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Abstract
Introduction  The nursing profession, despite comprising the largest segment of the global healthcare workforce, 
faces a significant challenge: a negative public image. This unfavorable perception adversely impacts recruitment, 
retention, and job satisfaction. Entrenched stereotypes and cultural biases often erode the profession’s credibility 
and diminish its appeal. This integrative review explores the challenges contributing to this public image issue and 
identifies potential solutions to enhance it.

Methods  This integrative review followed the Whittemore and Knafl’s (2005) method, encompassing five stages: 
problem identification, literature search, data evaluation, analysis, and presentation. A comprehensive search of 
relevant databases, including SID, Irandoc, Magiran, Google Scholar, Web of Science, PubMed, CINAHL, and Scopus, 
was conducted using the keywords “image,” “public,” “nurs*,” “solutions,” and “challenges” covering the period from 
January 2010 to January 2025. Of the 868 articles initially retrieved, 54 met the inclusion criteria and were assessed 
using the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool for inclusion in the final review.

Results  Critical appraisal and synthesis of the selected articles revealed three overarching themes related to the 
public image of nursing: professional enhancement, professional advancement, and systemic factors. These themes 
encompassed nine sub-themes.

Conclusion  This review demonstrates that the public image of nursing is influenced by both professional and 
systemic factors, with nurses themselves playing a critical role in shaping perceptions. Improving this image requires 
a collaborative effort involving nurses, healthcare organizations, and policymakers. Crucially, nurses must cultivate 
a confident and self-assured professional identity to ensure the public’s perception accurately reflects the vital 
contributions of the nursing profession.
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Introduction
Nurses constitute the largest segment of the healthcare 
workforce and play a vital role in policy development, 
planning, implementation, and reform [1]. Globally, they 
deliver at least half of all healthcare services, a propor-
tion that reaches nearly 80% in some countries [2]. There-
fore, the quality of healthcare is inextricably linked to 
the quality of nursing care [3]. With the expanding scope 
of nursing roles and responsibilities, the profession is 
increasingly recognized as a distinct and autonomous 
discipline within the broader medical field. A robust and 
effective nursing workforce is thus essential for the suc-
cess of any healthcare organization [4].

The public image of nursing is a complex and dynamic 
construct, presenting a significant challenge for the pro-
fession [5]. It encompasses societal opinions, beliefs, and 
perceptions regarding nurses and their profession. These 
perceptions are often shaped by observations of nurses’ 
appearance, attire, communication style, behavior, and 
attitudes [6]. This public image serves as a key indicator 
of the profession’s standing within society and signifi-
cantly influences nurse recruitment, retention, and job 
satisfaction [7]. Furthermore, it is intrinsically linked to 
nurses’ professional identity and perceived roles, mak-
ing the management of public perception a persistent 
challenge [8]. Historically, the image of nursing has 
undergone considerable evolution. From the “angels and 
servants” in the 1910s to the “feminine and weak” image 
prevalent in the 1920s, the perception has shifted over 
time, encompassing periods where nurses were viewed as 
subordinate to physicians and primarily as recipients of 
orders. More recently, the “carer” archetype has become 
dominant [9]. Despite advancements in the profession, 
negative stereotypes persist, particularly in developing 
countries, where nurses may still be perceived as less 
intelligent than physicians, overly dependent, powerless, 
and underpaid [7]. However, recent research suggests 
that public attitudes toward nursing may be evolving, 
with studies like that of Yavaş et al. indicating a signifi-
cant shift in public perception, particularly during events 
such as the COVID-19 pandemic [10].

The public image of nursing faces a significant chal-
lenge rooted in historical perceptions of the profession 
as a traditionally female occupation, often associated 
with emotion, femininity, and a lack of autonomy [11]. 
This perception is reinforced by cultural connotations. 
For example, in Turkey, the term “Hemşire” (the Turk-
ish word for nurse) shares semantic space with “sister,” 
“foster mother,” and “nanny,” effectively linking it to tradi-
tional women’s roles and expectations of inherent altru-
ism [12]. Similarly, in Iran, the term “nurse” can carry 
connotations of “servant” or “maid.” Adding to this com-
plexity in Iran is the semantic ambiguity of “Parastar,” 
the Persian word for “nurse,” which, due to improper and 

unprofessional usage, contributes to a diminished public 
image of the profession [13]. This challenge is not unique 
to these contexts. For instance, in Saudi Arabia, the pro-
fession suffers from a lack of respect [14]. Nursing also 
struggles with a negative image, lack of credibility, and 
insufficient social recognition in Europe [15].

