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1. Introduction
1.1 Rationale and Personal Interest
The impetus for this critical literature review stems from a sustained personal and professional engagement with the nursing profession and the landscape of nurse education. As both a nurse educator within a university setting and a practicing nurse, I have observed the persistent underrepresentation of men within the nursing workforce.  This disparity is not unique to the United Kingdom (UK); globally, nursing remains a predominantly female profession (World Health Organization, 2024; Royal College of Nursing (RCN), 2024a).  Within the UK, the statistics are stark, with males constituting a small minority of registered nurses (Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC), 2024a).  This gender imbalance is particularly concerning against the backdrop of a critical and, according to recent reports from the Royal College of Nursing (2024), a growing shortage of nurses; a challenge that demands a multifaceted approach, including widening participation from all segments of the population
The potential loss of talent and diverse perspectives resulting from the underrepresentation of men in nursing is a significant concern (Thompson, Quinn and Watson, 2020; Davis and Shaw, 2024).  A more gender-balanced workforce has been suggested to bring a broader range of skills, communication styles, and approaches to patient care, potentially enhancing the overall quality of healthcare delivery (Cho and Jung, 2021; Forrest, 2023).  Furthermore, addressing gender imbalances aligns with broader societal goals of equality and inclusivity across professions.
To address the existing gender imbalance within the nursing workforce, the development of a robust pipeline of nurses within nurse education has been proposed by researchers including Stanley et al. (2017) and Teresa-Morales et al. (2022).  Concerning statistics from the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) (2024) amongst others, however, indicate that a similar gender imbalance is evident within nursing education itself.  In Wales, for instance, the NMC (2024b) report that only approximately 5% of nursing graduates are male.
 It is the culmination of a critical workforce need and the observed gender disparity that fuels my interest in exploring the factors that may contribute to this phenomenon, particularly within the context of nurse education.  This review will begin to unpack the potential role of gender bias within these educational settings as a contributing factor to both the lower rates of male entry into nursing programmes and the potential for higher attrition among male students, which is documented in several studies to range from 80% to 100% (Anthony, 2004; McLaughlin and Muldoon, 2010; Lerardi et al., 2010; Kim and Moon, 2021). 

1.2 Researcher Positionality
My positionality as both a nurse educator and a practicing nurse provides a unique vantage point from which to approach this critical review.  My experiences in clinical practice have offered direct insights into the gender dynamics within the nursing profession, highlighting both the strengths and the challenges associated with a gender-imbalanced workforce.  Observing patient interactions, team dynamics, and professional development opportunities through this lens has shaped my understanding of the practical implications of male underrepresentation.
Concurrently, my role as a nurse educator allows for direct engagement with aspiring nurses, including male students navigating a predominantly female educational environment.  This has provided opportunities to observe patterns of engagement, identify potential challenges faced by male students, and reflect on the ways in which curriculum and teaching practices might be perceived differently based on gender.  This 'insider' perspective, according to both Dwyer and Buckle (2009) and Tashakkori and Teddlie (2010), offers a rich, contextual understanding of the educational landscape.
It is crucial to acknowledge that this dual role also brings potential biases.  Smith and Noble (2025) caution that my familiarity with the educational system and my own experiences within it could inadvertently influence my interpretation of the literature.  As a nurse educator, Florczak (2022) suggests that I may have ingrained assumptions about effective pedagogy that could colour my analysis of how different approaches impact male students. Similarly, Montori, Smeija and Guyatt (2000) report that my experiences in practice might lead me to prioritise certain aspects of the literature over others.  Therefore, a commitment to reflexivity, as advocated by Finlay (2002), will be paramount throughout this review.  This, proposes Drucker, Fleming and Chan (2016), will involve a conscious and critical examination of my own assumptions and perspectives to mitigate their undue influence on the analysis and interpretation of the literature.

1.3 Overview of the Literature Review
This critical literature review aims to analyse and evaluate the key literature concerning the underrepresentation and attrition of men in nursing education.  To achieve this, the review will be undertaken using thematic analysis, which Braun and Clarke (2021) advocate as a method for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns and themes within data.  In the context of a literature review, this involves systematically searching across the identified body of work to find recurrent ideas, topics, and patterns of meaning related to the research question (Thomas and Harding, 2008; Pare and Kitsiou, 2017).
The use of thematic analysis offers several strengths for a literature review (Anderson et al., 2015; Nowell et al., 2017); it allows for a flexible approach to synthesising findings from diverse sources, both qualitative and quantitative, by focusing on overarching themes rather than being confined to specific study designs (Ibrahim, 2012).  This approach will enable the identification of both explicit and implicit patterns in the literature regarding the experiences of men in nursing education.  Furthermore, Sharma et al. (2023) advise that thematic analysis facilitates a rich and detailed account of the existing knowledge base, which will allow for a nuanced understanding of the various facets contributing to the underrepresentation and attrition of male students.  By systematically identifying and analysing these themes, the review will build a comprehensive picture of what is currently known, thereby paving the way for the identification of gaps that the proposed doctoral research will address.
