZN. 
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Study population and sampling strategy 
The population comprised male nursing students registered at two nursing 
campuses of the KwaZulu-Natal College of Nursing (KZNCN). A non-
probability purposive sampling technique was used to select participants 
who could provide rich, thick information that would offer the researcher 
an in-depth understanding of and insight into[11] male nursing students’ 
perceptions of their profession. The study participants were registered for 
the comprehensive nursing programme (R.425) and were between 21 and 
44 years of age.

Data collection
Data were collected using semi-structured interviews and unstructured 
observation. During the semi-structured interviews, the researcher posed 
several open-ended questions based on the topic being studied.[12] Two 
specific questions were asked, and thereafter probing was used for a deeper 
understanding of the male student nurses’ perceptions of their chosen 
profession (Table  1). The interview questions were refined after pilot 
testing with 2 male nursing students. Before conducting the interviews, the 
researcher provided the participants with a summary of the study, to enable 
them to give informed consent. The participants were informed that the 
interviews would be audiotaped, and confidentiality maintained. Sixteen 
male nursing students participated in 45-minute semi-structured individual 
interviews. Data were collected between May and August 2014. 

Data analysis 
Data were manually analysed using thematic analysis. A verbatim 
transcription was done of the audiotaped semi-structured interviews. The 
researcher immersed herself in the data to become familiar with the content. 
Initial codes were generated, after which the data supporting the codes were 
searched and the themes reviewed. Coding was done by aggregating the 
text into small categories of information, seeking evidence for each code 
from the data.[13] Then, the data were carefully read to identify clusters of 
concepts, and important concepts were labelled to formulate categories 
and themes.[12] The identified themes and sub-themes were reviewed and 
discussed with an independent co-coder. 

Rigour
Rigour, which refers to the quality of qualitative inquiry, is used as 
a way of evaluating qualitative research.[11] Credibility was enhanced 
by purposively selecting participants for their knowledge and unique 
characteristics. To  ensure transferability, rich, in-depth descriptions of 
participant responses were provided. Dependability was achieved by 
conducting semi-structured interviews and keeping an audit trail, where 
the researcher documented (in detail) the methodology, methods of data 
collection and linkage between the data and the findings. Confirmability 
was established by employing the services of an independent co-coder. 
The researcher and co-coder discussed and agreed on the presented 
themes and sub-themes. 

Ethical approval
The researcher obtained ethical approval from the Health Studies Higher 
Degrees Committee, University of South Africa (ref. no. HSHDC/296/2014). 
Approval to conduct the study was also received from Health Research and 
Management, KZN Department of Health (ref. no. HRM29/14), KZNCN 
and the two selected NEIs. The researcher outlined the background, 

purpose, and objective of the study to the purposively selected male student 
nurses. Before commencement of the interviews, the participants signed 
informed consent forms. The real names of the NEIs and participants are 
not reflected in the study or this article. 

Results
Demographic data 
The participants were male nursing students enrolled for a 4-year 
diploma  in the comprehensive nursing programme: general nursing 
sciences, psychiatry, community, and midwifery (R.425). The students 
were in their second and third academic levels and between the ages of 
21 and 44 years.

In the semi-structured interview, two main themes were developed 
(Table 2). The themes and sub-themes are discussed below. 

Theme 1: Sociocultural perceptions of the nursing profession 
The participants perceived the nursing profession as representing an 
extension of women’s work, which includes caring for the sick, children and 
the needy. This perception is based on their backgrounds, which are rooted 
in cultural socialisation as black African men in KZN. 

Nursing profession is an extension of women’s work 
The participants identified the disparate roles of women and men in their 
community/society. They felt that it was the role of women to deal with the 
body of a patient and provide hygiene-related care. A participant expressed 
his views as follows: 

‘My perception is that nursing is something that is for females … . 
Previously, I saw females working in nursing. In my culture, as a male, you 
are not allowed to see a naked old woman, so this is against my culture, so 
that is why I believe it is for women only.’ (M5-2014)
‘I feel nursing is more for women because at home, caring for the sick is 
done by women, also giving birth and taking care of the family, as men we 
oversee things … .’ (M6-2014)
‘… it is more of women’s work because as a nurse you clean up everybody’s 
messes, patients, relatives, sometimes doctors in the ward do not even see 
you, just invisible.’ (M1-2014)

Table 1. Semi-structured interview guide 
Q1: Please describe your perceptions of the nursing profession. 
Q2: Please describe your experiences as a male nursing student when 
providing care to diverse patients. 

