


Part 1 - Aim, focus and purpose of the research
A significant global nursing crisis persists, with the World Health Organization (2024) forecasting a 13 million nurse deficit worldwide, coupled with an expected four million retirements within the next decade.  In the United Kingdom (UK), the Royal College of Nursing (2024) reports a current shortfall of 40,000 nurses, with Wales facing a deficit of 2,700.  The Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC)(2023) informs its register lists approximately 705,000 nurses across the UK's four specialisms of adult, mental health, paediatric, and learning disability, with 38,300 of those based in Wales.  Notably, only 11% of UK nurses are male.  Addressing this shortage, as highlighted by Flaubert et al. (2023), requires building a strong pipeline of future nurses through effective recruitment into educational programmes.
Researchers, however, such as Teresa-Morales et al. (2022) and Stanley et al. (2017) point to gender disparities in student nurse numbers as a major impediment to recruitment.  Data from the Health Education Standards Agency (2024) indicates a widening gender gap in UK nurse education with 10.4 % of the enrolled nursing cohort reported as male in 2020 in comparison to 9.6 % in 2023.  These statistics are corroborated by the University and College Admissions Service's (2024) longitudinal study, which revealed that the difference between female and male entrants to UK undergraduate nursing programmes increased from over 19,000 in 2011 to 25,000 by 2021.  The NMC (2024) further emphasises that in Wales, men represent only 5% of nursing graduates, suggesting an attrition rate of almost 50%, and intensifying this imbalance.  This gender disparity has significant consequences for universities, the nursing profession, and society (Andrew et al., 2023).  Cho and Jung (2021) found that a more balanced gender representation in nursing programmes correlates with improved job satisfaction, respect, and professional pride among nurses.  Consequently, addressing this imbalance is crucial for maintaining a sustainable and flourishing nursing workforce in the UK.

Part 2 - Overview of relevant literature: Gender Bias and Male Attrition in Welsh Nurse Education
The framework underpinning this literature review emerged through a systematic process, aligning with the principles of thematic analysis.  This approach was adopted to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the research landscape concerning men in nursing and to contribute to ongoing conceptual and theoretical developments within the field (Aveyard, 2021).  To capture a broad range of perspectives, a diverse body of literature was examined; this included a systematic search for both original empirical research, employing established methodologies for new data collection, and non-empirical works such as discussion papers, reports from governing bodies, expert commentaries, and press releases.  A deliberate decision was made to limit the scope to English language publications to ensure effective comprehension of the source material.
The use of thematic analysis within this literature review offers several benefits (Anderson et al., 2021); it allows for the identification of recurring patterns and key themes across a diverse range of sources (Naeem et al., 2023; Finlay, 2021), enabling a synthesis of findings and the development of a coherent understanding of the complex issues (Braun and Clarke, 2014), which in this instance, surround men in nursing education.  According to Braun and Clarke (2021) this method facilitates the exploration of both explicit and implicit meanings within the literature, contributing to a richer analysis.  It is, however, important to acknowledge potential drawbacks; the subjective nature of thematic analysis means that the identification and interpretation of themes can be influenced by the researcher's own perspectives and biases (Braun and Clarke, 2022; Roberts, Dowell and Nie, 2019).  To mitigate this, a rigorous and transparent approach to data extraction and theme development was employed, with careful consideration given to alternative interpretations.
The analysis will examine key themes including the lack of consideration of men's contributions to nursing, societal gender stereotypes and gender bias within education.

Theme 1 - Lack of Consideration of Men's Contribution to the Field of Nursing
Despite the persistent perception of nursing as a predominantly female profession, stemming from Florence Nightingale's era and her dismissive views on male nurses (Cude and Winfrey, 2007; Prosen, 2022; Holton, 1984; Ross, 2017), the historical record reveals a significant and often overlooked male contribution.  Nursing has its roots in ancient times, with evidence of male-dominated nursing schools dating back to 256 BC (Christensen et al., 2021), and male caregivers playing crucial roles in biblical times when women were excluded from formal nursing education (Bullough, 1994).  Indeed, "men dominated nursing in early times" (Bullough, 1994), contributing to the vocation's development through monastic orders like the Knight Hospitallers of Saint John of Jerusalem (Brown and Stone, 1973; Verger, 1986) and the Benedictine monks who provided care during epidemics (Jezuit et al., 2020).  The 19th-century female nursing movement, spearheaded by Nightingale, overshadowed this legacy (Mackintosh, 1997), and her negative views on male military nurses further discouraged their participation (Masters, 2009; Brown, Nolan, and Crawford, 2000).  While men continued to be involved in 18th-century voluntary hospitals, they were often relegated to roles as ‘keepers’ or ‘attendants’ in mental asylums and workhouses (Carpenter, 1980).  The mid-19th-century reformation of nursing, coinciding with the rise of female employment in the field, was accompanied by negative perceptions of these women's suitability for other roles (Williams, 1978).  The subsequent implementation of ‘female-only’ policies in 20th-century nursing schools (Meadus and Twomey, 2011) solidified nursing's female identity, leading to the marginalisation of men's contributions (Dingwall, 1977; Hardy, 1986; Mellish, 1984; Zhyberg and Berry, 2005; Carnevale and Priode, 2018).  This historical amnesia, coupled with gender bias and stereotypes, has hindered male recruitment and retention, despite their significant historical roles and disproportionate representation in areas like mental health care and leadership (Evans, 2017; Anthony, 2004).  