Following this analytical approach, the review will explore several interconnected themes that the literature suggests as influential factors.  Firstly, it will examine the historical context of men in nursing and the often-underacknowledged contributions of men to the field. Secondly, it will critically analyse the impact of sociocultural and gender stereotypes on both the perception of nursing as a career for men and the experiences of male nursing students. Finally, the review will delve into the learning environment and curriculum within nursing education, considering potential gender biases in teaching and resources.
Through a critical synthesis of the claims, debates, and findings within this literature, this review will identify existing knowledge and, crucially, highlight the gaps that warrant further investigation.  Ultimately, this analysis will lay the groundwork for understanding how the proposed doctoral research, focusing on the Welsh context, can contribute to a more nuanced understanding of this complex issue and inform strategies for promoting greater gender balance in nursing education.
Throughout the literature review, variations of the term gender-bias is frequently referred to and is defined by Moss-Rucusin et al. (2012) as “the preference or prejudice toward one gender over the other.

2. Search Strategy
2.1 Literature Search Terms
The identification of relevant literature for this review necessitated a carefully considered selection of specific search terms, which Grewal, Karia and Dhawan (2016) and Chigbu, Atiku and Du Plessis (2023) promote to capture the breadth and depth of a topic.  Initial terms focused on the central phenomenon of interest: "men in nursing" and "male nurses".   To narrow the search towards the educational context, Bramer et al. (2018) recommend a combination of terms should be used, phrases including "nursing education", "higher education", "university", and "students" were therefore added to refine.  Recognising the potential for bias and issues of attrition, further terms included "gender bias", "gender stereotypes", "male student attrition", "retention" and "barriers to learning".   To ensure relevance to the Welsh and UK context, "United Kingdom" and variations such as "UK", as well as “Wales”, were also incorporated where appropriate.  These core terms were often used in combination using Boolean operators (AND, OR), the use of which is promoted by many academics (MacFarlane, Russell-Rose and Shokraneh 2022; Alharbi and Stevenson, 2020; Carcassi and Sbardolini, 2023) to further effectively refine search results.  For instance, a key search string employed was: ("men in nursing" OR "male nurses") AND ("nursing education" OR "higher education") AND ("gender bias" OR "male student attrition").

2.2 Databases and Sources Searched
To ensure a comprehensive coverage of the academic literature, several key databases relevant to nursing, education, and social sciences were systematically searched.  These included CINAHL (Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health Literature), which is a primary database for nursing and allied health research; Medline, offering a broad range of biomedical and health-related literature; PsycINFO, crucial for psychological and social aspects relevant to gender and education; and Scopus, a multidisciplinary database providing a wide overview of scientific literature.  Gusenbauer and Haddaway (2020) advise reputable databases will provide access to peer-reviewed, scholarly content, making it easier to find reliable and credible information. Databases also, maintain Lee et al. (2012) streamline the research process, allowing users to search and filter results efficiently, and often offer citation tools to help with accuracy.  Beyond these core academic databases, targeted searches were also conducted on Google Scholar to identify potentially relevant articles and grey literature not indexed in the main databases.  Specific websites of relevant professional bodies, such as the NMC and the RCN, were also explored for policy documents and reports.

2.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 
The selection of literature for this review was guided by specific inclusion and exclusion criteria which is considered important to ensure relevance and focus (Patino and Ferreira, 2018; Carrera-Rivera et al., 2022).
For the proposed doctoral study, the primary lens of investigation will be that of gender bias, specifically examining differences in the perceived experiences of male and female students.  While acknowledging the important and evolving societal developments around gender diversity, these broader considerations currently lie outside the direct scope of the proposed research.  For the purposes of this literature review, however, all documentation relating to gender will be considered, this is because literature exploring diverse gender perspectives may highlight areas or issues that warrant further examination within the context of male underrepresentation and attrition in nursing education.
Studies were primarily included if they were published in English, focused on higher education settings, particularly university-level nursing programmes, and addressed issues related to gender, specifically the experiences of men, within nursing education or the nursing profession more broadly.  A publication date range from 2000 onwards was initially considered to ensure the literature was relatively contemporary, although seminal older works identified as foundational to the topic were also included.  The inclusion of older literature proved contextually vital when considering the historic contributions of men within the field.  Both quantitative and qualitative research studies, as well as systematic reviews and theoretical papers, were considered.