Table 2. Research themes and sub-themes
Themes: semi-structured 
interviews Sub-themes 
Theme 1: sociocultural perceptions 
of the nursing profession 

Nursing profession as an extension 
of women’s work
Status of the nursing profession 
Nursing is not a job for men 
Helping others 

Theme 2: reactions towards male 
nurses’ provision of nursing care to 
diverse patients 

Discomfort when caring for elderly 
patients
Fear of misinterpretation of nursing 
care 
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Status of the nursing profession
In most societies in SA, women have inferior status. This inferiority 
influences the social and professional standing of a female-dominated 
profession, e.g. nursing. Some participants perceived nursing as a profession 
with low status. These perceptions were expressed as follows:

‘… nursing is considered as work for everyone, which can be done by 
everyone, as it is part of motherhood … , meaning every woman can do 
it, it is not a good job for men, not what you are doing … .’ (M5-2014)
‘… some think that in nursing you do not study, you just give bedpan, 
bath patients, etc. The only thing you do the whole day is to clean 
patients.’ (M8-2014)
‘Some [people in the community] use offensive names when you pass by; 
in our communities those who are drunk, they will use names … . They 
will say “You are dealing with faecal matter when you are at work, your 
job is to wipe people, especially the old people’s bum … you are not a real 
man”.’ (M1-2014)
‘There are two or three times when I was travelling home in a bus wearing 
my white nurse’s uniform, where the people in the bus, especially men, 
were saying embarrassing things and making fun of me … , this meant 
that men doing nursing are a joke to the society. I think people need to 
stop looking down [on] nursing and regard it with respect, maybe more 
men will join the profession as for now, they are afraid and looking down 
[on] nursing and thinking it is women’s job.’ (M2-2014)

One participant felt that some duties in nursing were not supposed to be 
done by men, as these are not part of what a man is expected to do:

‘[There are] some aspects [of] the job that I feel should not be part of men’s 
job description, [tasks like] for me giving [a] bedpan, pressure care and 
wiping women’s back. From a cultural point of view, men are not supposed 
to be cleaning [up] after sick women and bathing children. If you are 
[doing] these tasks, it’s like you are losing your manhood… .’ (M2-2014)

Nursing is not a job for men
Men who choose nursing as a career run the risk of being stigmatised as 
weak, soft or homosexual. There is an assumption that men do not cry or, if 
they do, it must not happen in public. The participants shared the view that 
society sees them as ‘half men’ or homosexual. These opinions are expressed 
in the following comments: 

‘… nursing is not a male thing … . It is for soft people, people who are 
feeling for others, people who care, we tend to say men are strong people, 
we do not share our feeling.’ (M9-2014)
‘They [society] see male nurses as … half men, they think … [they] are 
gay because this is a profession for women, they are not full men … .’ 
(M8-2014)
‘The society where I come from as a male nurse, it is not good for me, 
as nursing is for females … . They consider those who are … nurses as 
homosexuals, gays. If you are enrolled in nursing, you will end up being 
a soft person who is not able to care for the patient as expected. You are 
set for failure because of your gender. Sometimes it is tough to be a male 
nurse.’ (M7-2014)

Helping others
Male nurses choose nursing to help others. Nursing is a caring profession, 
which suggests that the partipants have the will to provide care to patients 
who need it. 

‘… to be able to provide help, nursing has given me a chance to help 
another person to feel better.’ (M2-2014)

Theme 2: Reactions towards male nurses’ provision of 
nursing care to diverse patients
Male nursing students are required to provide quality nursing care to diverse 
patients, regardless of their cultural, societal and religious affiliations. The 
majority of basic nursing care procedures involves being in physical contact 
with the naked body of a patient. Different cultural and religious beliefs 
ascribe accepted ways of caring for the human body. These beliefs may 
create a barrier during nursing care implementation.

Discomfort when nursing an elderly patient
The age of a patient plays a pivotal role in the provision of care. For the 
participants, providing care to patients of advanced age brought about 
discomfort, especially seeing them naked. Respecting elderly patients 
meant not seeing them naked, which may lead to bad luck. This is 
expressed as follows: 

‘I am an African young man, I was taught to respect my elderly. Caring for 
a female naked body is not a good thing for me. Imagine undressing and 
cleaning the body of an old lady? I respect her as my grandmother. In my 
culture, age plays an important role: an old person is like one’s mother or 
father and seeing them naked is equivalent to disrespecting your parents.’ 
(M1-2014)
‘Caring for the naked body of an adult patient is a difficult thing. When 
I am delegated … the task, I try by all means to change shift/the duty 
to someone else, because in my culture we tend to say that if you see 
someone’s naked body, more especially the genital parts, you will have bad 
luck. You will have to go home and get a chicken to remove ubumnyama 
(darkness, bad luck).’ (M12-2014)

Fear of misinterpretation of nursing care 
In an era where there is a high prevalence of gender-based violence, male 
nursing students find it difficult to care for female patients. Their fears are 
justified as follows:

‘There are procedures that I am not comfortable doing because I am a 
man, such as taking care [of], or looking at, the naked body of [a] patient 
of the opposite sex and same age … it is a disaster … , I am just scared.’ 
(M15-2014)
‘When caring for the patient, you have to screen [for privacy]; that makes 
me feel scared as I am alone behind the screen with a female patient, just 
the two of us. You don’t know what they are thinking … .’ (M10-2014)
‘I need assistance from a female person to feel safe … , because of the 
lawsuits … these days. It is difficult to care for female patients, because 
privacy is needed when doing a procedure.’ (M1-2014)
‘A female [nurse] must be there to assure that the patient feels safe, 
because many people [female patients] have been raped, they are still 
scared when they are in the hospital. It is also for myself because I know 
I am going to be alone with her [female patient] and with the screening, 
being alone with the patient and no one knows what is happening there 
[behind the screen]. And women are highly respected and so the fault 
[blame] will be on me … .’ (M4-2014)

