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Social acceptance of nursing during the coronavirus pandemic:
COVID-19 an opportunity to reform the public image of

nursing

Dear Editor

Nursing professionalism has been an important issue in the history
of nursing and in recent decades significant progress has been made
in this direction. One of the most important effective features in
nursing professionalism is the public image and social acceptance
towards nursing. Since Florence Nightingale, the public image of
nursing has always been one of the major challenges of the nursing
profession (Moore et al., 2019). The image of nursing is closely re-
lated to the identity and role of nurses and their cultural background
and affects their clinical performance, job satisfaction, quality of
care, social status, economic value and career development (Kaur
Pushpinder & Rawat, 2017).

The image of nursing has changed over time; from angel and ser-
vantin 1919 to a weak and feminine image in the years 1920 to 1929
and the following decades to subordinate and receiver of doctors'
orders, and it has finally, morphed into the image of a caregiver in
recent decades (Girvin et al., 2016). Findings show that the public
image of nursing is a multidimensional, all-inclusive, paradoxical,
dynamic and complex concept and it is influenced by nursing ste-
reotypes. In previous studies, 34 different nursing stereotypes have
been identified, some of which include angels of mercy, the doc-
tor’s handmaiden, battle axe and sexy nurse. It should be noted that
most of the identified stereotypes have negative connotations for
the nursing profession and the media have played a key role in the
lingering effects (Girvin et al., 2016). Furthermore, Rezaei-Adaryani
et al. (2012) summarized the undesirable social perception of nurs-
ing in terms such as gender stereotypes, being a physician subordi-
nate, having lower academic standards, harsh working conditions,
low income and limited job opportunities for career advancement.
These negative stereotypes can lead to frustration, low self-esteem
and disruption of nurses’ professional and social identities, creat-
ing a repressive environment for enhancing the nursing profession
(Fontanini et al., 2021).

There are many factors associated with the public image of nurs-
ing. Important factors include media, newspapers, magazines, poor
communication, invisibility, nurses' self-image, behaviours, clothing
style, gender issues and professional organizations (Elmorshedy
et al., 2020; Rezaei-Adaryani et al., 2012). One of the factors that

is less known but effective in creating and strengthening the public
image of nursing is the occurrence of disasters such as earthquakes,
tsunamis and emerging diseases such as severe acute respiratory
syndrome (SARS), Middle East respiratory syndrome-related coro-
navirus (MERS), Ebola, coronavirus and the role of nurses in man-
aging these crises. It should be noted that there are no validated
treatments for many new emerging infectious diseases such as
SARS, MERS and COVID-19 (Wibawa, 2021). The main strategies are
symptomatic and supportive care, such as keeping vital signs stable,
maintaining oxygen saturation and treating complications, such as
secondary infections or organ failure (McGillis Hall & Kashin, 2016;
Wibawa, 2021; Wu et al., 2020). Although we are 2years into the
Covid19 pandemic, due to the evolving nature of the virus and the
emergence of new variants such as Delta and Omicron, additional
studies on standard drug treatments are still underway (Cascella
etal., 2022).

The many challenges and problems that COVID-19 has created
worldwide have received a great deal of media attention. The general
public relies heavily on the media as well as government and global
health organizations for accurate and comprehensive information in
times of health crises. Consequently, the media have covered more
news and images related to nurses in response to COVID-19. The
results show that despite a threefold increase in media coverage
of nursing between 18 March and 18 April 2020 (coinciding with
the outbreak of COVID- 19) compared to the same period last year,
the stereotyped image of nursing, such as the Angels of Mercy with
wounded faces, national heroes, self-sacrifices shown to the public
and even the use of military terms such as war, the battle on the front
lines and death on duty, has become commonplace in both media
and political discourses (Bennett et al., 2020). However, the use of
these military concepts has recently been questioned. Comparing
pandemics to war is both dangerous and wrong, since pandemics
require collective, focused and coordinated responses, while wars
divide the population (Fontanini et al., 2021; Varma, 2020).

Thus, the conflict between the nursing profession and ste-
reotypical public images remains. In this regard, the results of the
study of McGillis et al. showed that the media in the early stages

of the Ebola outbreak compared nurses to Florence Nightingale
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and emphasized the traditional image of nurses as heroes caring for
Ebola patients. Over time as Ebola spread outside the African conti-
nent, and medical and nursing practices were not successful in con-
trolling Ebola, media stories began to cast a guilty image of nursing.
In these reports, little attention has been paid to describing the role
of nurses, their knowledge and expertise in resolving public health
crises (McGillis Hall & Kashin, 2016).

For a long time, nurses have rarely been in the headlines. Even
in crises like the COVID-19 pandemic, based on an analysis of the
front pages of Italian and Spanish newspapers to determine how
the COVID-19 crisis had been covered, healthcare providers are re-
ported in only 6% of cases (Fontanini et al., 2021). A global health
crisis such as COVID-19 provides a unique opportunity for nurses
to appear in the media, speak directly to the media, clarify informa-
tion, and change the public perceptions of their professional roles
in the healthcare system. The results of studies in China (Zhang
et al., 2021) and Italy (Fontanini et al., 2021) showed that although
part of the society accused nurses of negligence in the care and the
cause of the spread of the pandemic, generally, the role and prac-
tice of nurses in the COVID-19 pandemic has had a positive effect
on elevating the public image of nursing. Presently, it seems that
promoting public awareness about the roles of nurses in healthcare
systems, especially in the face of crises such as COVID-19, can be
effective in removing the stereotypical image of nurses. It is also
possible to create a new public image of the nursing profession in
the community as a profession that requires higher education, spe-
cializes in its work and is independent of other medical professions.