Exclusion criteria included studies that focused solely on other healthcare professions, unless directly relevant to nursing, those not in higher education settings, for example vocational training, and those that did not have a clear focus on gender-related issues. Literature published in languages other than English was also excluded due to the practical limitations of translation within the scope of this review.  While grey literature such as policy documents and reports from professional bodies was considered valuable for contextual understanding, primary research studies formed the core of the analytical component of this review.  The application of these criteria aimed to yield a body of literature directly pertinent to understanding the underrepresentation and attrition of men in nursing degree level education.

3. Critical Analysis of Background Literature: Themes
3.1 The Historical Context and Underacknowledged Contributions of Men in Nursing
The prevailing image of nursing as a predominantly female profession often overshadows the significant historical presence and contributions of men to the field.  Examining historical accounts reveals that men have been integral to the provision of care throughout centuries (Abel-Smith, 1960; Holten, 1984; Ross, 2017), particularly in roles associated with religious orders (Brown and Stone, 1973), military nursing (Verger, 1986), and the care of specific populations (Riva and Cesana, 2013; Reverby, 1987).  Historically, men have fulfilled caregiving roles, evidenced as far back as biblical times when societal norms excluded women deemed 'un-pure' from the then 'male only' nursing schools, the first of which documented by Kearns and Mahon (2021), in their timeline study of nursing origins, as starting in India in 250 BC.  Indeed, Bullough (1994) highlights that men were the dominant gender in the early development of nursing, playing a significant role in shaping the vocation from its beginnings.  Historical archives, as reported by Miller (1978) dating back to the early 1900’s, document the contributions of monastic movements such as the Knight Hospitallers of Saint John of Jerusalem and the founding of the Teutonic Knights.  Verger (1986) notes that the dissolution of monasteries in the 16th century led to the loss of further written accounts.  Monks from the Benedictine Order were also significant in providing care during periods such as the Black Death and other epidemics, a tradition that Jezuit et al. (2020) indicate continues in some form today.  Furthermore, historical accounts of the Crusades reveal that soldiers wounded on the battlefield were often cared for by other men, irrespective of the specific nursing care needed (D’Antonio, 2002).  Armstrong and Hegarty (2024), however, contend that the provision of care by male soldiers to their comrades during conflicts was likely driven by an ethical imperative to prioritise those nearest to them amidst combat casualties, rather than being indicative of a specific gender role.
Unfortunately, Nightingale's declaration in 1863, stating that military personnel made the "worst nurses" and that "men and their horny hands were detrimental to caring" (Cude and Winfrey, 2007), led to veterans being actively discouraged from entering the profession based on the belief that they lacked the necessary empathy or care.  Carpenter (1980), however, notes that men's involvement in nursing was still apparent in the 18th century with the emergence of voluntary hospitals, although they were often viewed more as ‘attendants or warders’ (Brown, Nolan and Crawford, 2000), frequently within workhouses or mental asylums.  Building on that, it could be argued that the historical acceptability of men in nursing roles within mental health settings, as Carpenter (1980) noted, might ironically stem from and reinforce certain masculine stereotypes.  The management of individuals experiencing mental health crises, particularly in historical contexts, could be interpreted as requiring physical strength and a more directive, perhaps traditionally 'masculine', approach to maintaining order and safety (Berdida, 2023; Reedy et al., 2025).  This perception may have made it more 'acceptable' for men to occupy these roles compared to the more 'feminine' image associated with general medical and surgical nursing, which was increasingly framed around nurturing and delicate care, as per Nightingale's views (Cude and Winfrey, 2007).
Recent studies also suggest that mental health nursing is still sometimes viewed as more amenable to men compared to other areas.  For example, a recent cross sectional survey study by Carter et al. (2025) on the perceptions of male accessibility to the fields of nursing practice found that mental health nursing was considered the most accessible field of nursing practice to men, while child nursing was seen as the least accessible.  The reasons cited, by those studying or teaching nursing in England via the online questionnaire, included societal stereotyping and stigma, particularly a distrust of men in child nursing.
Supported by the historical context, the association might have contributed to a lingering perception that mental health nursing is a field where men are more readily accepted or perhaps even expected due to stereotypes around managing aggression or providing a more 'firm' presence (Teresa-Morales et al., 2022).  Literature (Ghimire and Qui, 2025; Woo, Goh and Zhou, 2022; Vere-Jones, 2008) also suggests that male nurses might gravitate towards or be encouraged into specialties like mental health, emergency care, or intensive care; sometimes based on stereotypical assumptions about men being better suited to high-pressure or physically demanding environments (Meadus and Twomey, 2011; Romem and Rozani, 2024).
