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Abstract

Background and Aim: Nurses gained more attention than other healthcare professional during the Covid-19
pandemic, when they were at the front line of fight against the pandemic. Since then, numerous concerns and
issues have been raised in relation to nursing practice, which have the optential to affect the nursing students'
ideas, attitudes and experience with nursing profession. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to determine
the nursing image perceived by nursing students following COVID-19 pandemic.

Materials and methods: This descriptive-qualitative study was conducted at Alborz University of Medical
Sciences. Participants in this study included nursing students enrolled in their first, second, third, fourth, sixth,
and eighth semesters, who had been selected by purposeful sampling technique. Data was collected using the
virtual focused group method in the e-learning system forum (Navid). MAXQDA-10 software was used to
analyzed the data with conventional content analysis approach.

Results: A total of 86 students participated in the virtual focus group interviews. Data were analyzed by content
analysis approach, which resulted in the formation of 6 subcategories and 2 main categories. The main
categories included perceived self-concept (with subcategories of feeling valuable, doubt and unconditional
lover), and perceived public image (with subcategories of nurse as hero, nursing as a profession, and transient
promotion).

Conclusion: The Covid-19 pandemic has promoted the image of nursing for nursing students as well as general
public. However, there is concern about the temporary promotion of professional image of nursing. It is
necessary for the nursing officials and experts to consider such conditions as an opportunity to introduce nursing
profession academically, with the aim of creating motivation and positive attitude toward nursing in students,
and stabilishing a positive image of nursing in the society.
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Introduction

The dignity, and social state of nurses,
which is affected by the public's view of
the profession, plays an important role in
the nurses' feeling and attitude towards
their professional identity and how they
see themselves and their profession [1,2].
Although the image of nursing has been
developed over the past century from a
physician assistant to an independent and
professional care provider with scientific-
theoretical foundations [3], the image of
nursing in the world has been a worrying
issue [4].

Findings of many studies show that
although nursing community consists of
competent,  educated and  trusted
professionals, this profession faces
challenges related to its image, which
affects its ability to attract younger people
with sufficient competence for nursing. It
is also increasingly difficult to retain
students in nursing programs [5,6]. Several
social and environmental factors, including
misconceptions and stereotypes, personal
experiences and media, play an important
role in the society’s lack of knowledge
about nursing [7].

Nurses are considered to be the symbol of
compassion who save lives and give hope
to patients. However, the general public
still has a stereotyped and outdated view of
nurses [3]. The public does not know
enough about the evolution of nursing
profession [6,8], as in most societies,
nursing is portrayed as a female profession
where nurses work as subordinates to
doctors [4,6,9]. These images affect the
self-concept of nurses [4]. Social identity
theory argues that nurses' self-concept can
be derived or influenced by public image,
so improving the public image of nursing
plays an important role in strengthening
the nurses’ self-concept and forming a
desirable nursing identity [8,9,10].
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Studies show that it is not possible to
achieve quality care without considering
the social status of nurses and improve it
[2,6]. Iranian studies show that, the
nursing profession in Iran suffers from a
poor public image and low social status.
This makes nurses think that their work is
not appreciated and valued, which leads to
frustration and sometimes confusion about
their professional identity [2]. In this
regard, the results of a study by Teresa-
Morales and colleagues showed that
people's lack of understanding about the
reality of nursing as a profession is a
common phenomenon that plays a major
role in creating a negative image of
nursing [3].

The formation of nursing's professional
identity starts from the time of training
through interaction with experienced
personnel [10] and continues throughout
the entire professional life. Having a
positive professional identity, is the most
important factor in creating job satisfaction
and is the best predictor of job retention in
nursing [11].

Studies show that despite many efforts that
have been made to improve nursing image,
there is still evidence of a negative
perception of nursing among nursing
students, which could lead to the high
turnover among future nurses [5,6]. In
addition, these studies show that the
perception of nursing image affects the
nursing students' attitudes towards nursing
care and the identity of their future
professional role as nurses [8,12]. Marzban
and Marzban stated that more than 50% of
nursing students have a negative attitude
towards their profession and this is due to
the low status of nursing profession in the
society [13]. Most studies reflect the
realistic image of nursing profession
through media, especially social media [6],
and their active interaction with the media
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and participation in scientific meetings and
debates [5]. In general, the nursing
profession has not been properly
introduced in social media [4, 14], and it
can be argued that nursing profession has
passively allowed the media to portrait an
unfavorable image of nursing [4].