A negative public image of nursing poses significant 
challenges to the profession. It can deter qualified indi-
viduals from entering the field, diminishing both the 
quantity and quality of the nursing workforce [16]. Fur-
thermore, prevalent stereotypes can limit career oppor-
tunities for nurses, impacting their job retention and 
performance [17], and ultimately affecting community 
health [18]. Conversely, cultivating a positive public 
image is essential for the growth and success of the nurs-
ing profession [16]. A positive image contributes to the 
development of healthcare organizations, reflects high-
quality nursing care, empowers nurses, and ultimately 
improves patient outcomes. Perceptions of the nursing 
profession significantly influence career choices and are 
crucial for attracting and retaining qualified staff, boost-
ing morale, and increasing job satisfaction [19]. Recent 
studies have also demonstrated a positive correlation 
between nurses’ perceptions of their professional image 
and both their perceived quality of working life [20] and 
quality of care [21].

A comprehensive understanding of the challenges and 
solutions related to nursing’s public image is crucial for 
the profession’s advancement. While numerous stud-
ies have highlighted the importance of a positive public 
perception of nursing, few have synthesized the available 
evidence to offer practical, actionable solutions [20]. To 
clarify the multifaceted nature of the issue and propose 
evidence-based strategies to enhance public perceptions 
of the profession, this integrative review aimed to pro-
vide an overview of the challenges and potential solutions 
related to the public image of the nursing profession.

Methods
Study design
This study employed an integrative review methodology 
to explore the challenges and potential solutions related 
to the public image of nursing. Integrative reviews, 
known for their ability to synthesize diverse research 
methodologies, were deemed appropriate for this topic, 
allowing for a comprehensive understanding of the mul-
tifaceted nature of public perception. The five-stage pro-
cess outlined by Whittemore and Knafl (2005) guided the 
review, encompassing problem identification, literature 
search, data evaluation, data analysis, and presentation. 
This systematic approach ensured the rigorous gathering 
and analysis of relevant research, ultimately contribut-
ing to a robust and evidence-based understanding of the 
public image of nursing [22].
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Search strategy
The review sought to answer the central question: What 
are the challenges and potential solutions contributing 
to a suboptimal public image of nursing? A systematic 
search of relevant databases was conducted by two inde-
pendent researchers covering the period from January 
2010 to January 2025. The following electronic databases 
were searched: PubMed, CINAHL, Scopus, Web of Sci-
ence, Google Scholar, and the Persian databases Magiran, 
SID, and Irandoc. The search strategy employed a com-
bination of keywords, including “image”, “public”, “nurs*”, 
“solutions”, and “challenges” connected by Boolean opera-
tors (AND and OR). The asterisk (*) wildcard was used to 
capture variations in the “nurs” term (e.g., nurse, nurses, 
nursing). (Appendix A)

Study selection
The initial search retrieved a total of 868 articles. Study 
selection was performed in three steps:

1.	 Title and Abstract Screening: After removal of 
duplicates, articles were screened for relevance 
to the research question. The title and abstract 
were reviewed independently by two reviewers 
to determine whether they contained predefined 
keywords and focused on the topic of interest. 
Articles that failed to meet these minimum criteria 
were excluded.

2.	 Full-text review: Other articles were reviewed in 
their full text for inclusion in the study. The eligible 
studies would be the ones published either in Persian 
or English, accessible in full text, and published 
within the period from 2010 to 2025.

3.	 Final Selection and Consensus: After full-text 
screening, 54 articles met al.l the inclusion 
criteria and thus formed part of this review. Any 
discrepancies between the two reviewers were 
discussed, and when necessary, a third reviewer 
was consulted. A flow diagram illustrating the study 
selection process is presented in Fig. 1 [23].

Eligibility criteria
This integrative review included studies employing a 
range of methodologies to explore the public image of 
nursing. Eligible studies included randomized controlled 
trials, experimental, quasi-experimental, descriptive, 
mixed methods, and qualitative studies. Articles pub-
lished in either English or Persian from January 2010 to 
January 2025 and available in full text were considered 
for inclusion. Review articles, editorials, policy papers, 
and conference proceedings were excluded.

Data extraction
Data extraction was conducted systematically using a 
pre-defined data extraction form. Information retrieved 
from the 54 included articles encompassed several key 
elements: study title, author(s), year of publication, coun-
try of origin, study purpose, study type/design, study 
focus, and key findings related to the challenges and 
potential solutions of public image of nursing. This struc-
tured approach ensured consistency and comprehensive-
ness in the data abstracted for the integrative review.

Data synthesis
Data synthesis followed a rigorous, iterative process. 
Two researchers independently evaluated the included 
studies, with discrepancies resolved through discus-
sion and consensus. This continuous process of review 
and refinement ensured the integrity of the synthesized 
findings. Thematic analysis, as described by Braun and 
Clarke (2006), guided the data analysis, encompassing 
six phases: [1] familiarization with the data; [2] generat-
ing initial codes; [3] searching for themes; [4] reviewing 
themes; [5] defining and naming themes; and [6] produc-
ing the report [24].