The reshaping of nursing commenced in the mid-19th century with the increasing employment of women, although at the time, the prevailing view was that these women were unsuitable for other forms of employment.  In 1848, Fraser's Magazine famously commented on the perceived shortcomings of contemporary hospital nurses, stating they did not meet the ideal of "women of patience, gentleness and self-devotion" (Williams, 1978).  Subsequently, the 20th century saw nursing schools implement strict 'female only' policies (Hardy, 1986; Mellish, 1984), introducing a new chapter for the profession.  Consequently, nursing organisations became predominantly governed by women, and men increasingly sought employment in other fields.  Legislative changes ensued; the prohibition of American men from enlisting in the US Army Nursing Corps, during 1914 to 1918, coinciding with the Nurse Registration Act (1919) in the UK, which excluded men from entering the general register (The National Archives, 2025), made it difficult for males to access any formal nurse training (Sasa, 2019).  Scholarly works (Dingwall, 1977; Zhyberg and Berry, 2005; Carnevale and Priode, 2018) suggest that as the role of the nurse evolved and became more stereotypically associated with femininity, the significant contributions men had made to the profession were gradually overlooked.
It can be interpreted that the narrative of nursing's professionalisation in the 19th and 20th centuries, particularly with the rise of Florence Nightingale, often portrays a distinctly feminine ideal, which Stanley et al., (2016) argue will contribute to the gradual marginalisation of men within the collective perception of the nurse.
While some historical analyses acknowledge the presence of men, the dominant discourse frequently centres on the challenges women faced in establishing nursing as a legitimate profession (Evans, 2017; Ross, 2017), inadvertently obscuring the experiences and contributions of their male counterparts (Meadus and Twomey, 2011; D’Antonio, 2010).  This historical framing has arguably contributed to a contemporary lack of awareness regarding men's long-standing involvement and their diverse roles within nursing.  For instance, the historical significance of male military nurses, who often provided critical care in arduous conditions, is frequently less prominent in mainstream accounts of nursing history.  The lack of awareness regarding men’s contributions to the field, may reinforce the stereotype of nursing as 'woman's work', potentially leading to feelings of being an anomaly and depriving them of male role models and a sense of belonging (Hodges et al., 2017).  This lack of awareness extends within the profession itself, with Anthony (2004) suggesting that nurse educators unaware of men's historical roles may inadvertently perpetuate gender bias.  Evans (2017) further argues that the dominant narrative of nursing history, often focusing almost exclusively on women's achievements, reinforces the perception of male nurses as exceptions, thereby negatively affecting male students' sense of legitimacy and belonging.  Chad (2016) reasons that it is fundamentally important for men in nursing to be aware of historical contributions to foster pride in their professional identity.  Similarly, Wildman and Hewison (2009) suggest that male student nurses would gain more from detailed lessons on their rich history, rather than brief overviews, as this would provide opportunities to identify both historical and contemporary role models.
Critically analysing the historical literature reveals a complex picture. While men have historically participated in nursing, their contributions have often been less visible in the dominant historical accounts, potentially impacting contemporary perceptions and the experiences of male students.  This theme emphasises the importance of a more inclusive and accurate portrayal of nursing history to challenge gender stereotypes and foster a greater sense of belonging for men within the profession from its very foundations.

3.2 Sociocultural and Gender Stereotypes
The persistent underrepresentation of men in nursing is significantly influenced by deeply ingrained sociocultural and gender stereotypes that frame nursing as a predominantly feminine occupation (Whitford et al., 2019; Entwistle, 2004).  Terry et al. (2020) in their mixed review of both quantitative and qualitative studies, documented challenges that men in nursing face as including role misconception, marginalisation, and gender bias.  The stereotypes are pervasive, often portraying nursing as aligning with traditionally feminine traits such as caring, nurturing, and emotional sensitivity (Masibo, Masika and Kabusi, 2025; Teresa-Morales et al., 2022), qualities that, while crucial to effective nursing maintains Prosen (2022), are often stereotypically associated with women (Aca et al., 2025) thereby, implicitly or explicitly according to Williams (1993), discouraging men from considering the profession.
Sociocultural stereotypes can also impact how male nurses' masculinity is perceived. Choosing a profession that is historically and currently dominated by women can lead to male nurses and students being viewed as not fitting traditional ideals of male identity (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005; Kaur, Ricciardelli and Clow, 2022).  Nursing's association with nurturing and emotional labour, traits often stereotypically linked with femininity, can result in male nurses feeling they need to negotiate or even defend their masculinity within both the profession and broader society. This might manifest as a pressure to overcompensate in other areas to assert their masculinity or a feeling of being 'less of a man' for choosing a caring role.  Connell and Messerschmidt's (2005) work on hegemonic masculinity is often used to frame this issue. Hegemonic masculinity defines a dominant form of masculinity that often values traits not traditionally associated with caring roles. Men in nursing might be seen as deviating from this dominant ideal.  Connell and Messerschmidt's (2005) framework, provides a lens through which to understand why the masculinity of the male nurse may be questioned when entering a female-dominated profession.  The authors traced the origins masculinity and mapped its application within society; they defend the concept, but recommend reformation, encouraging a more nuanced understanding of gender hierarchies and the variability of masculine ideals across contexts, which can illuminate the societal pressures and stereotypes faced by men in nursing, a key theme in this literature review.
