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Abstract
Background  The existing staff shortages and growing worldwide demand call for action to increase the number of 
practicing nurses. Following the identified gap in the literature, this qualitative study aims to analyze what motivated 
nursing students to choose nursing as their field of study and whether they still plan to pursue it after graduation, 
including the factors influencing their intentions.

Methods  Thirty semi-structured interviews were conducted with nursing students from Poznan University of Medical 
Sciences (Poland) on this matter, and the obtained data were subjected to thematic analysis performed by two 
researchers. Before starting the study, its protocol was also submitted to the Poznan University of Medical Sciences 
Bioethics Committee, which decided that since it is not a clinical trial, its opinion is not necessary under the Polish 
legal system (Decision number: KB-987/22).

Results  Three themes were generated in this study. The first theme described what prompted respondents to 
apply for nursing studies. In this aspect, students mentioned factors like, e.g., their interests, subjects taken at high 
school, previous life experiences with the healthcare sector giving them a chance to observe nurses at work, having 
a nurse among family members or friends, or the positive presentation of healthcare professionals in the media or 
TV series. However, as the second theme demonstrated, some students reported a discouraging effect of negative 
reactions toward this choice from some family members, acquaintances, or even nurses, making them feel as if they 
had to defend this choice. The respondents attributed these reactions to some outdated stereotypical views on the 
nursing profession. Finally, the third theme summarized students’ current intentions to enter the profession after 
graduating and the factors influencing them, including the quality of their studies and whether they feel prepared for 
the requirements of the profession, the role of support and interpersonal relations among staff members, observed 
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Background
Medical staff shortages are becoming a serious and 
urgent problem in the healthcare sector. For instance, 
the number of doctors in Poland was reported to be 
the lowest in the European Union, with 238 physicians 
per 100,000 inhabitants in 2017 [1]. Although the num-
ber of practicing nursing professionals was bigger and 
amounted to 510 per 100,000 inhabitants, it was still 
lower than in most European countries. Additionally, 
their number was reduced compared to 2013 (around 
520 per 100,000 inhabitants), and a one-third decrease in 
the number of nursing graduates was also observed [2]. 
The recent pandemic may have additionally exacerbated 
these already low indicators. According to the report of 
the Cracow University of Economics [3], 15% of doc-
tors and 10% of nurses reported their intention to leave 
the Polish labor market after the pandemic, either emi-
grate or leave the profession altogether. However, similar 
problems with the shortage of medical staff seem to be 
a common problem in different parts of the globe. The 
results of one study showed that 15% of American nurses 
regretted their choice of becoming a nurse [4]. Mean-
while, worldwide demand for nurses is estimated to reach 
36 million by 2030, creating a global shortage of 5.7 mil-
lion nursing professionals [5].

Alarmingly, the research conducted by Pieniawska et al. 
[6] also warned about the risk of burnout among medical 
students even before entering the profession and looking 
for alternative career paths. In fact, studies show higher 
rates of mental health issues among medical students 
when compared with the general population, with more 
than half of them experiencing elevated stress levels and 
burnout [7, 8]. The multiplicity of stressors includes the 
competitive and burdening character of studies, issues 
like the tight study schedule with many activities and 
strict deadlines, work-life balance, fear of failure or mak-
ing mistakes, or subjection to people’s suffering and 
death [8–10]. Given the existing staff shortages among 
healthcare workers and unfavorable demographic prog-
nosis, it can lead to the risk of not securing the popula-
tion’s health needs in the future. A recent review study 
conducted by a team of researchers from China analyz-
ing intention to leave the profession among newly reg-
istered nurses based on studies from, among others, the 

USA, Japan, Canada, Finland, China, Australia, Taiwan, 
and Turkey indicated several factors associated with it, 
including demographic ones, workplace-related (chal-
lenges, work environment, availability of support, or 
response to work), as well as the presence of role mod-
els, resilience, or source of motivation, among others 
[11]. Previous research in the form of both a systematic 
review and original research papers from, among others, 
Singapore and Morocco has also described several fac-
tors that are taken into consideration by young people 
when applying to nursing or other healthcare faculties, 
like the willingness to help other people and contribute 
to society, previous personal experiences with healthcare 
(e.g., looking after an ill relative, voluntary work, or the 
opportunity to observe healthcare professional’s work as 
a patient or patient’s family), family influence, role mod-
els and encouraging accounts of someone close working 
in healthcare, personal interests, ones’ academic abilities, 
subjects taken at school, earnings, prestige, and job secu-
rity [12–15]. Depending on their nature, they have also 
been grouped in a systematic review by Wu et al. [14] into 
intrinsic, extrinsic, socio-demographic, and interpersonal 
factors, with an observation that intrinsic factors (e.g., 
personal interests or willingness to help other people) 
prevailed as motivation for choosing a career in health-
care in general, but the way that nursing is perceived in 
terms of future earnings, status, and prestige may limit 
the willingness of potential applicants to choose it. Fur-
thermore, it has also been noted that some students may 
consider nursing as a provisional alternative option for 
candidates who could not get into their first-choice field 
of study and intend to switch to other courses later, for 
instance [12]. Therefore, a need was observed for studies 
analyzing whether nursing students actually pursue their 
chosen profession after graduation [12].

The results of studies conducted so far suggest the exis-
tence of distinct time points that could be distinguished 
as crucial to increasing the number of nursing students 
and enhancing the chance of them becoming practic-
ing nurses. The first would be the moment when young 
people decide on their future career paths and choose the 
fields of study to apply. Then, as nursing students prog-
ress through their studies and get a glimpse of their future 
profession, other factors may also be of importance and 

conditions of medical personnel’s work, physical and emotional burden and the responsibility of nurses’ work, the 
financial stability and abundance of different job prospects for nurses, or the issue of the prestige of the profession.

Conclusions  The study’s findings offer insight into the motives of nursing students for choosing nursing and their 
intentions to start working in the profession after graduation, which may help respond to identified problems, 
enhance the intentions of becoming a nurse among young people, and thus contribute to increasing the number of 
nurses in the healthcare sector.
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influence their decisions to continue with their chosen 
profession or resign from either further study nursing 
or joining the nursing profession after graduation. Due 
to many potential factors that may be of importance at 
different time points and the above-mentioned gap in the 
literature, there seems to be a need for a complex evalu-
ation and comparison of how these deciding factors may 
progress or change over time to increase our understand-
ing of this matter and enhance young people’s intentions 
of choosing nursing as their future profession. Conse-
quently, this qualitative study aims to offer a comprehen-
sive analysis of what prompts young people in Poland to 
choose nursing as their future career path and apply to 
nursing, what motivating factors then influence their fur-
ther intentions regarding continuing their career in nurs-
ing, and how their hitherto personal, educational and 
professional experiences may have influenced them.