The outbreak of Covid-19 pandemic
created different and unpredictable
conditions, which affected the public
image of healthcare workers, especially
the nurses. Severe challenges and
sufferings, such as separation from
family/friends and enduring physical and
emotional stress caused by the global
Covid-19 pandemic, draw the attention of
individuals, society and media to
healthcare workers and nurses in
particular. The nurses' contribution to the
fight against Covid-19, and the nurses'
courage and sacrifice shown through
media coverage have probably been
influential on changing the public image of
nursing. This has influenced the public
sense of gratitude, admiration and even
love for nurses [1,4,15]. Despite the
serious challenges that have been raised
following the Covid-19 pandemic, it seems
that this pandemic has shed a light on the
realities and challenges of modern nursing
[7,15].

Zhang et al. (2021) stated that the
challenges created by Covid-19 have
greatly affected the formation of
professional identity in medical students
[11]. It seems that explaining the new
perception of nursing profession by
nursing students following Covid-19
pandemic will be helpful in understanding
the current situation and possible
challenges of nursing  profession.
Therefore, this study was conducted to
determine the perception of nursing
students towards nursing profession before
and during the pandemic.
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Methods

This is a descriptive-qualitative study that
was conducted at Alborz University of
Medical Sciences in 2022. Through
purposeful sampling, 6 focus group
meetings were held and 56 undergraduate
nursing students at the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th,
6th, and 8th semesters participated.

Virtual focus group meetings were held to
collect the data. A focus group is research
and a data gathering method, which brings
together a small group of people to answer
questions in a moderated setting. The
group members are chosen according to
the predefined demographic characteristics
(i.e semester and age). Considering the
promotion of e-learning systems following
the Covid-19 pandemic, the researchers
decided to use focus group in a virtual
forum. In this way, a virtual forum in
Navid's learning management system was
created for each semester.

Before starting the interviews, an
explanation about the study objective and
the formation of focused groups were
given to the participants. The students
were encouraged to reply to each other
while answering the questions in order to
form a discussion. The interview started
with general questions, such as what is
your self-image of nursing and has it
changed after the pandemic? According to
each semester, the subsequent questions
were asked from the students. For
example, questions asked from semester 1
students who had chosen nursing during
the pandemic were seriously different from
semester 8 students who understood the
image of nursing before the pandemic.
Thus, the subsequent questions were
designed differently for each semester.
Other questions were related to the new
image of nursing in the society during and
after the pandemic. The focus groups were
guided by a moderator (first author), and
the interviews were guided by the
following questions:
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- What feedback did you receive from
people?

- What effect do they think the pandemic
had on nursing profession and its image in
society?

Data were analyzed by conventional
content analysis method. For this purpose,
the interviews were first extracted from the
Navid system. Then, the text of each
interview was read several times to get a
general sense of understanding. Also, the
semantic units or sentences related to the
study objectives were determined and
labeled by open codes. In the next steps,
the initial codes were classified in
subcategories ~ according  to  their
similarities and differences. For each of
the focused group interviews, the analysis
continued until this stage and then, the
next interview was analyzed. By using
MAXQDA-10 software, the researchers
prevented the formation of repetitive
codes, which facilitated the data reduction
process. The subcategories were revised
several times and necessary changes were
made to them, which then formed the main
categories.

The participants were assured that their
names would not be revealed in the study.
This study has been approved by the
Ethics Committee of Alborz University of
Medical Sciences
(IR ABZUMS.REC.1399.294). Since the
interviews were conducted in a virtual
focus group format, the issue of informed
consent was not raised because only
students who were willing to participate in
the study and expressed their verbal
consent in some ways were surveyed.

Results

In total, 9 students at semester 1, 9
students at semester 2, 18 students at
semester 3, 9 students at semester 4, 12
students at semester 6, and 8 students at
semester 8 participated in the virtual focus
group interviews (Table 1). The results of
data analysis are presented in two main
categories and 6 sub-categories (Table2).

Table 1: Demographic characteristics of the participants

Variable Frequency
(%)
Sex Male 27 (42)
Female 38 (58)
Marital Single 65 (100)
status Married 0
Age 18-20 42 (65)
(year) 20-22 23 (35)
1 9(13.8)
2 9 (13.8)
Semester 3 18 (27.6)
4 9 (13.8)
6 12 (18.4)
8 8 (12)
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Table 2: Main categories and subcategories

Main categories

Subcategories

Perceived self-image

Feeling valued

Uncertainty

Unconditional lover

Perceived public image

Nurse as hero

Nursing as a profession

Transient improvement

1- Perceived self-image: This category
had 3 subcategories of feeling valued,
uncertainty, and unconditional lover.