Theme 2 - Societal Gender Stereotypes of Male Nurses
The historical association of nursing with femininity, as noted by Villanueve (1994), has perpetuated a gendered narrative that continues to impact male students.  While gender bias affects men in various educational domains (Hazel and Kleyman, 2019; Equal Opportunities Commission, 2006; Bedlov, 2018), its prevalence is particularly pronounced within nurse education (Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 2013; Hill, Corbett, and Rose, 2015; Kangethe, Lyria, and Nyamamga, 2014; Keogh and O’Lynn, 2007).  This is compounded by the female-dominated authorship of key nursing texts (O’Lynn and Tranbarger, 2007; Bell-Scriber, 2008), which often either overlook or present outdated and potentially sexist portrayals of male nurses (Nutting and Dock, 1935; Sire, 1994; Donahue, 1996; Smith and Field, 2018; Storey and Last, 2021).  The pervasive use of feminine pronouns in these materials, as highlighted by Group and Roberts (2001), and the lack of attention to men’s historical contributions, as noted by Grady et al. (2008), further contribute to a sense of exclusion.  This imbalance is reflected in the predominantly female composition of nursing faculty and student bodies (Anthony, 2004; Zamanzadeh et al., 2013; Mao et al., 2021; Royal College of Nursing, 2020).  Efforts to address this, such as initiatives by Athena Swan (2023), which advocates for gender equality in higher education, and recommendations for gender-balanced learning experiences (Jeffreys, 2012; Loughrey, 2008; McLaughlin and Muldoon, 2010), including the provision of male mentors and the promotion of male role models, are crucial steps towards fostering a more inclusive environment.
Beyond the educational setting, societal gender stereotypes significantly influence the experiences of male nurses.  Men entering the profession often face challenges to their masculinity, encountering stereotypes that portray nursing as a “woman’s job” (Williams, 1993).  These stereotypes can lead to social isolation and feelings of being an “outsider” among male students.  Research by Rajacich et al. (2013) demonstrates that male nurses frequently navigate assumptions about their sexual orientation or are questioned about their career choices, which can be psychologically taxing.  Furthermore, the portrayal of nurses in popular culture often reinforces these stereotypes, further perpetuating the perception of nursing as a feminine domain (Evans, 2017).  Consequently, understanding how these stereotypes manifest within the educational environment is essential for addressing male student attrition.  It is crucial to note the age of some of the cited texts, as views on gender have evolved significantly, however, their continued influence on current literature and teaching practices demonstrates their continued relevance.
Theme 3 - Gender Bias Within Nurse Education
The potential for gender bias within nurse education programmes, contributing to the disproportionately high attrition rates among male students, demands critical examination.  Drennan et al. (2016) identifies several manifestations of this bias, including teaching and learning styles that favour female students, curricula that neglect male experiences, and a scarcity of male role models.  Stanley et al. (2017) further highlight male students' perceptions of a lack of lecturer support and understanding, fostering feelings of alienation.  This aligns with Cudé and Winfrey (2007) and Adeniji et al. (2015), who suggest that nurse education establishments often fail to adequately support male students' retention, citing the absence of visible male role models.  Meadus and Twomey (2011) and Grady et al. (2008) also indicate that this perceived lack discourages male students from both entering and remaining in nursing programmes.  This finding is supported by Stanley et al. (2017) who report male students feeling like pioneers, rather than part of an established cohort.  Stanley and his four co-researchers, who were lecturers in Nursing and Midwifery programmes across Australia and New Zealand, conducted a study exploring health professionals' perceptions of the clinical skills demonstrated by men and women in nursing.  While the primary aim of their research was not to investigate gender bias within nurse education specifically, a significant finding emerged from the responses of the male participants.  Of the 13.4% of respondents who identified as male, a striking 89% reported experiencing feelings of isolation and estrangement from their female peers.  These male respondents further indicated that these feelings of detachment had negatively affected their overall educational experience and, in their perception, had implications for the development of their clinical skills.  This unexpected finding underscores the potential impact of gender dynamics within nursing education on the lived experiences and perceived professional development of male students.  Notably, no similar studies exploring these specific feelings of isolation and estrangement among male nursing students appear to have been undertaken within the UK, making direct comparisons within this national context currently challenging.