In addition to their masculinity being scrutinised, literature (Adeniji et al., 2015; Harding, 2007; Eliason et al., 2011; Iheduru-Anderson and Agomoh, 2024) suggests that male nurses often face unwarranted assumptions and questioning about their sexual orientation.  The stereotype of nursing as a feminine profession can lead to a societal assumption that men in such roles might not be heterosexual (Williams, 1993), which Adeniji et al. (2015) suggest can range from subtle curiosity to overt questioning about their private lives.  Studies, such as that by Harding (2007), have shown that male nurses may feel compelled to actively assert their heterosexuality to counter these prevailing stereotypes.  Harding's (2007) research explored how the stereotype of men in nursing as 'gay' affected the experiences of 18 heterosexual male nursing students and qualified nurses. The study, undertaken in New Zealand, revealed, through qualitative interviews, that participants encountered this stereotype throughout their careers, faced instances of homophobia in both clinical placements and employment, and felt compelled to employ strategies, such as overtly displaying masculine behaviours, to affirm their heterosexuality.  Baker, Fisher, and Pryor (2022) produced similar findings in Australia; through semi-structured interviews with 15 rehabilitation inpatients, and the observation over a six-month period of 11 male nurses, the study aim was to detail the common concern regarding the 'potential for misinterpretation'. This central social issue was identified in their earlier grounded theory research, which explored the practice of male nurses.  The 2022 study reports patient perceptions of nursing as the ‘work of women’, that most male nurses were ‘not heterosexual’, and additionally pose a ‘sexual threat’; the researchers also noted an understanding by male nurses that the ‘potential for misinterpretation’ was present daily.  This unsubstantiated link made between homosexuality and sexual predation can impede the delivery of personal care, particularly to male patients (Harding, North and Perkins, 2008) and can be linked to the claims made earlier in this literature review by Carter et al. (2025) regarding the stigma of lack of trust of men in children’s nursing.  Furthermore, Chad et al. (2020) identify the presumption of homosexuality and the resulting marginalisation as a potential obstacle to both attracting and retaining male students within nurse education.  Adeniji et al. (2015) highlighted that stereotypes contribute to higher attrition rates, with male students encountering an assumption of homosexuality from not only the public, but from their female peers.
When men do enter nursing education, they may encounter the lingering effects of these stereotypes (Grady et al., 2008; Stanley et al., 2016).  Meadus and Twomey (2011) caution male nurses might face assumptions about their motivations for choosing a 'female' profession, which Harding (2007) advises can range from genuine interest in care to less flattering stereotypes.  Harding (2007) suggests that male nursing students can feel the need to constantly prove their competence and commitment in ways that their female peers might not, potentially leading to added psychological burden.  Prosen (2022) made use of a descriptive qualitative design in his quest to ascertain the self-awareness of both male and female nursing students in Slovenia of stereotypes relating to their specific gender role, and if these were a factor in their pursuit of nursing as a career.  Prosen (2022) interpreted essay questions of 72 participants and asked them to produce drawings that reflected both their classroom and clinical experiences.  Prosen's (2022) research revealed distinct perspectives between male and female nursing students; both genders shared motivations for choosing nursing rooted in altruism, perceived opportunities, and organisational factors.  Female students also cited 'family and social incentives' as a reason.  Interestingly, visions for their future professional roles differed: female students emphasised altruism and positive aspects of 'being a nurse', while male students more frequently envisioned roles in management and leadership, as well as the technical aspects of nursing.  Despite these gendered inclinations in their future aspirations, Prosen's (2022) findings also indicated that both male and female nursing students acknowledged the limitations of traditional gender roles and expressed a willingness to challenge these gender-based perceptions within the profession.  This societal construction of nursing, advise Masibo, Masika and Kabusi (2025), can act as a powerful deterrent for men at the initial stages of career consideration.  Young men may be less inclined to pursue nursing if it is perceived as a 'woman's job', fearing social stigma or a mismatch with their own gender identity as constructed by societal norms (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005). 