1-1: Feeling valued: The participants’
experiences showed that following the
Covid-19 outbreak, the feelings of being
useful, being noticed and being valued
have been forming in the minds of
students. The students had been entering
the nursing profession for different
reasons, and when they compared how
they felt before and after the pandemic,
they felt more satisfied and saw
themselves as more determined students.
A realistic explanation of nursing role after
the pandemic was effective in forming the
students’ sense of worth. This applied to
students in all semesters. However, there
were students who did not change their
image of nursing because of the pandemic,
arguing that they already knew everything
about the profession and nothing has
changed for them.

"Considering the current circumstances, | have no
fear or discomfort in choosing nursing. | also give
peace to my family and | am thousand time prouder
of being a nurse. | am happy that God decided to
serve my fellow colleagues in this way, because
nursing is one of the most valuable jobs in the field
of medicine and treatment.” (A 3 semester
student)

“l was completely afraid of working at patient
bedside. Now that the Corona virus has been
explained and discussed, | don't seem to be afraid
anymore, and when | see how useful I can be in this
situation and help people, | feel good and fear has
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no meaning to me anymore. It even gives me a
feeling of being brave. (A 6™ semester student)

“Before this, | didn't consider the role of nurses to
be so strong, but now | am proud of myself that I
am studying in this field, and for me, treatment is
no longer synonymous with following the doctor's
orders." (A 2" semester student.

“Personally, I feel proud that | am going through
this ups and downs and become a part of medical
team. In addition, | am interested in clinical work,
and I am proud that | have now entered the field of
nursing." (A 1%t semester student)

"In this situation, 1 am really proud of my field of
study more than before. | have became more
interested in nursing than before. In my opinion,
this disease made people realize the value of nurses
and medical staff." (A 1% semester student)

1-2: Uncertainty: Uncertainty and doubt
were the key words seen in the statements
of some participants. As the students were
advancing in their academic education,
this concern became stronger in them.
Although the participants believed that the
value of nursing has increased in public
view, they expressed their concerns for the
future as they began to learn about the
nature of nursing. They had doubts about
how long they might be able to endure
these harsh conditions and continue
working as a nurse.

"1 don't want to say this, but now I really don't have
a positive view of nursing, having seen this
situation, because | feel that it is very difficult to
work in this situation.” (An 8™ semester student)

"Instead of being excited and happy, | started my
work in a crisis and in a bad situation. Now, the
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students who just like me started their work in this
situation say that it is very difficult for them, even
though they are new to nursing. Despite all the
good feelings | had about nursing, now the fear
and discouragement have been added to my
concerns. (An 8™ semester student)

"With the continuation of this pandemic, many
people may avoid nursing program, just as we
protect our health and avoid our children from
going to school.” (A 6™ semester student)

"Despite the interest | have, when | see nurses
complain about the current situation and the
government’s promises and payments that have not
been fulfilled yet, | feel very discouraged. Do |
really have the patience to stay in this job?" Can |
enjoy my work or not?" (An 8™ semester student)

1-3: Unconditional lover: Participants
believed that the Covid-19 pandemic
showed how much nurse’s love to care for
people is limitless.

"With all my heart, 1 came to the conclusion that
nursing means love and love means nursing." (A 4
semester student)

"Medical sciences are all difficult fields. After
covid-19 pandemic, this difficulty became more
apparent, but the joy of making others feel better
has made me to endure all these difficulties.” (A 3™
semester student)

"With the spread of this disease, the stereotype that
a nurse is a manifestation of dedication, love and
patience, which I didn’t understand before, became
appeared to me." (As 8" semester student)

2. Perceived public image: The findings
showed a significant improvement in the
role and status of nursing in public’s view
during the pandemic. In this study, the
second main category of “perceived public
image” consisted of 3 subcategories.

2-1; Nurse as hero: The most important
concept that students talked about during the
pandemic was the positive feedback they
received from public about nursing. The term
"health defender" had become a common
discourse in the Iran media and even public
during the pandemic, which were given to
healthcare workers, especially the nurses.
Nurses were introduced as heroes of health
system. This new image was different from the
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image that the participants had previously
perceived.