Specifically, the synthesis began with a thorough read-
ing of each study to identify salient quotes and develop 
preliminary impressions. Subsequently, an initial round 
of open coding was conducted, assigning codes to all 
concepts relevant to the research question. A color-cod-
ing system facilitated the identification of patterns across 
the studies. This coding process was repeated for each 
paper to ensure comprehensive data familiarization, with 
recurring patterns documented for subsequent analy-
sis. As patterns emerged, codes were iteratively grouped 
and linked, both within and across studies, leading to 
the development of broader themes. These preliminary 
themes were then rigorously reviewed and refined. Some 
themes were combined, others discarded, and challeng-
ing data points were re-examined in light of the estab-
lished codes. During this stage, themes were carefully 
defined and named, maintaining a critical perspective 
and ensuring a thorough and nuanced interpretation of 
the coded data. Finally, the resulting themes were evalu-
ated for coherence and relevance to the overall research 
question, ensuring they accurately represented the syn-
thesized findings.

Quality appraisal
The quality appraisal process for this integrative review 
was conducted by two independent reviewers (GM and 
SG) using the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT) 
[25]. While Whittemore and Knafl (2005) suggest that 
formal quality appraisal may not be mandatory for sup-
plementary reviews [22], we chose to implement this 
step to enhance the rigor of our review and minimize 
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potential bias. The MMAT was selected due to its capac-
ity to evaluate the methodological quality of diverse 
research designs, including qualitative, quantitative, and 
mixed-methods studies. Each study was assessed against 
the five criteria within the relevant MMAT template, pro-
viding a comprehensive evaluation of its methodological 
rigor. Discrepancies in scoring between the two reviewers 
were resolved through discussion with a third reviewer 
(AS), who served as the study supervisor. Although no 
studies were excluded based solely on methodological 
limitations, the quality assessment results will be consid-
ered when interpreting the findings and formulating con-
clusions, allowing us to weigh the strength of evidence 
supporting different themes and recommendations. The 
MMAT assessment forms are provided in Appendix B.

Results
This integrative review synthesized findings from 54 
articles selected from an initial pool of 868. While the 
search yielded primarily English-language publica-
tions, one relevant article in Persian was also included. 
The final sample comprised 32 quantitative studies, 18 
qualitative studies, and 4 using mixed-methods. Most of 
the included articles (n = 35) focused on potential solu-
tions, while 10 specifically addressed challenges, and the 
remaining nine explored both challenges and solutions. A 
summary of the included studies is presented in Table 1.

Following a review and evaluation of eligible articles, 
the findings classified into three overarching themes 
encompassing nine sub-themes (Fig.  2; Table  2): [1] 

Fig. 1  PRISMA flowchart of the inclusion process
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Professional Enhancement [2], Professional Advance-
ment, and [3] Systemic Factors.

Professional enhancement
Professional Enhancement, encompassing the personal 
and professional growth of nurses, is crucial for culti-
vating competence, confidence, and a strong sense of 
belonging within the healthcare community. This over-
arching theme is comprised of two key sub-themes: skills 
development and professional identity.

Skill development
Several key themes emerged regarding skill development 
within the nursing profession, encompassing both chal-
lenges and potential solutions. A consistent finding high-
lighted the importance of educational programs focused 
on building professional skills, as these empower nurses 
to deliver high-quality care, thereby increasing their 
perceived value within healthcare settings [36, 45, 50]. 
Furthermore, access to higher education opportunities 
enables nurses to achieve advanced competencies [44], 
contributing to their professional growth. Integrating 

Fig. 2  Classification of Public Image of Nursing Challenges and Potential Solutions
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Main themes Sub-themes Solutions Challenges
Professional 
Enhancement

Skills Development • Introduce higher educational opportunities for nurses
• Theoretical curricula and extra-curricular programs to improve Nurse 
image and Ego-resilience
• Improve nurse’s skills in providing high quality of care

• variety of education/credentials

Professional 
Identity

• Self-correction programs that enhance self-concept and account for 
sociocultural influences can motivate nurses to improve the public 
image of nursing.
• Nurses should be proud of themselves and their work and not be 
ashamed to promote the image of their profession in the course of their 
daily activities

• The effect of people’s nega-
tive image on nurses’ view of 
themselves
• Effect of negative public image 
on nurses’ self-esteem
• Sociocultural factors (working 
in a gender-mixed environment, 
delayed marriage of females, and 
poor social life, Society’s unscien-
tific view of nurses and the use 
of unprofessional terms instead 
of nurse)

Professional 
Advancement

Empowering 
Nursing Through 
Media

• Promoting Nursing Roles and Highlighting Contributions through 
Online Platforms and media power
• Use Mass media to positively highlight the nursing profession and 
showcase nurses’ scientific skills.
• Media must be used effectively to eliminate public misperceptions 
about nursing.
• Engaging with media to prevent distorted portrayals of nursing in films 
and enhance nurses’ professional image in TV series.
• Leveraging media to inspire more individuals to pursue a career in 
nursing.
• Writing future children’s books by nurses to provide a more accurate 
representation of contemporary nursing practice.
• Strengthening the relationship between nurses and the media while 
encouraging their professional involvement in consulting projects.
• Effective interaction of managers with media groups