For this purpose, nurses themselves should try to use the plat-
form created in new social media such as YouTube and social net-
working platforms to demonstrate the unseen aspects of their
profession; and combine their lesser known professional roles with
their traditional roles to create a more professional, more valuable,
nobler image to enhance the quality of care. Results of a study show
that nurses who suffer from severe stress and traumatic experiences
caused by COVID-19 are more likely to use social media to report
the problems, overworking and concerns over their own physical
symptoms, rather than mentioning their professional issues and spe-
cialized roles in the COVID-19 pandemic on social media (Fontanini
etal, 2021).

In general, if we aim to turn the positive attention and discourse
created about nursing into action, we should make the leadership
and impact of nursing more visible in the public eyes. Governments
and nursing leaders should provide the necessary infrastructure to
recognize the professional and specialized roles of nurses in promot-
ing health and strengthening healthcare systems by investing and
developing training and counselling programmes with the active par-
ticipation of nurses at various levels of society (Bennett et al., 2020).

CONCLUSION

Although nurses have suffered and experienced hardships during
the COVID-19 pandemic, this crisis can be a suitable opportunity for

their personal and professional development. This pandemic could
provide a stronger voice for introducing the nursing profession, in-
fluencing healthcare policies and future nursing practices. It should
be noted that the opportunity created, especially in the context of
cyberspace and social media, should not be limited to narrating the
problems, sufferings, shortages and workload of nurses, considering
these issues will be forgotten after the pandemic subsides. Instead,
this opportunity should be used by nursing managers and nurses
themselves in order to reform misconceptions, provide a more pro-
fessional voice for nurses in influencing future healthcare policies
and practices and pave the way for reforming the public stereotypi-
cal image of nursing.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

We would like to express our gratitude to all the nurses who stood
by their communities with compassion and kindness and with a spirit
of sacrifice in the COVID-19 pandemic; and honour the memory of
those who lost their lives in this horrific pandemic to save others.

KEYWORDS
COVID-19, nursing, public image, social media

CONFLICT OF INTEREST
The authors report no conflict of interest.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
The data that support the findings of this study are available from
the corresponding author upon reasonable request.

Vahid Zamanzadeh?
Majid Purabdollah?

Mostafa Ghasempour

IDepartment of Medical Surgical Nursing, Faculty of Nursing
and Midwifery, Tabriz University of Medical Sciences, Tabriz,
Iran

2School of Nursing and Midwifery, Tabriz University of Medical

Sciences, Tabriz, Iran

Correspondence
Mostafa Ghasempour, School of Nursing and Midwifery,
Tabriz University of Medical Sciences, Tabriz, Iran.

Email: ghasempourm@tbzmed.ac.ir

ORCID

Mostafa Ghasempour "= https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9679-2783

REFERENCES

Bennett, C. L., James, A. H., & Kelly, D. (2020). Beyond tropes: Towards
a new image of nursing in the wake of COVID-19. Journal of Clinical
Nursing, 29, 2753-2755.

Cascella, M., Rajnik, M., Aleem, A., Dulebohn, S., & Di Napoli, R. (2022).
Features, evaluation, and treatment of coronavirus (COVID-19).
StatPearls.


mailto:﻿
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9679-2783
mailto:ghasempourm@tbzmed.ac.ir
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9679-2783
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9679-2783

LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Elmorshedy, H., AlAmrani, A., Hassan, M. H. A,, Fayed, A., & Albrecht, S.
A. (2020). Contemporary public image of the nursing profession in
Saudi Arabia. BMC Nursing, 19(1), 1-8.

Fontanini, R., Visintini, E., Rossettini, G., Caruzzo, D., Longhini, J., &
Palese, A. (2021). Italian Nurses' experiences during the COVID-19
pandemic: A qualitative analysis of internet posts. International
Nursing Review, 68(2), 238-247.

Girvin, J., Jackson, D., & Hutchinson, M. (2016). Contemporary public
perceptions of nursing: A systematic review and narrative syn-
thesis of the international research evidence. Journal of Nursing
Management, 24(8), 994-1006.

Kaur Pushpinder, M. S., & Rawat, H. (2017). Impact of self perceived pub-
lic image of nursing on nurses work behavior. International Journal,
3(2), 7.

McGillis Hall, L., & Kashin, J. (2016). Public understanding of the role
of nurses during Ebola. Journal of Nursing Scholarship, 48(1), 91-97.

Moore, D., Onsomu, E. O., Brown, T. L., Nwanaji-Enwerem, U., Esquivel,
M., Bush, D., & Richardson, S. (2019). African American nursing

Nursi 2527
ursingOpen “WILEY

Open Access,

Students' perceptions of their professional image in the media.
Journal of Best Practices in Health Professions Diversity, 12(2),
154-164.

Rezaei-Adaryani, M., Salsali, M., & Mohammadi, E. (2012). Nursing
image: An evolutionary concept analysis. Contemporary Nurse,
43(1), 81-89.

Varma, S. (2020). A pandemic is not a war: COVID-19 urgent anthropo-
logical reflections. Social Anthropology, 28, 376-378.

Wibawa, T. (2021). COVID-19 vaccine research and development: Ethical
issues. Tropical Medicine & International Health, 26(1), 14-19.

Wau, Y.-C., Chen, C.-S., & Chan, Y.-J. (2020). The outbreak of COVID-19:
An overview. Journal of the Chinese Medical Association, 83(3),
217-220.

Zhang, Z., Fu, W., Tian, C., Zhang, F., Zhao, B., Mao, J., & Saligan, L. N.
(2021). Professional identity of Chinese nursing students during
the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak: A nation-wide cross-sectional
study. Nurse Education in Practice, 52, 103040.



	Social acceptance of nursing during the coronavirus pandemic: COVID-­19 an opportunity to reform the public image of nursing
	REFERENCES