“Doctors and nurses are risking their own health
to take care of covid patients, which show their
dedication in helping the society. It's crucial to
recognize them as health defenders.” (An 8%
semester student)

"Everywhere people were saying that the medical
staff are trying to keep people alive. It is hopeful.
We are people who study for the survival and
health of others without any request, even at the
cost of our own lives." (A 3™ semester student)

“The doctors and nurses are referred to as
defenders of health and everyone is thanking and
praising them, especially the nurses." (A 6%
semester student)

2-2; Nursing as a profession: The
participants referred to Covid-19 pandemic as
the factor that started the renaissance of
nursing image in the public’s eye. Changing
the image that saw the nurse as a doctor's
assistant who only does simple tasks was an
important factor in improving the image of
nursing from the participants' point of view.

"Unfortunately, we lost a lot of nurses due to
Covid-19. But | am happy that the society has
changed its view of nursing (Of course, a little).”
(A 6™ semester student)

"After the pandemic, people's view of nursing
changed, and nursing services and their hard work
were widely recognized by public. Nursing is a
profession and requires academic education, and
without nurses, running a hospital is not possible at
all. "(A 8" semester student)

"This disease, with all its evils, was able to prove to
everyone that all treatment staff, including nurses,
cannot be replaced, and how lack of nurses
prevents patient recovery." (A 1% semester student)

"Despite the negative points and social harms of
Covid-19 pandemic, it made many people who had
a superficial view of nursing realize the importance
and true value of this profession. People began to
realize that if there were no medical staff and
nurses in this situation, it would have been much
more difficult to control the disease." (A 1%
semester student)

"1 thank God that | was accepted into the nursing
field, because | feel it was in my best interest to
study nursing. After the corona pandemic, | think a
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big revolution happened in the medical fields,
especially nursing, which attracted people's
attention towards nursing and changed their view
of nursing. | saw with my own eyes how people,
who mocked nursing before, began to praise our
profession. ” (A 3" semester student)

2-3; Transient promotion: Despite the
positive experiences that students had
about the promotion of nursing image,
some students were not optimistic about
this promotion. They believed that the
improvement in  nursing image is
temporary and will return to its previous
state after the pandemic, and people forget
how nurses, with their knowledge and
skills, were helpful in treating patients.

"We are a nation that lives in the moment and
makes mountains out of straw. You know,
immediately after any event, these stories are made
and after a while, everything will be the same as
before!" (3rd semester student)

1t is good to see that nurses are praised in the
news and social networks, but are these praises
permanent ? Maybe this crisis has caused people to
pay more attention to nurses, but | think it is
temporary. Corona virus will leave our country
sooner or later, and then it will be the same mess
again." (A 4™ semester student)

At the beginning of Covid-19 pandemic, many
nurses made great their efforts and people
appreciated them, but now it has become normal
unfortunately, and | hear people say that it is their
job or their duty! In the end, people just made a
small expression of sympathy.” (A 6 semester
student)

Discussion

Feeling valued was one of the categories
found in this study. The nursing students
had a better image of nursing compared to
before the pandemic. The feeling of being
useful, being noticed and being valuable
along with the positive and heroic public
image of nursing had greatly affected the
students’ perception of nursing. In the
study of Tang et al. (2022), the occurrence
of public emergencies was considered as
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an effective factor in creating a positive
attitude toward the profession in nursing
students, and this attitude could be seen in
the later stages of pandemic compared to
its early stages [16].

Sun et al. (2007) and Heung et al. (2005)
also reported a positive increase in the
attitude of nursing students toward nursing
after the SARS epidemic [17,18], and this
is while studies were reporting different
results before the epidemic. In the study of
Marzban and Marzban (2018), nursing
students and general public did not have a
great view of nursing [13]. Elibol et al.
(2017) in their study believed that the
attitude of students towards nursing
profession and their image was not
positive [19]. Uysal and Demirdag (2022)
also stated that nurses have become more
visible during the pandemic, and there has
been a positive shift in how the public
views nursing profession, although some
outdated stereotypes still persist [20].

The present study found that students were
uncertain and doubtful about the
challenges and difficulties of nursing
profession during the Covid-19 crisis.
They also had more doubt about their
ability to become nurse and how long they
might be able to endure these harsh
conditions and continue working as a
nurse. These concerns also increased as the
students advanced in their education. It
seems that Covid-19 crisis has shown
students the hard-working condition and
responsibility of nurses in the society.
Final year students felt a strong connection
with the role of nurses and were able to
better understand the responsibility of
nurses. In a study in Singapore that
examined the transition from student to
hospital nurse, the lack of clinical skills to
provide care was cited as an important
factor in causing stress in the students,
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which is also confirmed by other studies
[19,21,22].