• Television can have a nega-
tive influence on the image of 
nursing
• Fewer mentions of nurses’ 
names in TV movies
• offensive language of com-
ments of people following the 
website or displaying negative 
traits of nurse’s portrayals in the 
media and online
• Negative nursing stereotypes 
in media

Effective 
Communication

• Providing information and presenting the role of a nurse by emphasiz-
ing the positive image of nursing to parents
• Extend nursing-led orientation and tutoring activities to junior high 
students, families, and teachers regarding university course choices.
• Promotion of community awareness of nurses’ real roles, responsibilities 
and competencies in healthcare systems
• Conducting conference to appropriate orientation for junior under-
graduates’ nurse students& nurse interns about the nursing profession
• Tailored education and patient communication initiatives to improve 
the image of nursing by nurses (ensuring patients are better informed 
about the competencies and responsibilities of nurses)

• Poor awareness about the nurs-
ing profession
• Positive and negative experienc-
es of patients from nursing care
• Low publicity of the professional 
roles of nurses and midwives may 
have negative repercussions for 
their professional image
• The public appear ill-informed 
of what nurses do, purporting to 
respect nursing but would not 
recommend nursing as a career 
choice for themselves, their 
children or their pupils
• virtuous traits of the nurse 
are perceived most directly 
and immediately by the public 
while their roles as autonomous 
decision-makers and leaders are 
less (or not at all) visible

Professional 
Collaboration

• Developing high-involvement work practices as these practices foster a 
stronger professional self-image among nurses
• Interact with their colleagues

• lack of professionalism

Table 2  Main themes and sub-themes of challenges and solutions for improving the public image of nursing
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theoretical curricula with extracurricular activities was 
also identified as vital for enhancing nurses’ professional 
image and fostering ego-resilience [58].

Despite these advancements, significant challenges 
remain concerning the diversity of qualifications within 
the nursing field. High entry-level requirements, cou-
pled with unclear qualification standards and ambiguous 
role definitions, hinder the standardization and broader 
recognition of nursing professionals’ skill sets. Nurses 
have expressed concerns that the lack of standard-
ized entry-level training, combined with widely varying 
responsibilities across different roles, undermines pub-
lic understanding of their comprehensive competencies 
[69]. This inconsistency can contribute to a fragmented 
public perception of the profession and its capabilities.

Professional identity
A crucial element in shaping both professional identity 
and public image is the cultivation of a strong sense of self 
among nurses. Negative self-perception and a diminished 
public image can significantly impact nurses’ professional 
identity and self-esteem [6, 37]. When nurses experience 
feelings of undervaluation or insecurity regarding their 
professional standing, their self-confidence diminishes, 
hindering their capacity to advocate for the profession 
and effectively demonstrate their skills. This can per-
petuate a cycle of misunderstanding and devaluation in 

the public eye [54]. Targeted self-development programs, 
addressing sociocultural influences on self-perception, 
can empower nurses to embrace their professional roles 
with pride and actively promote the profession. This pro-
active approach can counteract feelings of shame or inad-
equacy stemming from negative external perceptions [20, 
43, 56]. Furthermore, cultivating a positive self-concept 
strengthens nurses’ self-confidence and resilience, equip-
ping them to navigate professional challenges more effec-
tively. This enhanced self-confidence not only increases 
job satisfaction but also contributes to a more positive 
public perception of nursing as a respected and valued 
profession [26]. Empowered and proud nurses are more 
likely to engage in behaviors that positively influence 
public perception, ultimately reinforcing their profes-
sional identity and elevating the overall image of nursing 
[51].

Professional advancement
Professional advancement plays a crucial role in shap-
ing the public image of nursing. This theme encompasses 
strategies aimed at fostering career growth, increasing 
visibility, and maximizing the profession’s impact within 
the healthcare arena. Three interconnected sub-themes 
emerged that contribute to enhancing the profession’s 
image and effectiveness: empowering nursing through 

Main themes Sub-themes Solutions Challenges
Systemic Factors Transformational 

Policies
• Inform policy, guide strategic planning, and transform the future direc-
tion of the nursing profession
• Zero-tolerance policy towards violence and aggression towards nurses
• Preparing highly competent nurse managers and leaders in public 
healthcare
• Formulation and implementation of policies and programs to promote 
the image of nursing at the organizational level.
• Elevating working condition, education and number of nurses, financial 
status, family support in management positions
• Enhancing the accuracy and visibility of a strong brand image in nurs-
ing by accurate representations of their profession and by consistently 
messaging their desired brand as leaders by nurses.
• Creating a modern image of nurses as producers of scientific knowl-
edge and independent leaders by nurses.
• Monitoring nurses’ image on a regular basis by a public education 
campaign
• Encourage and train nurses to take part in marketing activities.
• Measures to prevent violence against healthcare workers and foster a 
safe and positive working environment.