Methods
Study design and setting
As the first step of the research procedure, its protocol 
was submitted to the Poznan University of Medical Sci-
ences (PUMS) Bioethics Committee, which decided that 
since the study is not a medical experiment, its approval 
is not necessary under the Polish legal system (Decision 
number: KB-987/22). Under Polish law, the approval 
of the Bioethics Committee is required only in the case 
of research projects involving patients or volunteers in 
situations in which the safety of the research participant 
may be in any way threatened or in which the research 
protocol violates or changes routine practices regarding 
patient care, e.g., diagnostics and treatment [16]. How-
ever, realizing their importance, much attention was paid 
to ensuring that the study met the highest ethical stan-
dards described in the BERA Guidelines [17]. Before 
starting each interview, the participants were informed 
of the purpose of the study, its anonymity, the voluntary 
character of their participation, and that they could with-
draw from the study at any time. They were also informed 
that the interviews were being recorded to facilitate the 
data processing and analysis, but they would be encoded 
and anonymized in order not to allow for the identifica-
tion of any participant. To ease their participation in 
the study and ensure that the duration of the interviews 
was not too burdensome for the participants, they were 
also conducted at a time convenient and chosen by the 
respondents. The respondents were informed before 
the start of the interviews that they could stop them at 
any time or choose not to answer a question if they felt 
uncomfortable or if the interview was taking too long.

The study was conducted from May to June 2023 in the 
form of semi-structured interviews with final-year nurs-
ing studies. The semi-structured format of the interviews 
was chosen due to the flexibility they offer, allowing to 

investigate the topic and obtain a thorough understand-
ing of respondents’ experiences and accounts on issues 
under interest with the help of pre-formulated ques-
tions in the form of a thematic guide, while allowing the 
respondents with the possibility to explore particular 
topics to a greater extent or introduce new ones, which 
may not have been previously considered by the inter-
viewer [18]. A thematic guide developed following a pre-
vious literature search on the topic [12–14, 19–23] was 
used during each interview, the outline of which was pre-
sented in Table 1.

The interviews were conducted by the first author, 
who is a nurse with a master’s degree and specializa-
tion in anesthesiology and intensive care who works in a 
pediatric ward. Given his previous educational and pro-
fessional experiences and the potential risk of bias associ-
ated with them on the topic of the study, the study team 
also included two other researchers with different back-
grounds - the second author and the senior author, who 
are physicians with respectively a doctoral degree and 
the title of professor of medical sciences, and experience 
in conducting research using qualitative methodology. 
Although the first author had previously been involved in 
qualitative research as a co-author, this study was his first 
time conducting the interviews, so before starting the 
study, he was prepared for this role by the second author, 
which included, among others, information on how to 
conduct interviews and ask questions, the assumptions 
and principles of qualitative methods, as well as, a trial 
session where he practiced conducting the interview 
and asking questions. Additionally, after the first few 
interviews, their recordings were verified by the second 
author, and some additional feedback was provided on 
these aspects. The first author was also supported in the 
analysis of the data, which was performed with the sec-
ond author (researcher triangulation), as described in 
greater detail below.

Sampling
Convenience sampling was used during the study. The 
inclusion criteria for the study were the status of a final-
year nursing student in the academic year 2022/23 of 
PUMS and their consent to participate. The rationale 
for the decision to conduct the research during the last 
year of their studies was the fact that they could poten-
tially provide more comprehensive perspectives on the 
topic of the study, taking into account both their accu-
mulated experience of their hitherto educational path 
as well as the near-future context of their graduation, 
receiving the title of a licensed nurse, and deciding on 
their professional future. In total, interviews were con-
ducted with 30 students, including 5 men and 25 women. 
The detailed demographic characteristics of the partici-
pants are presented in Table 2. The average duration time 
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of the interviews was 1 h and 12 min (ranging between 
32 min and 2 h and 28 min). The estimated sample size 
was first determined before the study due to the need to 
submit a proposal for the opinion of the Bioethics Com-
mittee with respect to such aspects described by Braun 
and Clarke as the aim and scope of the study, the research 
questions asked, and the potential diversity in the sam-
ple rand depth of data regarding their individual moti-
vations, intentions, and experiences with nursing [24]. 
Since Braun and Clarke bring up the incoherence or lack 
of particular usefulness of the concept of data saturation 
in their version of the thematic analysis that we used in 
this study, opting for the concept of information power 
instead [24], after discussions within the research team, 
the collected 30 interviews and data obtained from them 
were recognized as sufficient in terms of richness and 
complexity to address the research question.

Data collection
Potential participants were invited into the study with 
the help of student class representatives via e-mails and 
the Teams platform. They received a message informing 
them about the scientific purpose of the study, its ano-
nymity, and the completely voluntary character of their 
participation. Respondents did not receive any remu-
neration for participating in the study. They were also 
informed that they could stop their participation in the 
study at any time without consequences or refuse to 
answer any of the questions during the interview. Dur-
ing the interviews, attention was also paid to encouraging 
participants to speak freely on a given topic, emphasizing 
the importance of all their opinions and experiences. In 
order to increase the willingness of potential respondents 
to participate in the study, the interviews were conducted 
on the MS Teams platform at a time convenient for the 
respondents.

Data analysis
In order to facilitate the process of data analysis, the 
interviews were recorded with students’ prior consent. 
Immediately after the interviews, the recordings were 
encoded, anonymized, transcribed, and then subjected to 
thematic analysis. It followed the methodology described 
by Braun and Clarke [25], namely initial familiariza-
tion with data, generation of initial codes, searching for 
themes, reviewing them, defining and naming them, and 
then producing the final report. The first and second 
authors performed this process to increase the insight 
into the data and the study perspective (researcher tri-
angulation). At first, they worked independently, read-
ing the transcripts of the interviews several times and 
familiarizing themselves with the data, making notes, 
searching for patterns within the data, generating codes, 
and then initial themes. The process of coding and theme Ta
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development was inductive, which means that the codes 
were generated from the data using transcripts of the 
interviews. The process of themes generation involved 
organizing and clustering the codes into tentative themes, 
keeping in mind that a theme, according to Braun and 
Clarke, should depict “some level of patterned response 
or meaning within the data set”, while being of impor-
tance in regard to the research questions posed [25]. 
After they were both finished, they discussed their notes 
and impressions from the data as well as compared and 
reviewed their tentative themes and subthemes. Based 
on their discussions, the final themes and subthemes 
were defined and named, and the final report was pro-
duced. In case of any discrepancies, they were resolved 
through discussions within the team since, as was men-
tioned above, researcher triangulation was more focused 
on sharing the perspective and increasing insight into the 
data. When writing the manuscript, we also followed the 
standards for reporting qualitative research described by 
O’Brien et al. [26].