Both Mohammad et al. (2021) and Aca et al. (2025) are of the opinion that the lack of prominent male role models in popular media and even within some healthcare settings can further reinforce this perception, making nursing seem like an unconventional or even undesirable career path for men (Meadus and Twomey, 2011).  Whitford et al. (2019) argue that the portrayal of male nurses in media, when it occurs, can also be problematic.  Often, male nurses are depicted in hyper-masculine roles (Evans, 2017; Aca et al., 2025), for example in emergency medicine, or as exceptions to the norm, further reinforcing the idea that nursing is not a typical career for men (Mohammad et al., 2021).  This limited and often stereotypical representation does little to challenge the prevailing image of nursing as a female domain.
It is crucial, however, to acknowledge that these stereotypes are not static, and there are ongoing efforts to challenge and dismantle them. Research highlighting the diverse skills required in modern nursing, including critical thinking (Kaur, Ricciardelli and Clow, 2022), leadership (Whitford et al., 2019), and technological proficiency (Iheduru-Anderson and Agomoh, 2024), aims to broaden the perception of who can be a successful nurse, despite being male or female.  Connolly and Rogers (2015) argue that it is equally important for both sexes to be inspired for a more gender balanced nursing workforce.  Furthermore, Whitford et al. (2019) recognise the increasing visibility of male nurses in various specialties and their advocacy for greater gender diversity within the profession are gradually chipping away at these long-held stereotypes.  Mohammad et al. (2021) propose that nurses have become role-models across the globe since the Covid-19 pandemic, regardless of gender.
Critically, the literature on sociocultural and gender stereotypes consistently points to their significant impact on men's entry into and experiences within nursing.  These ingrained societal beliefs not only deter some men from considering nursing but can also create challenges for those who do, potentially contributing to feelings of being an outsider and influencing attrition rates.  Addressing these deeply rooted stereotypes requires a multifaceted approach involving strategies suggested by Kaur, Ricciardelli and Clow (2022), Terry et al. (2020), and Entwistle (2004) to name a few, to include challenging media portrayals, promoting male role models, and actively working to create a more inclusive image of nursing that values the contributions of individuals regardless of their gender.

3.3 The Learning Environment and Curriculum
The learning environment and curriculum within nursing education have been scrutinised for potential inherent biases that may disproportionately affect male students.  Given the historical and ongoing dominance of women in nursing, there are concerns that pedagogical approaches, learning resources, and even the language used within curriculum might inadvertently reflect a predominantly female perspective, potentially creating a less inclusive or engaging experience for male students and therefore perpetuating gender-bias (Arif and Khokhar, 2017; Evans, 2004; Paterson et al. 1995). 
It has been over three decades since Villanueve’s (1994) claims that nursing practice had become “sexualised” through the historical context and written word that designated the profession as "women's work"; subsequent research (Kangethe, Lyria and Nyamamga, 2014; Keogh and O’Lynn, 2007; Hill, Corbett and Rose, 2015; Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 2013) has frequently supported the idea that men often encounter both gender-bias and gender-based barriers within nurse education.  Authors such as O’Lynn and Tranbarger (2007), Loughry (2008) and Scriber (2008) have identified a link between the dominance of females in nursing and the primarily female authorship of texts often promoted as ‘essential reading’ within the curriculum of nursing degree programmes; Evans (2004) shares a similar view, adding that the language used in early nursing texts perpetuates the idea of a feminine vocation.  While some former publications (Nutting and Dock, 1935; Sire, 1994; Donahue, 1996) gave little attention to the role of men in nursing, more recent explicit considerations of the phrase ‘male nurse’ within textbooks, have been criticised as both sexist and dated (Smith and Field, 2018; Sasa, 2019; Story and Last, 2021).   The language prevalent in nursing texts is identified by authors including Sedgwick and Kellet (2015) and Kouta and Kaite (2011) as frequently utilising feminine pronouns when referring to the nurse.  Group and Roberts (2001) also highlight the lack of gender-neutrality in nursing texts with the significant use of the terms ‘she’ and ‘her’, whilst Grady et al. (2008) found that the history of men in the nursing profession is often notably absent from educational content.  It is important to consider that more recent professional nursing texts, including those by Huston (2018) and Xavier et al. (2019) have begun to frame male nurses as a needed solution to workforce shortages and lack of diversity, however this approach has been criticised by Cottingham (2020) for appropriating equality rhetoric while ignoring men's historical contributions.
Research examining the experiences of male nursing students within the classroom environment has highlighted challenges akin to those faced by their registered counterparts, including feelings of isolation, exploitation, and scrutiny regarding their motivations for choosing nursing (Anthony, 2004; Mohammed, 2012).  For instance, in Christensen and Knight's (2015) thematic analysis, one male student reported being told numerous times that "nursing is no place for men"; the study, undertaken in New Zealand assumed a narrative analysis approach, conducting interviews with five male nursing students.  With the aim of gathering the student’s perceptions of their learning experiences, the duo found the learners expressing feelings of exclusion and marginalisation reportedly due to being a minority group and what they interpreted as a feminine curriculum.  The students admitted seeing nursing as a viable and portable career, but reported a high attrition rate, where 50% of their male cohort had left their programme of study citing feelings of vulnerability within their career.  