In the present study, the unconditional love
for nursing profession was evident in the
nursing students. The participants believed
that the covid-19 pandemic showed them
that nurses should love to care and there is
no limit to this love. Adib- Hajbagheri and
Bolandian (2020) believed that nursing
care, which is a combination of sense of
responsibility, benevolence, attention and
concern, respect and understanding of
others as a human being regardless of
negative consequences, is the true concept
of love [23]. In the study of Araghian
Mojarad and Shafipour (2021), nurses who
cared for patients with Covid-19 did not
perceive patient care as unpleasant despite
the difficult conditions they were working
in, rather it made them to feel like
superhuman who provide care in difficult
situations with love and patience [24]. In
this regard, Nie et al. (2021) in China
showed that participants in their study
believed Covid-19 pandemic have made
them more interested in clinical nursing,
and the humanitarian aspects of nursing
practice were more valuable to them [25].
It seems that the occurrence of Covid-19
crisis and seeing the sacrifice of nurses
have caused nursing students to have
clearer image of nursing profession and
the love and patience it requires, despite
the existing difficulties. However, the
results of Tang et al. (2022) study showed
that in areas where the severity of Covid-
19 pandemic was greater, the students'
positive perception of nursing profession
was lower than in areas where there was
less risk and work pressure [16].

In this study, the concept of “nurse as
hero” emerged as the most significant
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topic discussed by the students following
the pandemic. In the Covid-19 pandemic,
nurses were faced with one of the biggest
health challenges in history. Being on the
front line of fight against the pandemic and
endangering own health through close
contact with patients, have caused the
media to portray healthcare workers as
superhumans [26]. In a study that
investigated public images of nurses in the
media, nurses were often shown as a hero,
a soldier, a woman or a hope. However,
Stokes-Parish et al. (2020) believed that
presenting the image of a superhero and an
angel can undermine the difficulties that
nurses endure. They also believed that
nurses should use every opportunity to
highlight their skills, knowledge and
compassion in the media and daily life in
order to challenge the hero stereotype
given to them [27]. Although these
narratives suggest a positive view of
nursing and reflect a general appreciation
of nurses, they also run the risk of ignoring
the skills and knowledge needed to deliver
care, which may potentially alter the image
of nursing profession [28].

The present study found that nursing
students perceived nursing as an important
profession during the pandemic, and
covid-19 has caused the renaissance of
nursing profession in the society, changing
the image that see nurses only as doctor's
assistants who only do simple tasks. This
issue was an important factor in improving
the image of nursing in the society.

This study also found that students thought
the new perception of nursing as a
profession by general public might be
temporary. Also, despite the positive
image of nursing perceived by the
participants, some students were not
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optimistic about this new image and
believed that the positive image of nursing
profession might be temporary. They
believed that after the end of pandemic,
the image of nursing will return to its
previous state and people forget how
nurses, with their knowledge and skills,
were influential in patient treatment and
recovery Catton and Iro (2021) believed
that designation of the year 2020 as the
International Year of Nurses, and the
media's emphasis on  overcrowded
hospitals and lack of human resources, are
not enough and with the end of this crisis,
the sacrifices made by nurses are
forgotten, which shows the need to take
planned action to strengthen the image of
nursing in society and reduce its
challenges [29].

This study had some limitations. For
instance, interviewing the participants
through virtual focus group was a
limitation as we could not take the body
language and field notes wunder the
consideration. If we had the possibility to
conduct face-to-face interviews, we could
probably be able to obtain richer data.

Conclusion:

The findings of present study show that
COVID-19 pandemic was able to increase
the positive perception of nursing students
and general public towards nursing
profession. However, the students had
concerns that this improved professional
image of nursing may fade after the end of
COVID-19 pandemic.

It is recommended to use the experience of
Covid-19 pandemic to promote nursing
image among the general public and
nursing students. Nursing managers can
use national networks and social media to
introduce nursing profession and correct
the traditional view of nursing that people
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have in the society, educating them to
recognize nursing as an academic and
scientific profession.

Nurses are a huge workforce in any nation,
and nursing managers can introduce
nursing profession by educating general
public through national media and social
networks, creating a more realistic and
positive image for nursing profession in
the society.
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