• Image not a priority
• lack of leadership development
• Nursing profession has been 
influenced by medical hierarchy
• The profession suffers from low 
attractiveness due to poor pay, 
limited political representation, 
and a lack of respect

Nursing 
Globalization

• Develop a national definition of nursing
• Health policy makers should build national programs that improve the 
image of nursing

Nursing Attire • Utilizing uniforms as a distinctive non-verbal communication strategy 
to capture attention.

• the lack of uniforms that distin-
guish nurses from ancillary staff

Redefining Gender 
Roles in Nursing

• Redefining gender roles and gender integration within the nursing 
profession
• Improve male nursing students’ caring behaviors and professional nurs-
ing image and decrease gender-friendliness barriers

• Gender role stereotyping

Table 2  (continued) 



Page 16 of 21Moghbeli et al. BMC Nursing          (2025) 24:573 

media, effective communication, and professional 
collaboration.

Empowering nursing through media
Negative stereotypes of nursing in media, compounded 
by derogatory online comments, pose a significant chal-
lenge to the profession’s public image [6, 71]. This finding 
underscores the powerful influence of media in shaping 
public perception. While acknowledging the potential 
for online platforms and mass media to perpetuate nega-
tive stereotypes, our results also highlight their potential 
to enhance the visibility of nursing roles and showcase 
nurses’ vital contributions to healthcare [10, 30, 52, 
53, 58, 63]. Specifically, studies included in this review 
emphasized the importance of proactively leveraging 
mass media to promote a positive image of nursing and 
improve public perception [32, 35, 39, 54, 56, 67, 68]. This 
includes actively counteracting misconceptions and ste-
reotypes that undermine nursing’s credibility [41, 47, 55, 
60]. Furthermore, innovative approaches, such as nurse-
authored children’s books, can inspire future generations 
to consider nursing as a career [57, 64]. Crucially, build-
ing stronger relationships between nurses and media 
professionals, including collaborative efforts with media 
organizations, is essential for fostering a more positive 
and accurate portrayal of nursing in society [55, 70, 73].

Effective communication
Effective communication plays a crucial role in shaping 
the public image of nursing, presenting both significant 
challenges and promising solutions. A key challenge 
identified in the literature is a general lack of public 
awareness regarding the breadth and depth of the nurs-
ing profession, leading to widespread misconceptions 
about nurses’ roles and responsibilities [14, 29, 40, 46]. 
While many express respect for nurses, a reluctance to 
recommend nursing as a career path suggests a discon-
nect between perceived value and a true understanding 
of the profession [63]. This is further exacerbated by the 
relative invisibility of nurses in public discourse, where 
their contributions as autonomous decision-makers and 
leaders are frequently overlooked [29]. Several promising 
solutions have emerged to address these communication 
barriers. Crucially, initiatives designed to enhance com-
munity awareness of nurses’ actual roles and competen-
cies are essential [27]. Targeted information sessions for 
parents and orientation programs for junior high school 
students, for example, can effectively showcase the posi-
tive aspects of nursing and clarify its significance as a 
profession [48]. Furthermore, patient-focused educa-
tional initiatives highlighting nurses’ diverse competen-
cies can contribute to a more accurate public perception 
[33, 36, 45]. By prioritizing open communication and tar-
geted education, the nursing profession can increase its 

visibility, foster a deeper understanding of its essential 
contributions to healthcare, and ultimately improve its 
public image [42].

Professional collaboration
Professional collaboration is crucial for enhancing the 
public image of nursing by identifying effective solutions 
and addressing underlying challenges. High-involve-
ment work practices offer a key strategy in this regard. 
These practices foster teamwork and empower nurses to 
actively participate in shaping their work environments. 
This empowerment strengthens nurses’ professional 
identity, enabling them to articulate their value within 
interdisciplinary teams and the broader healthcare sys-
tem [65]. Moreover, fostering interaction among nurses, 
both within and across different work areas, facilitates 
the exchange of knowledge, skills, and experiences, con-
tributing to a more unified and impactful nursing work-
force [66].

Systemic factors
Systemic factors, encompassing policies, regulations, and 
organizational structures, significantly influence both the 
public image of nursing and the professional practices 
of nurses. This influence manifests across four intercon-
nected sub-themes: transformational policies, nursing 
globalization, nursing attire, and redefining gender roles 
in nursing.