Similarly, O'Lynn's (2004) aim to measure the ‘male friendliness’ of nursing programmes, produced comparable results from his analysis.  O’Lynn (2004) emailed a list of 33 ‘barriers to learning’ to 200 male nurses employed within his local Oregon hospital to ascertain their student experience whilst undertaking their qualification.  O’Lynn (2004) reported that regardless of geography, educational institution, year of graduation, or age, the responses were overwhelmingly similar.  Over 90% of respondents perceived their educational setting as outwardly unwelcoming to male students, and worryingly, 89% reported the existence of openly anti-male remarks from nurse educators directed towards the male students.  More recently, a group of third year male nursing student participants in Christensen, Welch and Barr’s (2018) phenomenological study, conveyed feeling vulnerable, labelled, excluded and exposed.  
Interestingly, the same researcher, Christensen, participated in a comparative study a few years later; Christensen et al. (2021) undertook a quantitative study of the experiences of first year male nursing students.  The 22 participants, who were reportedly diverse in age, culture and previous health experience, were emailed a Likert scale survey; findings did not necessarily correlate with inequitable behaviours or gender-biased practices that are reported in the literature, instead the students expressed they had felt accepted and supported in their studies.  Considering these divergent findings, where studies involving third-year male nursing students indicate experiences of marginalisation and gender bias, while research with first-year male nursing students does not report such outcomes, a significant question arises: at what stage in their educational journey do male student nurses begin to encounter discriminatory practices?  A discrepancy that warrants further consideration.
An area of concern highlighted in the literature pertains to the potential for teaching methodologies within nursing education to favour learning styles more commonly associated with female students (Drennan et al., 2016; Lamin et al., 2020).  Historically, male and female characteristics have often been presented as binary opposites (Gray, 1992), with women historically portrayed as physically weaker, more emotional, and less intellectually capable than men, who were typically perceived as strong, rational, and mentally superior (Keller, 1985).
While research on gendered learning styles is complex and contested (Coffield et al., 2004), a body of literature (Lachenmayer, 1997; Heffler, 2001; Kolb and Kolb, 2005) suggests distinctions in the preferred learning styles of males and females.  Lamin et al. (2020) propose that women often favour a hands-on approach to learning and are therefore well-suited to the practical placement element of nursing studies.  Ibrahim and Hussein (2016) suggest that reflection on experiences, understanding behaviour, problem-solving, and creative thinking or brainstorming are learning strategies effectively utilised in nursing practice, which Sarabi-Abiasar et al. (2014) and Mangold et al. (2018) report align with how women often excel academically.  Conversely, Li, Chen, and Tsai (2008), and McIntosh (2002) suggest that men tend to align well with subjects in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics, attributed by Sherrod (2003) to a more ‘logical brain’, leading to success in structured analytical subjects and an enjoyment of working with calculations and symbols; strategies not frequently employed within nursing studies.
Critically evaluating the literature, Sherrod's (2003) views could be considered unsubstantiated, outdated, and potentially sexist.  Deeper scrutiny of Sherrod’s (2003) work reveals a reliance on dated sources, including Belenky et al. (1986), whose writings also appear not only old-fashioned and sexist but also derogatory towards women, whom they characterise as less capable of effective public expression and less likely to be respected by others.  The publication of Sherrod's (2003) article in the reputable ‘Journal of Nursing’ might, in retrospect, suggest the promotion of gender bias.
The notion of men and women possessing such innate skills is, thankfully, increasingly challenged in contemporary writings, with authors including Gouifrane et al. (2020), Koch et al. (2020), and Rudberg et al. (2023) dispelling the dated notions of Keller (1985), Belenky et al. (1986), and Sherrod (2003), advocating the view that learning preferences are developed through experience rather than being inherent.  McKenna et al. (2018) and Esewe and Ogunleye (2021) do, however, concede that collaborative working, integral to nursing, may be more aligned with women than men, who are often perceived as more competitive.  While Philbin et al. (1985) suggest an advantage in students selecting courses aligning with their learning style, Kulturel-Kovak, D’Angello, and Dickens (2011) argue that students, particularly those new to higher education, often lack the self-awareness to identify their learning style until later in their studies, potentially when it is too late.  Mangold et al. (2018) report a lack of concrete evidence supporting gendered learning styles; however, their qualitative study involving semi-structured interviews with four nurse educators found that the teachers tended to employ teaching and learning strategies that reflected their own preferred learning methods.  It is pertinent to note that nurse educators in the UK are predominantly female (Zamanzadeh, 2013; Mao et al., 2021; Esewe and Ogunleye, 2021), with the Royal College of Nursing (2024b) reporting this figure to be 70%.  Barratt (2006) highlights that learning styles can significantly impact both retention and attrition rates within educational courses.