Rigor and trustworthiness
Throughout the study, we have taken several steps to 
ensure the accuracy and validity of the data. Firstly, in 
order to account for the potential risk of researcher bias, 
given the professional experiences of the first author, 
other researchers with different backgrounds and expe-
rience in conducting qualitative research studies were 
involved in the study from the very beginning. Addi-
tionally, researcher triangulation was used during data 
analysis to broaden the research perspective and insights 
into the data. In order to ensure the quality of the data, 
all interviews were recorded and transcribed. Further-
more, students were assured on many occasions during 
the recruitment and data collection phases about the 
validity and importance of all of their observations and 
experiences for us, either positive or negative. As our pri-
mary goal was to collect their true opinions, we wanted 
to minimize the risk of them hiding or suppressing some 
of their true thoughts on the topic. Finally, the data were 
analyzed using a recognized method, and the study was 
reported following established guidelines for reporting 
qualitative research papers.

Table 2  The detailed demographic characteristics of the participants
Respondent’s number Age Gender Educational background
R1 23 Female Nursing student
R2 23 Female Nursing student
R3 23 Female Nursing student
R4 23 Female Nursing student
R5 23 Female Nursing student
R6 27 Female Nursing student
R7 23 Female Nursing student
R8 26 Female Nursing student
R9 23 Female Nursing student
R10 23 Female Nursing student
R11 23 Female Nursing student
R12 23 Female Nursing student
R13 23 Female Nursing student
R14 23 Female Nursing student
R15 23 Female Nursing student
R16 23 Male Nursing student
R17 23 Female Nursing student
R18 23 Male Nursing student
R19 23 Female Nursing student
R20 23 Female Nursing student
R21 23 Male Nursing student
R22 23 Male Nursing student
R23 26 Male Nursing student
R24 23 Female Nursing student
R25 23 Female Nursing student
R26 23 Female Nursing student
R27 23 Female Nursing student
R28 23 Female Nursing student
R29 34 Female Nursing student, Paramedic graduate
R30 23 Female Nursing student
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Results
As a result of the analysis, we generated three themes 
related to nursing students’ narratives about factors influ-
encing their decision to pursue nursing as their future 
profession. They were presented and discussed in more 
detail below and summarized in Table 3, as well as in the 
form of a thematic map in Fig. 1.

Theme 1: making the choice – motivations behind the 
decision to apply for nursing studies
The first theme focuses on what prompted the respon-
dents to choose nursing as their future profession in the 
first place. In their narratives, students circled back to 
when they had to decide on their future field of study and 
career path. At that point, most of them were fresh high 
school graduates, but some also had other prior educa-
tional and professional experiences. Therefore, the main 
focus of this theme is on the factors that aided their deci-
sion to apply for nursing studies, which we also tried to 
emphasize in the name of the theme.

The impact of previous decisions or life experiences
One of the factors mentioned by the students was their 
previous personal experiences, such as an illness of their 
own or a loved one’s. Witnessing firsthand the work 
of medical professionals and the aid they bring to their 
patients made them want to pursue a profession that 
was useful to society and in which they could help other 
people. Before specifying their choice of study, students 
described themselves as very empathetic, wanting to help 
others, or caring for their siblings. As they pointed out, 
this was very helpful in choosing a field of study where 
they could continue their sense of caring for another per-
son. Some of them described understanding this feeling 
only after starting their studies and completing their first 
internships with patients. Some of them also hesitated 
about which medical profession to choose but finally 
decided to become nurses due to factors like personal 
preferences after comparing the character of work and 
responsibilities of these professions or their plans for 
their private lives.

R2: “Actually, it is two things. First, I spent a lot of 
time in hospitals as a patient, both in my early 
childhood and later. I wanted to work in the hospi-
tal, and it seemed cool to me. The second thing was 
that I always wanted to study medicine, but then I 
went to the hospital for a few months and saw the 
work of nurses and decided that I absolutely did not 
want to be a doctor - I wanted to be a nurse, so that 
was deciding factor.”

For other respondents, the choice of nursing as their field 
of study was a natural consequence of their earlier plans 

or dreams of becoming a medical professional, which in 
some cases dated back even to their early childhood, as 
well as the educational decisions that resulted from them, 
including the biological-chemical profile of their high 
school education (in Poland, high school students often 
choose so-called profiled classes, in which some subjects 
are in the extended form to prepare them for their final 
exams and applying on their dream fields of study – in 
the case of medical faculties, these subjects are biology 
and chemistry).

R9: “Actually, it has been my dream since childhood. 
I always said I would work in a hospital and wanted 
to help people. And so, I am studying nursing.”

Some respondents also admitted that nursing was not 
their first choice among the medical professions, as they 
initially intended to become physicians. However, they 
chose nursing instead after not having enough points on 
their final exams to get accepted.

R7: “I didn’t originally get into medical studies, but I 
wanted to start studies related to medicine and work 
in a hospital and with a patient.”

The impact of family and friends
The respondents’ decision to become nursing profession-
als was also impacted by their willingness to follow in the 
footsteps of their family members and friends, who were 
medical professionals. In their narratives, they described 
how, even from an early age, they would hear different 
stories about situations in the hospital or saving human 
lives, which inspired their choice. In Polish conditions, 
the family can be an important aspect of a young per-
son’s decision-making process. As evidenced in some of 
the respondents’ narratives, they may be guided to a spe-
cific profession based on family advice or a familiar type 
of work, such as having a nurse in the family. Therefore, 
in the examples provided below, we can observe how 
the family may positively influence the choice of field of 
study.

R1: “My grandmother was a nurse. These stories, 
well, when I was a child, they were very interesting 
to me.”
R15: “My aunt, my mother’s sister, is a surgical 
nurse, and she always told hospital stories at every 
family gathering. The whole family listened to them 
with open mouths.”

Some respondents were also actively encouraged by their 
family members to become nurses due to the financial 
stability it offers and the good selection of available job 
positions.
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Fig. 1  Thematic map showing the outline of themes generated during the study
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R6: “And my family encouraged me to do so, too. Go 
study nursing; you will have a good choice of jobs.”

The impact of the media and television
Finally, how the nursing profession is represented and 
portrayed in the media and television (e.g., TV shows) 
also positively impacted respondents’ willingness to pur-
sue it as their future profession. They noticed that the 
image of medical professionals and their work created in 
these shows was mostly positive, making it appealing and 
attractive for them to want to become a part of this com-
munity. However, some respondents also acknowledged 
that the plotlines of these TV shows were more focused 
on romantic and social storylines than medical issues. 
Moreover, now, from the perspective of time, they also 
started to notice that the accuracy of the portrayal of the 
work of medical professionals may differ from reality.

R5: “I used to watch medical series. Well-known ‘Na 
dobre i na złe’ [For better and for worse – a Polish 
medical TV series], and I enjoyed it even though 
now, as time went by, I know that it is fiction and 
does not look like that. Well, the hospital was pre-
sented nicely, the employees were nice, and these 
relations were also shown at the doctor-nurse level. 
However, there were more physicians and such 
romances than actual medical things.”