Adding to the complexity, research suggests distinct differences in male and female learning styles (Kolb and Kolb, 2005; Lachenmayer, 1997; Heffler, 2001).  Lamin et al. (2020) argue that nursing practice, with its emphasis on hands-on placements, aligns more closely with female learning preferences, which often involve understanding complex interpersonal dynamics and engaging in collaborative problem-solving (Ibrahim and Hussein, 2016).  Conversely, Li, Chen, and Tsai (2008) suggest that men may favour analytical approaches, particularly in STEM fields, however, the trio’s reliance on older sources, such as Sherrod (2003) and Belenkey et al. (1986), which perpetuate outdated and potentially sexist notions about inherent gender-based cognitive differences, undermines the credibility of this argument.  Modern research, such as Nancekivell, Shah, and Gelman (2020), challenges the notion of inherent gender-based skills, suggesting they are learned, not innate.  Furthermore, while McKenna et al. (2018), Gouifrane et al. (2020), and Koch et al. (2020) suggest that collaborative learning, prevalent in nurse education, may favour female students, Philbin et al. (1995) advocate for individualised learning approaches.  Conversely, Kulturel-Kovack, D’Allegro, and Dickins (2011) caution that students may struggle to identify their preferred learning styles before commencing their studies.  Mangold et al. (2018) also found that educators demonstrate a preference for teaching styles that align with their own gender, potentially creating further bias.  Dr Kara Mangold and five other education specialists explored the preferred learning styles of nurses within an Arizona teaching hospital, specifically gathering the perspectives of nurse educators.  Their qualitative interviews, involving 15 lecturers of whom two were male, revealed that these educators tended to favour delivering lessons using teaching strategies that aligned with their own preferred learning styles. This finding suggests a potential for gender-based bias in teaching delivery, as educators, perhaps unconsciously, may gravitate towards methods that resonate with their own gendered learning preferences. Given that this study was conducted in an American context and focused on the teaching styles of qualified nurse educators rather than the learning experiences of current UK nursing students, the direct transferability of these findings to the Welsh nurse education setting requires careful consideration. However, the research raises an important point about the potential for educator gender to influence teaching approaches, which could inadvertently impact the learning experiences of students with differing gendered learning preferences.
It can be interpreted, therefore, that the student experience plays a crucial role in attrition. While general higher education attrition rates are around 35% (Stott, 2007; Shelton, 2012; Stanley, Beament, and Falconer, 2016), male attrition in nursing courses is alarmingly higher, ranging from 80% to 100% in some studies (Anthony, 2004; McLaughlin and Muldoon, 2010; Levardi et al., 2010; Kim and Moon, 2021).  This stark contrast underscores the urgent need to address gender bias within nurse education, including the lack of male role models, the potential misalignment of learning styles, and the impact of societal stereotypes, such as the presumption of homosexuality noted by Adeniji et al. (2015).  

Part 3 - The Research Study 
The literature reviewed provides a critical foundation for the doctoral study, which aims to investigate the potential existence of gender bias within nurse education programmes in Wales and its contribution to the high attrition rates of male students.  The historical overview of men's contributions to nursing, although often overlooked, highlights the longstanding presence of males in the profession, challenging the contemporary perception of nursing as inherently female.  This historical perspective, particularly the shift towards feminisation during and after the Nightingale era, as discussed by Mackintosh (1997) and others, provides context for understanding the current gender imbalance and the persistence of stereotypes.  By acknowledging the historical marginalisation of male nurses, the research aims to examine how this legacy may still influence educational practices and student experiences.
The literature concerning gender bias within nurse education, including the lack of male role models, the potential misalignment of learning styles, and the impact of societal stereotypes, directly informs the study's research questions.  The findings from Stanley et al. (2017), Drennan et al. (2016), and others, which highlight the sense of alienation experienced by male students due to a perceived lack of support and representation, are particularly relevant.  These studies suggest that the educational environment may not be adequately tailored to meet the needs of male students, potentially contributing to their higher attrition rates.  This will be built upon with the specific examination of the Welsh context, considering whether similar patterns of bias exist and how they manifest within local institutions.
The discussion around learning styles, while offering valuable insights, also reveals the need for critical evaluation of the existing literature.  The reliance on older studies, such as Sherrod (2003) and Belenkey et al. (1986), which perpetuate potentially harmful gender stereotypes, underscores the importance of employing contemporary research methodologies and perspectives.  Modern studies, like Nancekivell, Shah, and Gelman (2020), challenge these outdated views, advocating for a more nuanced understanding of gender and learning.  The research will adopt this critical approach, aiming to move beyond simplistic gender dichotomies and explore the complexities of individual learning experiences within the context of nurse education.