Transformational policies
Transformational policies are crucial for reshaping the 
public image of nursing and addressing systemic chal-
lenges. These policies should inform strategic planning 
and guide the future direction of the profession, ulti-
mately elevating its status within healthcare systems [34]. 
A zero-tolerance policy regarding violence and aggres-
sion against nurses is essential for fostering a safe work-
ing environment, which directly impacts professional 
image and job satisfaction [10, 21, 43]. Developing highly 
competent nurse managers and leaders is also necessary 
for effective governance in public healthcare settings [35, 
41, 44]. Addressing the profession’s low attractiveness 
due to inadequate pay and gender bias requires policies 
that improve working conditions, enhance educational 
opportunities, and increase nurse representation in man-
agement positions [8, 34, 38, 51]. Moreover, comprehen-
sive strategies that consider factors such as gender, age, 
and socioeconomic status are needed to mitigate sys-
temic inequalities within nursing [20, 53]. Finally, public 
education campaigns and marketing initiatives that high-
light nursing as a scientific and leadership-driven field 
can significantly improve public perceptions and solidify 
nursing’s position as a respected profession [34, 41, 49, 
51, 67].
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Nursing globalization
Globalization offers significant opportunities to enhance 
nursing’s public image. This integrative review highlights 
the critical need for a nationally standardized definition 
of nursing that reflects contemporary practices and global 
values [44]. Furthermore, national health policymakers 
should prioritize developing programs to improve public 
perceptions of nursing. Such initiatives could encompass 
public awareness campaigns, educational programs, and 
collaborations with international nursing organizations 
[21, 51].

Nursing attire
Nursing uniforms, a potent form of nonverbal com-
munication, significantly shape public perceptions of 
the nursing profession [31]. While attire influences how 
individuals are perceived in various settings, the health-
care environment presents a unique challenge. The wide-
spread use of similar uniforms, particularly white attire, 
by diverse professionals—including nurses, nutritionists, 
physiotherapists, and kitchen staff—can create confu-
sion among patients and their families. This ambiguity 
not only hinders immediate role clarification but also has 
broader implications for how nursing is currently per-
ceived, and will be perceived in the future, as a distinct 
and highly valued profession [69].

Redefining gender roles in nursing
This integrative review reveals that the nursing pro-
fession continues to be perceived through a lens of 
historical gender stereotypes, predominantly as a female-
dominated field. These entrenched stereotypes not only 
shape public perception but also influence internal pro-
fessional dynamics [28, 33, 69]. Challenging and redefin-
ing these traditional gender roles is crucial for improving 
the public image of nursing and fostering greater equal-
ity within the profession. A key strategy for achieving 
this involves actively promoting nursing as a viable and 
appealing career path for both men and women [47]. 
This promotion should go beyond simply recruiting men 
into the field. It requires a concerted effort to cultivate 
and enhance caring behaviors in male nursing students, 
thereby reinforcing a professional image that transcends 
gender stereotypes. Furthermore, addressing and dis-
mantling barriers related to gender-friendliness within 
nursing education and practice settings is essential to 
create a more inclusive and equitable environment [61].

Discussion
This integrative review explored the challenges and 
potential solutions related to the public image of nurs-
ing, identifying three overarching themes—professional 
enhancement, professional advancement, and systemic 
factors—and nine sub-themes within these. Our findings 

underscore the crucial role of nurses and nursing organi-
zations, including policymakers, in actively shaping and 
improving the public perception of nursing. Critically, 
this review highlights the significant influence of nurses 
themselves. Their individual actions, unwavering profes-
sionalism, and dedicated service are central to how the 
public perceives and values the nursing profession.

Regarding professional enhancement, the findings of 
this integrative review suggest that enhancing nurses’ 
professional skills is crucial for improving the public 
image of nursing. Studies indicate a strong correlation 
between nurses’ skill development and a more positive 
perception of the profession [36, 45, 50]. This aligns with 
Foucault’s theory, which posits that power and knowl-
edge are intertwined, with knowledge being a key compo-
nent of professional influence [74]. Consistent with this, 
research has demonstrated a significant link between 
nurses’ educational levels and their competencies in areas 
like group power and communication. Therefore, bolster-
ing nurses’ skills and knowledge is essential for cultivat-
ing a positive image of nursing, both within the broader 
community and among interprofessional colleagues 
[75]. This can be achieved through comprehensive needs 
assessments to identify knowledge gaps, followed by tar-
geted retraining programs and robust continuing educa-
tion opportunities that promote competent practice and 
ensure high-quality care [5, 76].

It is important to acknowledge that sociocultural fac-
tors play a significant role in shaping public perceptions 
of nursing [26]. For example, in the United States, nurs-
ing is a highly respected profession, and the public gener-
ally encourages nursing as a career path [77]. Conversely, 
in Saudi Arabia, cultural factors such as challenging work 
environments (e.g., poor social life, mixed-gender work-
places, and delayed marriage) contribute to a less favor-
able image, often discouraging potential recruits [14]. 
Similarly, Greek nurses have expressed concerns about 
the profession’s poor image in their society, citing percep-
tions of unprofessionalism, subordination to physicians, 
low pay, and even derogatory language used to describe 
nurses [6]. In contrast, nursing enjoys a positive public 
image in Israel [21]. In contrast, nursing enjoys a positive 
public image in Israel.