Theme 2: defending the choice – experiences of external 
pressure undermining nursing as a career path
The second theme captures the narratives of some nurs-
ing students on recurring situations in which they felt 
their decision to study nursing was not received posi-
tively or even discouraged by some of the people rel-
evant to them due to the stereotypes associated with 
the nursing profession, viewing it as less ambitious than 
becoming, e.g., a doctor, hard working conditions or the 
expected salary. The sense of hard work combined with 
the low prestige of the nurses’ profession in society and 
the limited respect it commands were also brought up in 
this context. Some examples of such situations recounted 
by the students gave the impression that they almost had 
to defend their choice, which prompted our decision to 
capture it in the name of this theme. Although, as also 
evidenced below, such a negative reaction to them want-
ing to become a nurse was fortunately not reported by 
all of them, it may have a tremendous negative impact 
on the individuals it happens to. Therefore, this theme 
attempts to analyze this phenomenon and focuses on dif-
ferent groups of people relevant to nursing students who 
negatively reacted to their choice of future profession and 
even tried to talk them out of it.

R12: “The fact that when people ask where you 
work or where you study, and the answer is a nurse 
[and they reply]: ‘Do you really want to wipe butts 
all your life?’ - such a typical old stereotype that’s 
totally discouraging.”

Negative comments from the family members or friends
The first important group of people showing disap-
proval of choosing nursing studies surfacing in students’ 
accounts were their family members and friends. In their 
case, the lack of support or negative feelings toward 
choosing nursing as a future profession seemed to stem 
from the desire to protect their loved ones from pursu-
ing a profession that they believed was associated with 
hard work and low earnings, among others. It also mani-
fested in mentioning these perceived negative factors 
associated with the profession. Although the respondents 
were aware that their family members were only trying 
to look after their best interests by suggesting alterna-
tive work opportunities, it made the respondents feel like 
their loved ones no longer regarded them as ambitious or 
making wise life-choices. As a result, the occurrence of 
such situations was a difficult experience for them, which 
tended to negatively influence their confidence in their 
choice of nursing.

R14: “My mother is not happy. She thinks I am crazy 
and could not have chosen a worse job. […] A few of 
my friends did not even go to college, just doing some 
advertising, photography, or multimedia work. Well, 
they always tell me: you will be sitting from 7 a.m. to 
7 p.m. in the ward, and well, for the same money, I 
will go and take a couple of photos.”
R18: “Well, over these three years, I have heard 
many comments that it is not a good profession. 
Some members of my family are still surprised by 
this choice.”

However, at this point, it should also be emphasized that 
although the decision to study nursing was not met with 
understanding and acceptance in some cases, other stu-
dents reported a sense of pride and support from people 
close to them.

R8: “My husband, family, friends, everyone rooted 
for me very much all the time, and they really sup-
ported me and were interested in me during these 
three years. Everyone was really interested and 
always happy about my smaller and bigger suc-
cesses, so there is a group of people who support me 
and are always rooting for me.”
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Negative comments from other nurses
Some students also reported negative comments on their 
profession choice coming from members of the nursing 
profession, which was regarded as ironical and self-con-
tradictory as it was quite neatly explained by the student 
quoted below:

R12: “Often the nurses (older ones) have such an 
approach: My God, child, what are you doing? Such 
a young girl! Go work in the office! And so, they tend 
to emanate such negative emotions […] Although it’s 
strange because, after all, a nurse knows what this 
job is like, she should also somehow be grateful and 
proud since they have done it all their life, and not 
just say to run away.”

In this context, some of the negative comments of the 
personnel were also associated with students expressing 
their willingness to work in Poland after graduation.

R11: “Sometimes, the staff also approach us like, 
why are we studying this? We will not change any-
thing anyway; it is best to leave immediately. In fact, 
whenever we go to a ward somewhere, everyone is 
surprised that we want to stay in Poland and work 
here as it’s such a hole and nothing is happening and 
if we want better money, we have to move, preferably 
to Switzerland, because it’s normal in Switzerland.”

Theme 3: re-evaluating the choice – confronting previous 
expectations and perceptions with the reality of nursing 
studies and nurses’ work
The last theme elaborates on nursing students’ expe-
riences associated with their studies, how they cor-
responded with their needs and expectations, and the 
influence they had on their current intentions regarding 
becoming a nurse. The time of their studies provided 
them with the first glance into their future profession, 
involving both their own observations and shared per-
spectives of their teachers, allowing them first opportu-
nities to evaluate their choice of profession and confront 
them with their previous notions and ideas regarding 
the job of nurses. Since most of their classes took place 
at the hospital wards, many of the students’ observa-
tions also reflect their experiences and impressions of the 
conditions of the work of medical personnel members in 
Poland and how they may have differed from what they 
previously imagined. As such, this theme serves as an 
overall product of students’ hitherto educational and per-
sonal experiences and a final re-evaluation of the deci-
sion to work in the nursing profession after graduation. 
We tried to present the spirit of this theme in its title and 
the subthemes with examples of students’ narratives on 

factors influencing their current intentions to enter the 
profession after graduating.

The quality of nursing studies and feeling prepared for the 
requirements of the profession
In their narratives, participants were rather satisfied with 
the quality of the education provided during their nurs-
ing studies. Generally, they felt prepared for their future 
work, which worked in favor of their intentions to work 
in the profession in the future.

R21: “I think that I am prepared. Maybe my knowl-
edge and skills are not at a super high level, but I 
think they are at such a level that, at the beginning, 
I can manage.”

Moreover, one student even expressed joy that they 
might soon be able to use the acquired knowledge and 
skills in the work.

R27: “I am very happy. I can’t wait for it [to start 
working in the profession] because finally, I will 
reach a slightly higher level than I am now, and I 
will finally be able to do what I have been learning 
for three years and put into practice the knowledge 
and practical skills I have acquired in my work.”

However, respondents also noticed shortcomings in how 
their studies or particular classes were organized and 
conducted. Among them, they paid attention to the pre-
vailing emphasis on theoretical knowledge during some 
classes and wished for a more practice-oriented learning 
approach as well as putting more emphasis on soft and 
communication skills learning. Moreover, while they 
understand that in the case of some practical skills, their 
learning may not be possible directly with patients, they 
both believed that they could be performed in simulated 
conditions and appreciated the efforts of their teach-
ers who provided them with such occasions. Regard-
ing the organizational aspects, students also made some 
observations on the need for a more careful analysis and 
coordination of details of their curriculum (e.g., learn-
ing outcomes) between the departments conducting the 
classes to avoid the chaos or confusion they sometimes 
experienced. A demand for more frequent updates of the 
literature sources used during the classes was also made, 
as students noticed that on rare occasions, the materials 
or sources used during the class were outdated, and the 
information presented was no longer accurate due to the 
changes in medicine.