Male nurses provide care cautiously to avoid misinterpretation and protect 
themselves. Most participants expressed uneasiness in providing nursing 



Published online  AJHPE         5

Research

care to female patients. They seek the assistance of female nurses to work as 
chaperones alongside them, as the following comments testify: 

‘… when I have to take care of the female [patient], I make sure that 
there is a female nurse to protect myself, and maybe the patient too … 
.’ (M1-2014)
‘I still feel that as a male nurse I need protection, I must have a female 
nurse to assist me … .’ (M3-2014)
‘Life is tough out there, I must have someone who is going to back me up 
… , a female nurse must be there. I feel safe having her to protect me and 
my future reference, should the patient feel otherwise.’ (M4-2014)

The male student nurse participants reported providing cautious or defensive 
nursing care, which makes it difficult for them to provide quality care.

Discussion 
The perception of nursing as an extension of women’s work promotes gender 
discrimination against men, based on their perceived inability to care. The 
feminine classification of nursing has led to a minority of men entering 
the profession.[2] The recruitment of men in a nursing programme in a 
developed country has remained static at ~10%.[14] In 2017, 11% of nurses 
in the UK were male.[15] As noted, the status of the nursing profession 
remains based on gender dominance. Nursing is shaped by a patriarchal 
power structure that situates caregiving within the feminine realm and 
marginalises the caring acts of male nurses.[16] Traditional gender roles and 
norms are often imposed and reinforced in nursing education and practice, 
potentially limiting diversity and innovation in the profession.[17] Most 
male student nurses live in patriarchal societies that emphasise gender roles 
by clearly articulating what is expected of each gender. Men who choose 
nursing as a career are considered non-adherents to patriarchy, and their 
gender identity is questioned.[18] 

The male nursing students who participated in this study considered the 
human body to be sacred. Basic nursing care requires male nurses to expose 
and touch the naked body of a patient.[19,20] The reaction of the patient and 
nurse to such touch is based on the age, gender and cultural background 
of the parties involved. As mentioned, SA continues to battle the scourge 
of GBV.[10] Many male nurses find it difficult to provide nursing care freely, 
without fear of being falsely accused of sexual violence by patients or their 
families.[20] In this study, many male nurses feared litigation, especially 
when caring for female patients. In one study, patients wanted male nurses 
to communicate with them, and to be given a chance to express a gender 
preference prior to being treated by a nurse.[21]

Men are expected to be strong, even rough and violent,[11] and 
these preconceptions lead to male nurses being classified as sexual 
perpetrators.[22] The SANC recorded 55 cases of poor nursing care and 
3 of sexual assault during 2014 - 2019,[23] without stipulating the gender of 
those responsible for such misconduct. While there may be little reporting 
of sexual misconduct by male nurses, the media have reported incidences 
of male nurses being accused of heinous acts against young girls: in 2019, 
for instance, a male nurse appeared in court for allegedly murdering a 
4-year-old girl.[24] Early in 2020, a 52-year-old male nurse was arrested 
for allegedly raping his 2-year-old stepdaughter.[25] These instances 
of sexual  misconduct violate the ethical code of conduct of nursing 
professionals and confirm society’s perception of male nurses as sexual 
perpetrators,[9,11] putting pressure on male nurses when they perform their 
caring functions.[6] 

Male nurses resort to using strategies to protect themselves when providing 
care to diverse patients, especially women. The study participants admitted 
to being comfortable when providing care to female patients in the presence 
of a female nurse, as they feared being falsely accused of touching a patient 
inappropriately. As reported in one study, male nurses traded intimate 
care tasks with female colleagues and used female nurses as chaperones.[2] 
Some authors discourage the automatic use of chaperones, as it may lead to 
patients not trusting male nurses.[21] Many male nurses modify procedures 
to minimise touching or exposing patients.[22] They are forced to be cautious 
caregivers, as their care is often not accepted or is mistrusted by society.[7] 

Male nurses enter the nursing profession to help people in need of 
care.[4] Gender profiles at NEIs should be revised to reflect the diversity 
of  the  population.[4] Male nurses can provide care in the service of 
humanity, in the same way as their female counterparts. They need to be 
allowed to excel at caring for others. 

Study limitations 
The study was conducted at two NEIs in rural and suburban KZN. The 
qualitative research approach was used, and therefore the results cannot be 
generalised. 

Conclusion and recommendations 
The recruitment of men will assist in curbing the shortage of nurses and will 
increase diversity. An inclusive curriculum is necessary to promote a gender-
friendly and non-discriminatory teaching and learning environment. Male 
nurses are needed to serve as visible role models, who can coach and support 
male students. Their caring capacity should be evident to allow society to 
accept and appreciate the value they bring to the nursing profession. The 
actions of male nurses who jeopardise the profession must not be ignored. 
The SANC must continue with disciplinary action for all misconduct, 
following the legal prescripts of the country.
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