On the other hand, cultivating a strong sense of pro-
fessional self among nurses is crucial, as it significantly 
influences both individual professional identity and the 
broader public image of nursing [78]. Tajfel and Turner’s 
Social Identity Theory (1986) posits that an individual’s 
self-concept, including that of a nurse, is shaped by soci-
etal perceptions of their group [79]. Positive societal 
perceptions enhance self-concept, while negative percep-
tions can diminish it. When nurses experience feelings 
of undervaluation or uncertainty regarding their pro-
fessional image, their self-confidence can be negatively 
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impacted, potentially hindering their ability to effec-
tively advocate for the profession and demonstrate their 
competencies [78]. Research has demonstrated a strong 
link between professional identity and professional self-
concept in nurses, with the latter often being influenced 
by public opinion [80]. This creates a reciprocal relation-
ship: nurses who perceive a negative public image of their 
profession are more likely to develop a lower professional 
self-concept [81]. This creates a reciprocal relationship: 
nurses who perceive a negative public image of their pro-
fession are more likely to develop a lower professional 
self-concept [82].

Regarding professional advancement, effectively utiliz-
ing media is crucial for enhancing the public image of 
nursing. A key first step is identifying weaknesses and 
misrepresentations of the profession in media portrayals. 
This awareness among nursing managers, policymakers, 
and media representatives is essential for improving pub-
lic perception [47, 55]. One promising strategy, supported 
by a systematic review, is the development of media proj-
ects like television series, movies, or documentaries that 
feature nurses and the nursing profession prominently in 
their titles and content. Consultation with nurses dur-
ing production is vital to ensure accurate portrayals of 
nursing work and the scope of independent healthcare 
services they provide. Furthermore, casting well-known 
actors in nursing roles can increase audience engagement 
and help humanize the profession [83]. Social media also 
plays a vital role in shaping public understanding. A sys-
tematic study highlights its potential for directly engaging 
with the public, challenging stereotypes, and fostering a 
more nuanced understanding of nursing [84]. However, 
it’s important to be mindful of how nurses are portrayed, 
even in positive contexts. A narrative review reveals that 
pre-pandemic media often stereotyped nurses based on 
appearance and limited their roles to basic medical tasks. 
While the COVID-19 pandemic led to increased recogni-
tion of nurses as “heroes” or “soldiers,” this “hero” imag-
ery, while seemingly positive, can be problematic. As the 
review suggests, this type of portrayal can be a political 
and cultural strategy that normalizes nurses’ risk expo-
sure and reinforces existing power dynamics, potentially 
conditioning them to accept “necessary sacrifices” dur-
ing crises. Nurses and their advocates should be aware of 
these potential negative consequences and work towards 
more balanced and realistic representations [85].

Strengthening professional behaviors is crucial for 
enhancing the public image of nursing. This involves 
cultivating strong communication skills, fostering pro-
fessional collaboration, and promoting mutual respect 
among all healthcare providers [20, 43, 63]. Conversely, 
unprofessional behaviors significantly erode the per-
ception of nursing [69]. These include, but are not lim-
ited to, inappropriate patient treatment, neglecting 

patient questions and requests, and exhibiting aggres-
sion towards patients and their families. Such actions not 
only negatively impact individual patient experiences but 
also contribute to a broader negative perception of the 
nursing profession [86]. Furthermore, ineffective inter-/
intra-professional communication, characterized by poor 
interactions among nurses, nurse managers, and other 
healthcare staff, creates substantial barriers to effective 
teamwork [87]. A lack of cohesion within the healthcare 
team can lead to internal conflicts and challenges, such 
as disputes with supervisors, inadequate supervision of 
nurses, and an unprofessional work environment. These 
issues can manifest as negative interpersonal dynam-
ics, the use of overly informal address among colleagues 
(undermining professional boundaries), and a general 
lack of respect for hierarchical structures (88). To miti-
gate these challenges and improve the public image of 
nursing, it is essential to reinforce the importance of 
professional conduct among nurses. Targeted interven-
tions, such as monitoring professional interactions and 
implementing training workshops focused on enhanc-
ing communication and behavioral skills, can be effective 
strategies for achieving this goal [78].

Systemic factors are crucial for improving the public 
image of nursing. Professional organizations play a vital 
role in empowering nurse managers to engage effec-
tively within political structures and resolve intra-orga-
nizational conflicts [35]. Placing qualified individuals in 
key leadership positions at all levels strengthens nurs-
ing’s voice in decision-making, which in turn enhances 
the perceived authority and standing of the profession 
among both healthcare professionals and the public [29]. 
However, the persistent disparity in compensation and 
benefits between nurses and physicians, often exceed-
ing differences in educational qualifications, undermines 
nurses’ motivation and perpetuates societal misconcep-
tions, contributing to job dissatisfaction. In Iran, this 
deeply ingrained issue requires long-term, multifaceted 
strategies, including sustained resource investment and 
infrastructure improvements [86]. Addressing nurses’ 
salaries is a critical component of enhancing their soci-
etal image [20, 38].