R11: “We were not at all prepared in terms of how to 
talk to the family of patients, for example, in serious 
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conditions or after death, how to convey this death 
to this family.”

Given that the beginnings of their studies also overlapped 
with the COVID-19 pandemic ongoing at that time, 
some students noticed that the quality of their education 
at that time had also suffered due to their limited motiva-
tion and ability to focus during the online classes.

R1: “In contact form, one would certainly remember 
more. Mainly because sitting in front of the com-
puter for so many hours is not effective. One can 
get very tired, especially the eyes, and it is harder to 
concentrate remotely at home than in a lecture hall 
where it is only the lecturer.”

Many respondents also noticed that the requirements 
and expectations towards them during the studies were 
high, and they sometimes struggled to keep up. Their 
narratives provide many examples of situations in which 
they felt overwhelmed, tired, and did not have enough 
time to learn, rest, or even eat due to their numerous 
obligations imposed by the university.

R6: “There were also days when we had classes all 
day long, and, for example, I left the house at 6 a.m. 
and came back at 7 p.m. It was hard; without any 
bigger break during the day, we were eating hot dogs 
in a hurry to get to our next class on time.”

The role of support and interpersonal relations among staff 
members
A significant part of students’ impressions from their 
studies were also connected to their lecturers or mem-
bers of the medical personnel they encountered during 
their classes. Some of them, who were supportive, help-
ful, and engaged in the didactic process, were positively 
assessed by students and seemed to positively influence 
their opinions toward the profession and reaffirm stu-
dents’ decision to pursue nursing as their future career. 
However, students also provided some examples of unac-
ceptable behaviors they witnessed, which were directed 
toward them, other personnel members, or even patients. 
Students also cooperated with members of the medical 
staff during their internships. While, in many instances, 
they were able to meet people they described as role 
models by showing empathy for patients and profession-
alism of the profession, in other places, they also encoun-
tered people discouraged by their profession and with 
poor attitudes to work or toward them. For young people 
unfamiliar with the realities of work, it was a very dis-
couraging experience, as evidenced by some of the exem-
plary quotes provided below.

R2: “There were departments that made me question 
my even being in those studies. And in the second 
year, I felt this the most when we had internships in 
one subject, and the teacher definitely tried to show 
us that we were not suited for the profession.”
R3: “It depends on the ward and the staff because we 
were in wards where it was really great - the medical 
equipment was there, and nurses were great, under-
standing and patient with patients and friendly 
towards us too because it was also important. But 
we were also in departments where simply the 
patients themselves were afraid to come to the hospi-
tal because they were afraid of the nurses.”

Consequently, students attach great importance to the 
quality of the interpersonal relations at their future work-
place in making future decisions on their professional 
path.

R19: “[Regarding things impacting respondents’ pro-
fessional decisions] I think that maybe also people, 
that this is of great importance, because we also 
know, for example, that we would go to work in some 
place and not go in others. […] I do not know if I 
would choose a completely random ward. I mean, I 
can enter a ward and watch people, but it is not like 
we will suddenly find out everything, and when we 
sit with people for a month during internships, we 
can see how the staff behaves and what contacts they 
have with doctors.”
R11: “Something that discourages [from starting a 
work in the profession]? Such a toxic environment. I 
am so afraid of this because recently, I was thinking 
and talking to my ward nurse about which operating 
theater I could go to work in, and she could not tell 
me which place would be good for me. She said it’s 
like this there, it’s like that there, there’s a bad ward 
nurse there, the staff over there has a negative atti-
tude”.

Observed conditions of medical personnel’s work
During their practical classes at hospital wards, respon-
dents also had the opportunity to observe the everyday 
conditions of nurses’ work. Having the opportunity to 
go through several different departments with different 
work profiles and patient severity levels over the three 
years of their study, the respondents get to know the 
diverse nature and surroundings of a nurse’s work. As 
they admit, in some cases, they differed from what they 
previously imagined. Among other things, the respon-
dents paid attention to an equipment deficit, difficult 
working conditions or limited space and overcrowding in 
some of the wards and hospitals they visited. Such expe-
riences show the students the potential problems and the 



Page 12 of 18Chmielewski et al. BMC Medical Education          (2025) 25:343 

working conditions they might face in their future work, 
making them less-likely to want to work in those places.

R9: “It depends largely on the hospital and the ward 
because some are clearly underfinanced. There are 
equipment shortages. Nurses have to work very hard 
to make up for that.”

A limited amount of space was also observed regarding 
the facilities intended for the personnel members to rest 
or have lunch. Respondents also observed that nurses’ 
social rooms are often poorly equipped and do not have 
comfortable conditions.

R3: “It is mediocre, even worse than mediocre, 
because even the social rooms are not very well 
equipped. […] even in those wards that were well-
equipped with medical equipment, there were short-
ages when it comes to rest facilities for the staff.”

Moreover, the respondents also had an impression that 
the position of nurses in this aspect seemed worse than 
that of physicians, for instance.

R11: “The hospital itself provides very few opportu-
nities when it comes to the comfort of even simply 
eating a meal […] I know, for example, that they are 
really very, I would say tragic places, where you eat 
standing up, or there is no microwave or anything 
at all […]. Some letters are being written about, for 
example, I do not know, changes in social room or 
something, and they respond to doctors’ complaints 
faster than to nurses’, so there is still, unfortunately, 
injustice here.”

Physical and emotional burden and the responsibility of 
nurses’ work
Next, students also note the heavy burden of working 
with patients. They express concerns about the respon-
sibility associated with it and making decisions that may 
affect the lives and health of other people.

R4: “I am afraid that I may not be able to cope men-
tally with, for example, the death of a patient, even 
though we have already dealt with death and the 
post-mortem toilet during our internship. I am also 
afraid of how I will react when, for example, a dis-
traught family comes to me to pick up the belong-
ings of a patient who is dead or for advice regard-
ing, for example, a patient who is terminally ill. I am 
afraid that I will not be able to handle it mentally. 
Although I may not be able to cope physically either, 
for example, I do not know, because of some back 

pain, which I already have now, and who knows 
what will happen when I start working.”

Finally, also the staff shortages noticed by the students 
and the resulting overload and need for the medical per-
sonnel to work overtime were factors contributing to 
students’ assessment of the conditions of nurses’ work. 
Among the challenges of nurses’ work, they also men-
tioned the night shifts and the need to work during the 
holidays.

R17: “[Regarding disadvantages of working as a 
nurse] I am very afraid of night shifts, so this is a dis-
advantage for me because I am a morning person. 
I can get up at 5 a.m., but at midnight, I’m already 
asleep, so it’s more about the shift work because it’s 
supposed to be a contract job, but you’ll have to work 
those nights, so I guess that’s what I’m afraid of - this 
irregularity in functioning.”