The alarmingly high attrition rates of male students in nursing, as documented by Anthony (2004), the NMC (2024) and others, furthermore, highlight the urgency of addressing this issue.  The doctoral research will build on existing knowledge by investigating the specific factors contributing to these rates in Wales, considering the potential impact of gender bias and other contextual factors.  
The literature also sheds light on the specific challenges posed by the historical sexualisation of nursing as "women's work" (Villanueve, 1994) and the enduring influence of female-dominated authorship in nursing texts (O'Lynn and Tranbarger, 2007; Bell-Scriber, 2008).  The perpetuation of feminine pronouns and the neglect of male contributions in these texts (Group and Roberts, 2001; Grady et al., 2008) further reinforce a sense of exclusion.  The study will critically examine how these historical and textual biases impact male students' experiences in Welsh nurse education programmes.
The formulation of the research questions is directly informed by the key themes and potential gaps identified within the existing literature.  The pervasive underrepresentation of men in nursing, both globally and specifically within the UK and Wales, as highlighted by the World Health Organization (2024) and the Nursing and Midwifery Council (2023), immediately raises the first fundamental research question: Why are men less likely than women to undertake study on a nursing degree programme in Wales?  This question stems directly from the statistical evidence of gender imbalance and the historical context that has shaped nursing as a predominantly female profession (Villanueve, 1994; Mackintosh, 1997).  The literature suggests that societal gender stereotypes (Williams, 1993; Rajacich, Kane, and Williston, 2013), the historical marginalisation of men's contributions (O'Lynn, 2007), and potentially biased portrayals within educational materials (Group and Roberts, 2001) may all contribute to lower initial application rates from men.  This research question aims to delve deeper into these potential deterrents within the specific socio-cultural context of Wales.
Conversely, acknowledging that some men do choose to enter nursing despite these potential barriers leads to the second research question: What are the motivational factors for males to undertake studies on a nursing degree programme in Wales?  The literature, while largely focusing on the challenges faced by men, offers less insight into the specific drivers that attract them to the profession.  Understanding these motivations, whether they stem from a desire to challenge gender norms, a personal calling to care, recognition of career opportunities, or other factors, is crucial for developing targeted recruitment strategies.  Exploring these motivations within the Welsh context can provide valuable insights into how to make nursing a more appealing career path for men.
Finally, the significant attrition rates of male nursing students, as documented by the NMC (2023), Anthony (2004) and others, despite their initial enrolment, necessitates the third research question: What are the perceived barriers to successful completion of males undertaking studies on a nursing degree programme in Wales?  This question is directly informed by the literature on gender bias within nurse education (Drennan et al., 2016; Stanley et al., 2017), the potential misalignment of teaching and learning styles (Kolb and Kolb, 2005), the lack of male role models (Meadus and Twomey, 2011), and the feelings of isolation and marginalisation reported by male students (James Taylor et al., 2022).  Furthermore, the influence of societal stereotypes encountered both within and outside the educational setting (Rajacich, Kane, and Williston, 2013; Evans, 2017) may also contribute to difficulties in completing their studies.  This research question seeks to identify the specific obstacles that male students in Wales perceive as hindering their successful progression through their nursing degree programmes.
In essence, the existing literature has illuminated the persistent gender imbalance in nursing and the potential challenges faced by men who enter the field.  However, there are gaps in understanding the specific reasons for lower initial uptake among men, their motivations for choosing nursing, and the precise barriers they encounter within the educational environment in Wales that lead to higher attrition rates.  These research questions are designed to address these gaps and provide a more contextualised understanding of the experiences of male nursing students within Wales, ultimately aiming to inform strategies for promoting greater gender equality in the profession.  Few studies combine first hand clinical experience with educational insights.  This novel approach will enrich current literature by bridging practice and academia and can therefore offer more practical recommendations for promoting gender diversity within nurse education.  
The primary aims of the study are to:
· Identify the obstacles hindering male entry into the field of nursing.
· Determine the factors contributing to the attrition of men from nurse education courses.
· Identify existing strategies supporting men in nurse education, with a view to strengthening, publicising, or further developing these.
· Formulate recommendations to promote the uptake of men onto nurse education programmes in Wales.
· Develop recommendations to mitigate the wider consequences of men's attrition by proposing strategies to improve retention within both nursing pathways and nurse education programmes, thereby enhancing the standing of these educational institutions.
Ultimately, it is anticipated that implementing any recommended changes and improving the retention of men in nursing education will yield significant benefits for the wider nursing profession.  A greater number of students successfully completing their nursing studies will lead to more qualified nurses joining the NMC register; consequently, society as a whole stands to gain from the diverse knowledge, skills, qualities, and expertise that men bring to the vocation.  Increasing the number of nursing professionals will contribute to addressing the nursing shortage and ensuring high-quality, specialist care delivered by a workforce that better reflects the population it serves.
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