Conversely, the globalization of nursing can elevate 
the profession’s prestige by promoting international 
standards and improving nursing education [21, 51]. 
The World Health Organization (2019) emphasizes that 
global nursing frameworks enhance credibility through 
rigorous standards and regulations [89]. Furthermore, 
a global perspective facilitates the effective addressing 
of local health needs and reinforces the essential role of 
nurses within health systems worldwide [90].

Despite these positive trends, nursing continues to be 
perceived by some as a female-dominated profession 
characterized by low skills, status, salaries, academic 
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standards, and autonomy. Male nurses, in particular, 
may face scrutiny regarding their qualifications, while 
female nurses may be unfairly perceived as unprofes-
sional. To combat these damaging stereotypes, nursing 
must be actively promoted as a scientific discipline that 
benefits from the contributions of both genders. This can 
be achieved through targeted awareness campaigns con-
ducted by universities and media outlets, coupled with 
increased nurse participation in health policy develop-
ment. In some countries, increased male representation 
within the nursing workforce has positively impacted the 
profession’s public image by challenging traditional gen-
der stereotypes and contributing to its evolution into a 
respected academic profession. In conclusion, strategi-
cally promoting nursing as a scientific and inclusive pro-
fession is essential for dismantling harmful stereotypes 
and ultimately enhancing its societal status [11].

Conclusion
This integrative review reveals that the public image of 
nursing is shaped by a complex interplay of professional 
and systemic factors. Nurses themselves are key agents of 
change, and their competence and professionalism signif-
icantly influence public perceptions. Investing in continu-
ing education and professional development empowers 
nurses to enhance their skills, advocate effectively for 
their profession, and ultimately improve the quality of 
care. Strategic engagement with media outlets is cru-
cial for showcasing the diverse and vital contributions of 
nurses to healthcare, challenging outdated stereotypes, 
and highlighting their expertise. Furthermore, addressing 
systemic issues such as wage disparities and promoting 
diversity within the nursing workforce are essential for 
fostering a more equitable and representative profession, 
thereby enhancing its reputation. A positive public image 
of nursing requires presenting the profession as dynamic, 
inclusive, and one that values the multifaceted contribu-
tions of its members. This can be achieved by showcas-
ing the flexibility and professionalism inherent in modern 
nursing practice. Ultimately, cultivating a positive and 
accurate image of nursing necessitates a collaborative 
effort involving nurses, healthcare organizations, poli-
cymakers, and the public. This requires a fundamental 
shift in how nurses themselves perceive their profession, 
embracing self-confidence and a strong belief in their 
value to redefine and elevate the public’s understanding 
of nursing.

Implications
This review offers several key implications for various 
stakeholders. Clinically, nurses should prioritize pro-
fessional behaviors to foster patient trust, strengthen 
therapeutic relationships, and facilitate participatory 
care. In terms of education, nursing curricula should 

integrate these findings, emphasizing professionalism 
and acknowledging the significant influence of faculty 
and the learning environment on students’ professional 
identity formation. Organizationally, healthcare organi-
zations can enhance nursing’s public image by collaborat-
ing with media outlets to showcase positive stories and 
impactful contributions. Furthermore, organizational 
managers and nursing leaders should advocate for policy 
changes that improve professional income, working con-
ditions, and organizational unity, recognizing the impor-
tance of engaging in political, social, and cultural arenas 
to achieve these goals. Finally, from a research perspec-
tive, future research should focus on rigorous evaluations 
of interventions designed to improve the public image of 
nursing, providing evidence to inform the development 
of supportive policies. Specifically, research should inves-
tigate and highlight the effectiveness and critical contri-
butions of nurses across diverse healthcare settings and 
healthcare professionals. This collaborative approach 
will not only promote a unified, team-based approach to 
healthcare but also underscore the vital and integrated 
role of nursing within the broader healthcare system.

Limitations
This integrative review has limitations that should be 
acknowledged. First, the restriction to studies published 
in English and Persian introduces a potential language 
bias, excluding potentially relevant research published in 
other languages, such as Spanish and Portuguese. Future 
reviews could benefit from including a broader range 
of languages to provide a more comprehensive under-
standing of the public image of nursing. Second, while 
we employed rigorous search methods across multiple 
databases, the possibility of inadvertently missing rel-
evant literature due to variations in indexing practices, 
search terms, or publication formats cannot be entirely 
excluded. Finally, the heterogeneity of the included stud-
ies, in terms of methodologies, settings, and participant 
characteristics, while inherent in an integrative review, 
may limit the generalizability of specific findings. While 
we synthesized the findings across studies to identify 
overarching themes, the diverse nature of the data should 
be considered when interpreting the results.
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