The financial stability of the nursing profession
Another important factor listed by students considered 
by them is the ability to start earning money quickly and 
support themselves immediately after graduation. In this 
aspect, nursing was viewed as a source of financial stabil-
ity and steady income.

R9: “The fact that you quickly gain experience, have 
a secure profession, and secure money at a young 
age. Compared to, for example, the physicians’ pro-
fession, where the time of study is much longer, here, 
after three years, you already are in the profession.”

The abundance of different job prospects
Another advantage of the nursing profession that stu-
dents noticed was the wide variety of job opportunities 
available for nurses. They notice that nurses have greater 
liberty to change their workplace or type of work (differ-
ent wards or hospitals, outpatient clinics, becoming an 
academic teacher, etc.). They note that it is a profession 
with a future that will always be in demand and in which 
it will always be possible to find a job.

R5: “Nursing offers many paths you can follow - you 
can be on the wards, you can be in primary care, you 
can be a hospice nurse […], and you can also work in 
scientific research.”
R10: “Simply many possibilities. I am currently 
planning to work in the operating theater. If I do not 
like it in the operating theater, I can always go to a 
completely different department, so there are many 
possibilities.”
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The prestige of the profession in the society
The respondents also brought up the sense of the low 
prestige of the nurses’ profession in society and the lim-
ited respect it commands among the patients. As they 
noticed, some patients or members of the society still 
present very limited knowledge of nurses’ competen-
cies and qualifications, narrowing them down to tasks 
like helping with patients’ personal hygiene or changing 
bedsheets.

R11: “Recently, someone told me that the nurse only 
changes diapers and does not do anything else, so I 
explained that the nurse can do other things. And 
this person asked whether we actually do these 
[other] things. The public does not really know what 
we do in the hospital, and they really still think that 
we change diapers all the time. It is sad because 
there is a profession of a medical caregiver, and some 
people still think that it is one and the same, that a 
medical caregiver and a nurse are the same.”

Some students also notice that this outdated percep-
tion slowly begins to change both in terms of patients’ 
awareness and the legal regulations broadening nurses’ 
competencies. However, this process of changing pub-
lic awareness seems to require an active effort from the 
nursing community to change common misperceptions.

R2: “It is slowly getting better now, but somewhere 
in Polish society, the position of a nurse is still lower 
than that of other members of the therapeutic team, 
so often the perception of a nurse’s work by patients 
or other staff members lowers their qualifications. 
And yet you must put much work into defending 
your position.”

Interestingly, several respondents also considered that 
some of the representatives of the nursing community 
might impede the process of broadening nurses’ compe-
tencies or professional independence due to, for instance, 
their fatigue, work overload, and resulting avoidance of 
taking up more tasks.

R9: “The nurses are well trained but do not fully use 
all their competencies. They do not fully use this 
knowledge, mainly because there is too little staff, 
and this fatigue is visible.”

Discussion
In this qualitative study, three themes were generated to 
capture different factors that influence the decision of 
young people in Poland to choose nursing as their future 
career path, as well as how they change or progress over 
time during their studies.

The first theme captured participants’ narratives on 
reasons why they applied to nursing in the first place, 
shortly after leaving high school. For many of them, the 
provided rationale involved their own personal experi-
ences, such as an opportunity to observe the nursing 
personnel’s work during their hospital stay or the hos-
pitalization of a family member. This seems consistent 
with the reports of Natan and Becker [27], demonstrat-
ing a correlation between intrinsic factors and choosing 
nursing as a career and a predisposition for this choice 
among individuals with motivation to help others. Other 
reports even show a bigger influence on nursing stu-
dents in choosing this profession of altruistic factors, 
like helping others or professional interest, than more 
materialistic ones [28]. However, the importance of the 
latter should not be underestimated. It has been shown 
that although intrinsic motivation seems to be a common 
trait for healthcare professionals in general, the presence 
of some misguided conceptions about the nursing pro-
fession in society regarding the remuneration, character, 
and recognition of nurses’ work may deter young people 
from choosing it [12, 14]. Noteworthy, our students did 
not mention issues like good salary, job prestige, or social 
status as factors that prompted them to apply for nurs-
ing, which may be connected with the fact that in Polish 
society, the profession of a nurse is still stereotypically 
considered as a low paid job with fewer development 
opportunities. However, it should be emphasized that 
the situation has been changing over the last few years, as 
our respondents have also observed.

Having a family member or a close role model in the 
nursing profession was also indicated as an important 
factor influencing the choice, serving as an inspiration 
sometimes even from an early childhood. Meanwhile, 
previous research also points to the significance of simi-
lar factors like prior exposure to healthcare (in the form 
of, e.g., looking after an ill relative, receiving care and 
having the opportunity to observe the work of a health-
care professional, voluntary work and different activi-
ties at school, or accounts of someone close), personal 
interests and subjects taken at school, or ones’ academic 
abilities [12, 13]. During the interviews, some respon-
dents also presented their decision to become a health-
care professional due to their educational interests and 
previous plans. However, some of them also admitted 
that they initially wanted to become doctors and nursing 
was rather a second choice, which may serve as another 
indication of the above-mentioned stereotypical percep-
tion of the nursing profession still persistent in society. A 
similar observation was made in the study by Liaw et al. 
[12], where the respondents perceived nursing as the only 
choice due to being unable to get into other courses, and 
as a result, it was even named a “dumping course.”
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On the other hand, some respondents in our study were 
also encouraged to apply to nursing studies because of 
the positive image of healthcare professionals, including 
doctors and nurses, in the media and on television. This 
finding seems comparable with observations of Terry and 
Peck [29], where fictional medical TV programs ranked 
sixth place among the motivations of students to become 
a nurse, following some of the aforementioned factors 
(e.g., wanting to help people or make a difference, pre-
vious personal or family health history, having a nurse 
relative, or job flexibility), but preceding factors like job 
security, good income, always wanting to be a nurse, or 
following the wishes of family members. Such programs 
were recognized as introducing a positive and appeal-
ing image of healthcare professionals’ work, which also 
seems consistent with the observed correlation between 
the image of the profession and the decision to pursue 
nursing [27]. Moreover, not only were such TV programs 
shown to encourage the choice of nursing among some 
students, but they also helped them better understand 
the reality of patient care [29]. However, from the time 
perspective, our students have acknowledged several 
issues with these programs. Apart from discovering occa-
sional inaccuracies in the portrayal of the medical plot-
lines and the reality of healthcare professionals’ work, 
which was also reported in previous studies [29], or big-
ger focus on their characters’ romantic entanglements 
than medical issues, our respondents were also under 
the impression that the work of nurses in TV series they 
follow is often unnoticed, marginalized, or presented as 
subservient to physicians, which may inadvertently con-
tribute to the societal image of the profession in Poland.

