
MEN IN NURSING: 
THE MEANING OF 
OUR WORK IN 
NURSING: THE 
MEANINOF OUR 
WORKSUE ANDERSON, PhD, RN, FNP-BC
Saint Mary’s College 
Notre Dame, IN



No conflict of interest

Approved by Indiana 
University and Saint 
Mary’s College IRB

Project supported by:



Nursing workforce diversity and education

• In the USA:
• Demographics: Middle-aged female dominated profession

• Diversity: Mainly Caucasian

• Education: BSN education on the rise in newer cohorts. Taught from 
female perspective

• Men: satisfied yet feel: used, fear, pressured, “gendered otherness.”



Meaning of work

• Nursing: A calling
• Implies the work has deep meaning – personally and for community.

• Meaningful work:
• enables self-authenticity; 
• Is fully expressed;
• Competent; 
• Contributes to the greater good



Method

• Qualitative Photovoice Study
• Participatory Action Research using a camera
• Photo-elicited interviews
• Thematic coding
• Member checking at final meeting

• Recruitment: Convenience sample. 
• 10 men: 7 BSN students with clinical experience, 3 Registered Nurses
• Six were between 18-34 years old; Four were 35-44
• Seven were white; 2 were Hispanic/Latino; 1 was African American



Themes

• The Journey:
• In the beginning: Relationships and role modeling
• Nursing education
• The work experience

• The Meaning



The Journey



In the beginning….. 



Relationships and role modeling

• John
• “My mom was sick three times with cancer…and I got to stay with her 

(when) she went for her chemo and radiation… And (when) I 
went…her color was different, her mood was different, she had more 
energy, she was more willing to accept things. If she had to get bad 
news, she could take it more. And I really firmly believe…that it was 
because of the nursing care she got. Doctors are good. They order the 
right stuff. But the nurses that took care of her, and gave her a back 
rub at 11 o'clock at night. That's, you think oh it's a back rub, but for 
her, that was, she never thought she'd have that. And that really 
changed her course every weekend she went there for that stuff.”



Learning to be a nurse



Nursing education
• The Process of education:

• Samuel: “Some of my old nursing school books, and some of my new books. I 
just see that as a never-ending education, I guess. We're always continuously 
learning. As healthcare changes and they discover how to treat new things, 
we also adapt, and we try to use the best ... The newest and the best care that 
we can get, we use it towards our education, I guess.”

• Nursing faculty
• Instrumental, highly valued
• Create opportunities when men were excluded from clinical experiences
• Sometimes did not see when men struggled with “unwritten rules”
• Men counted on faculty to ensure they received full spectrum of nursing 

education



The Work



The work
• Lifelong learning

• Stress - self care:
• Emotional and physical stress
• Gender, sexual orientation, racial bias, unwritten rules
• Fear of intimate touch during care provision, exclusion from clinical experiences
• Negotiated presence

• Empathy, compassion, altruism, hard work, openness, awareness of struggles 
of others

• Need to be involved in policy: hospital, local, state, national arenas



The meaning



A way of life

• Victor:
• Nursing is about caring for everyone and helping those who are in 

need. We are there for the happy moments, like welcoming a newborn 
into the world, and we are there for the sad moments, like when a 
loved one passes away. This profession isn’t about the money or the 
letters behind our name. It is about caring unconditionally for 
everyone we come into contact with, not just the patients but their 
families and loved ones too. Nursing to me is a way of life and it is not 
an easy one, but it is a very rewarding one. 



It is who I am

• Chris:
• “Nursing is about being an unwavering & supportive presence in the 

eyes of the patient. I want the patient to look at me and know that 
I’ve put in the work for them – that being a nurse isn’t just my 
profession, but rather it is who I am as a person. Nurses are always 
nurses, and nurses are always the rock on which the patient relies.” 



It is my purpose

• Don
• “The purpose of my work is to improve human well-being and 

solidarity through compassionate, empathetic and therapeutic care in 
all aspects of society.”



Discussion
• The journey created the rich meaning men found in their work.
• The journey described by the men indicates points of unique stress
• Implications:

• In the USA, increased nursing workforce diversity is critical for patient safety
• Nurses always serve as role models
• Nursing faculty must be aware of learning needs of male students

• Recruitment of more men in nursing academia
• Enlist experienced male RNs for presentations and tto work with male 

nursing students
• Pair male  students with female students during health assessment 

courses; provide guidance about intimate touch
• Nurses need to be aware of reverse sexism and double standards
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