Meanwhile, this image often stems from stereotypes, 
misbeliefs, or misinterpretations of nurses’ profession in 
the media and varies from the nurses’ image of their pro-
fession [30]. Previous research has pointed out that the 
still prevalent historical and unidimensional public image 
of nursing and existing negative stereotypes may nega-
tively influence the decision to choose nursing as a career 
and discourage students potentially interested in it [31, 
32]. Some common examples of stereotypes and miscon-
ceptions regarding nursing referenced in the literature 
include its image as a feminized profession with fewer 
development opportunities, nonautonomous, subordi-
nate to physicians’ orders, and focused on performing 
physical tasks [5, 12, 13, 30, 33]. Another stereotypical 
trait regarding the presentation of nursing in the media 
involves the over-sexualization of nurses’ image, for 
instance, the portrayal of nurses dressed in sexy clothes 
on social media diminishing the societal perception of 
the professionalism of the profession [33]. In fact, sev-
eral types of stereotypical representations of the nurses’ 
profession in the media have been distinguished by other 

authors, including “angels of mercy, the doctor’s hand-
maiden, battleaxe, and sexy nurse” [30].

Additionally, the way that the nursing profession is per-
ceived in the eyes of the general public also impacts the 
reception of students’ choice to study nursing by other 
people, as evidenced in the second theme. During the 
interviews, some respondents described how they almost 
had to ‘defend’ their choice to study nursing due to its ste-
reotypical image as a subservient profession, only taking 
orders from a doctor and without prospects for making 
a career. One of the groups of people that were men-
tioned by students in this regard were their parents and 
relatives, pointing out some common stereotypes like 
low income, limited opportunities for professional devel-
opment, and the fact that main activities would involve 
taking care of patients’ hygiene. These findings seem to 
be mirrored by a study conducted in Singapore [12]. As 
described by its authors, for culturally determined rea-
sons, Asian students tend to attach greater importance to 
the expectations of their parents than their own choices. 
In the meantime, Asian parents may object to their chil-
dren’s choice of nursing as a field of study due to their 
high expectations regarding the prestige and competence 
fulfillment of their progeny’s future profession. What is 
more, choosing nursing by students with good grades 
was regarded as ‘wasting’ them, and their parents and 
peers even attempted to persuade them to consider other 
options [12]. On the other hand, receiving support and 
encouragement from family members or spouses or hav-
ing a nurse as a family member were shown to constitute 
important factors enabling students to continue studying 
nursing [34].

Some negative comments regarding respondents’ 
choice of nursing as their career path also came from 
other nurses encountered, for instance, during intern-
ships in hospital wards. Some of them expressed unfavor-
able opinions about the profession, suggesting quitting 
nursing altogether or leaving Poland and working abroad. 
This may, in turn, serve as a symptom of possible occupa-
tional fatigue, burnout, and regret regarding career 
choice in this professional group. A recent survey study 
among American nurses showed, for example, that 15% 
of them regretted their choice of nursing [4]. Moreover, 
this feeling of regret showed a high association with 
burnout [4], to which, as it was already mentioned before, 
healthcare professionals are highly susceptible. Many of 
the literature-referenced factors connected to burnout 
among nurses, including work overload, low staff num-
bers, long working hours, the stressful and demanding 
character of the job, poor leadership and leader support, 
conflicts in the team, or low control, autonomy and vari-
ety of performed tasks [35], seem to be also present in the 
Polish healthcare setting. A recent study on nurses in 
Poland highlighted the importance of factors like 
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increased staff numbers, better salary and working atmo-
sphere among their expectations towards reducing pro-
fessional burnout [36]. Finally, the last theme describes 
how students’ initial perceptions regarding their choice 
of nursing were confronted with the reality of nursing 
studies and observed conditions of nurses’ work and 
what now, after almost finishing their studies and close to 
graduation, influences their decision on continuing their 
further career in nursing. In this context, our study rec-
ognized several factors considered by students, including 
the quality of their studies and whether they feel pre-
pared for the requirements of the profession, the role of 
support and interpersonal relations among staff mem-
bers, observed conditions of medical personnel’s work, 
physical and emotional burden and the responsibility of 
nurses’ work, the financial stability and abundance of dif-
ferent job prospects for nurses, or the issue of the pres-
tige of the profession. Although these issues were 
mentioned by students contemplating the issue of enter-
ing the profession after graduation, some of them gener-
ally seem comparable with the aforementioned factors 
associated with newly registered nurses’ intention to 
leave nursing referenced in previous studies [11]. This 
shows that some of the problems experienced by the 
nursing community are also observable to students and 
may influence their career decisions. Moreover, a change 
can be noticed in the character of factors motivating stu-
dents to apply for nursing and then enter the profession 
after graduation. While in the former case, the intrinsic 
factors seemed to predominate, which is consistent with 
previous literature reports [14], in the latter case, the 
extrinsic factors started to occur in students’ narratives. 
In Polish conditions, this may again be explained by the 
stereotypical notion of nursing as a low-paid job with 
limited promotion and development opportunities, 
described in greater detail above. Meanwhile, the time of 
their studies seemed to allow the respondents to chal-
lenge these stereotypes, showing the advantages of work-
ing in the profession, such as a steady income, job 
security, and the availability of different professional 
opportunities. A similar point was also previously raised 
in the literature in a context that expected future income, 
career prospects, and easiness of finding a job are impor-
tant factors for students, and the societal notion of insuf-
ficient earnings in the nursing profession, for instance, 
might deter potential applicants from choosing it [12, 
14]. However, it would seem that the situation may 
depend on a given country and the attractiveness of 
wages and work conditions in healthcare. For example, a 
study in Mauritius showed that nurses are rather moti-
vated by extrinsic factors, and nursing was considered 
attractive due to good income, job security, or social sta-
tus, as well as paid education and migration possibilities 
[37]. Regarding their impressions from their studies, 

students generally felt they were adequately prepared for 
their professions, although few suggestions for improve-
ment were mentioned, including increasing emphasis on 
practical or communication skills learning, bigger 
involvement of simulated conditions in the learning pro-
cess, and the need for coordination of curriculum details 
between different departments conducting the classes. 
Additionally, similarly to the impressions expressed by 
the participants in our study, previous research on nurs-
ing students conduced in Poland also showed their insuf-
ficient preparedness for dealing with the death of a 
patient and the need for more education on that topic 
[38]. Respondents also paid attention to the material 
overload they experienced, indicating that the number of 
activities during the day was excessively burdensome for 
them. Meanwhile, it has been observed that as the educa-
tion level and requirements are increasing at medical 
universities along with new subjects and more learning 
hours, instead of an increase in their professionalism, 
students give accounts of being overloaded and under 
constant stress [39]. This situation may be additionally 
exacerbated by the accounts of some unacceptable behav-
iors they encountered as students from some of the 
healthcare staff members. Nursing students in our study 
seemed to attach great importance to their teaching 
nurses because they were the first to show them what 
their future profession is and what it involves. In this 
sense, they seemed to serve as role models, encouraging 
and supporting them in their career choices. Therefore, 
the quoted instances when the students were discouraged 
or even told they did not have what it takes to be a nurse 
must have been especially painful for them. The time of 
their studies also gave the students the opportunity to 
observe the conditions of nurses’ work along with some 
of its problems like staff shortages, conditions at wards, 
occupational stress, overwork, and burdening character 
of the nursing profession. It seems worth reminding that 
similar problems were linked in research to burnout 
among nurses [35]. The notion of nursing as demanding, 
burdening, and stressful work was also evidenced in pre-
vious studies among healthcare students [12]. Some stu-
dents in our study expressed particular concerns 
regarding the burdening character of shift work. Interest-
ingly, in a study conducted on a group of nurses in 
Poland, the ones working in a shift system reported feel-
ing most burden (both physical and mental) and rated 
their conditions of work as worse [40]. Although stress 
can occur in practically every occupation, healthcare 
professionals are especially susceptible to it [10]. For 
example, the profession of a nurse is considered the 
fourth most stressful profession [41]. On the other hand, 
the fact that students had the opportunity to familiarize 
themselves with the conditions of work at certain wards 
may help reduce their stress and reality shock and ease 
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their smooth transition into the role of a nurse, which in 
turn seems crucial for ensuring staff retention [42]. Addi-
tionally, students surveyed on the choice of their first 
post were shown to prefer the ones they regarded as most 
supportive [42]. This seems to be mirrored by the results 
of a recent study conducted on Polish nurses working in a 
clinical hospital, showing a positive association between 
the levels of support received at work and their well-
being [43]. Another study among the factors affecting the 
nurses’ choice of the first ward mentioned the leading 
role of the type of patients, being able to utilize the 
knowledge from the studies, or professional development 
opportunities [44]. Therefore, the results of this study, 
along with previous literature reports, seem to suggest a 
strong need for action in terms of increasing the support 
offered to the students and easing their transition into 
assuming their future professional life. These may 
involve, e.g., offering the nursing students the opportu-
nity to complete parts of their vocational internships at 
wards chosen by them, allowing them the chance to 
inspect them, or introducing tutoring programs for nurs-
ing students to provide them with more individual sup-
port, professional advice and mentoring throughout their 
studies.

Overall, given the above-mentioned gaps in the current 
state of knowledge, the strength of this study lies in the 
provided new information on the issues identified during 
the literature review and a detailed overview of the fac-
tors influencing the choice of nursing as the field of study 
on the example of young people in Poland, their motiva-
tions to further pursue nursing as their profession after 
graduation, as well as potential changes in their motives 
in the course of their educational path. As a result, it 
offers a unique perspective, allowing a comparison of 
their motives over time, something which, to the authors’ 
best knowledge, was not previously attested in the litera-
ture. However, the presented results should also be inter-
preted within the study’s limitations, which we want to 
acknowledge. Although the decision to limit the inclusion 
criteria only to students’ consent to participate and them 
being in the final year of their study was aimed at increas-
ing the research perspective, allowing any potential 
respondent willing to share their opinions to participate, 
it also could create a risk that students interested in par-
ticipating could have more potent views on the topic than 
the rest. Additionally, students participating in the inter-
views may have felt the need to conceal or suppress some 
of their true thoughts on the topic. Trying to minimize 
these risks, we emphasized on many occasions during the 
recruitment and data collection phases that our primary 
goal was to collect their true opinions and that all of their 
observations and experiences, either positive or negative, 
were valid, important, and valuable for us. There is also 
a risk of researcher bias that should be mentioned, given 

the first author’s educational and professional experi-
ences as a nurse. However, in order to mitigate this, a sec-
ond author with different professional and educational 
experiences was involved in the process of data analysis 
(researcher triangulation). Next, as it was a single-center 
study from Poland, the perspectives of nursing students 
from other settings and countries may differ. Neverthe-
less, given the qualitative character of the present study, 
which allowed us to obtain in-depth insights into stu-
dents’ perspectives on the topic and previously identified 
gaps in the literature, its findings may prove helpful and 
relevant to the broader audience outside of Poland. How-
ever, further research is needed to investigate the topic 
in other settings. Additionally, to increase the generaliz-
ability of our findings, we intend to use the results of this 
study to create a survey and examine this phenomenon 
further in a cross-sectional study on a broader sample of 
nursing students in Poland. Finally, given that due to the 
adopted methodology, students were only retrospectively 
asked about what prompted them to apply to nursing for 
instance, which may be viewed as another limitation of 
this study, another prospective research project is also 
planned, in which we plan to collect data from a group of 
students over an extended period of time to gain a better 
understanding of the issues identified during this study.

Conclusions
Among the motivations behind the decision to apply 
to nursing, students tended to mention the impact of 
intrinsic factors, like their previous decisions, personal 
interests, subjects taken at high school, previous life 
experiences involving the healthcare sector, and the asso-
ciated ability to observe nurses or other healthcare pro-
fessionals at work, as well as having a close role model 
among family members or friends. The positive influence 
of the presentation of healthcare professionals’ work in 
the media was also mentioned as an important factor. 
However, some students also reported negative emo-
tions, reluctance, or objection from their family members 
or friends regarding their decision to become nurses, giv-
ing the impression that they almost had to defend their 
choice. Similar aversion was also reported to come from 
some of the members of the nursing community, creat-
ing a cognitive dissonance for the respondents. Another 
challenge was the confrontation of their initial motiva-
tions and expectations with the reality of nursing edu-
cation and the work of the nurses observed during their 
studies. The identified factors taken into consideration 
by students in their decision to enter the profession after 
finishing their studies involved the quality of their studies 
and whether they feel prepared for the requirements of 
the profession, the role of support and interpersonal rela-
tions among staff members, observed conditions of med-
ical personnel’s work, physical and emotional burden and 
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the responsibility of nurses’ work, the financial stability 
and abundance of different job prospects for nurses, or 
the issue of the prestige of the profession. While most of 
the respondents seemed rather inclined to work in the 
profession after graduation, the detailed analysis of asso-
ciated factors seems beneficial to both offer support to 
struggling students and enhance the experience of future 
young nursing staff members. From the practice point of 
view, the positive aspects mentioned by the respondents 
can be used as a reinforcement to strengthen the inten-
tion to enter the profession among students and fresh 
graduates or promote the nursing profession and the 
advantages of working as a nurse in society, including 
young people potentially willing or hesitating to choose 
nursing as their field of study. On the other hand, the 
negative aspects, disadvantages, or problems described 
by the students could serve as an indication for decision-
makers on necessary steps for improvement to increase 
the support offered to young adepts of nursing and the 
comfort of their work in the profession.
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