While many nurse educators actively strive to create inclusive learning environments, and research on male nursing students' outcomes is not uniformly negative, the perception of a potentially female-centric learning environment can still affect male students' belonging and engagement. Even subtle cues in language or teaching might foster feelings of being an outsider. Therefore, a continuous critical evaluation of the learning environment and curriculum, with active feedback from male students, remains essential to mitigate unintended gender biases and ensure inclusivity for all.

4. Gaps in the Literature
The critical analysis of the existing literature across the themes of historical context, sociocultural stereotypes, and the learning environment and curriculum, reveals several key gaps that warrant further investigation.  While a body of research exists exploring the underrepresentation of men in nursing and their experiences within the profession and education, there are areas where understanding remains limited, particularly within specific contexts such as Wales.
One significant gap lies in the contextual specificity of much of the existing research.  The literature review has considered studies from various international settings, including Prosen (2022) in Slovenia, Baker, Fisher, and Pryor (2022) in Australia, O'Lynn (2004) in the United States, and Harding (2007), Christensen and Knight (2015), Christensen, Welch, and Baker (2018), and Christensen et al. (2021) in New Zealand.  Carter et al.'s (2025) study considered perceptions of male accessibility to nursing practice in England, providing relevant UK context but was not specifically examining gender bias within the classroom or educational setting, focusing instead on clinical environments.  While studies from various international settings provide valuable insights, there is a relative paucity of research specifically focused on the experiences of male nursing students within the unique educational and sociocultural landscape of Wales. Given the distinct cultural identity and potentially differing healthcare policy contexts within Wales, findings from other regions may not be directly transferable. Therefore, there is a need for research that directly investigates the perceptions, experiences, and challenges faced by male nursing students enrolled in Welsh universities.
While quantitative studies have often highlighted the statistical underrepresentation and attrition rates of male nursing students (UCAS, 2024; NMC, 2024b), no study found has adequately quantified the prevalence of perceived importance of barriers to men in nurse education programmes.  there is a need for more in-depth qualitative exploration of the lived experiences of these students to identify what the barriers are.  While some qualitative studies exist (Stanley et al., 2017), further research using qualitative methodologies can provide richer, nuanced understandings of the specific barriers they encounter, their coping mechanisms, and their perspectives on how the educational environment could be more inclusive. Understanding the 'why' behind the statistics requires a deeper engagement with the narratives of male students themselves.
Finally, there appears to be a relative lack of research that comprehensively integrates the perspectives of both students and educators. While some studies focus on one group or the other, research that directly compares and contrasts the perceptions of male students with those of nurse educators regarding gender bias, curriculum inclusivity, and support mechanisms could provide a more holistic understanding of the issues at play and inform more targeted solutions.
In summary, the existing literature provides a foundation for understanding the underrepresentation of men in nursing education. However, there are notable gaps, particularly concerning the Welsh context, in-depth qualitative explorations, the intersectionality of identity, the effectiveness of interventions, and the integrated perspectives of students and educators. This doctoral research, focusing on the Welsh context and employing a mixed-methods approach to gather data from both students and educators, aims to contribute to filling these identified gaps and provide a more comprehensive understanding of the factors influencing the experiences of men in Welsh nurse education.

5. Conclusion
This critical literature review has analysed key themes concerning the underrepresentation and attrition of men in nursing education, highlighting the complex interplay of historical, sociocultural, and educational factors.  The review has emphasised that the persistent image of nursing as a predominantly female profession, rooted in historical narratives and reinforced by societal stereotypes, continues to influence both the career choices of men and their experiences within nursing programmes.
The analysis has revealed that while men have historically contributed to nursing, their contributions are often marginalised in dominant accounts, potentially impacting contemporary perceptions.  Furthermore, deeply ingrained sociocultural stereotypes about gender roles and nursing can deter men from entering the field and create challenges for those who do, influencing their sense of belonging and integration.  The review has also examined the potential for gender bias within the learning environment and curriculum, suggesting that pedagogical approaches and learning resources may, at times, inadvertently reflect a female-centric perspective.  
Crucially, this review has identified several key gaps in the existing literature. There is a need for more context-specific research, particularly within the Welsh context, to understand how these broader trends manifest within the unique educational and sociocultural landscape of Wales.  Further in-depth qualitative exploration of the lived experiences of male nursing students is required to provide a wider understanding of the barriers they face and their perspectives on creating more inclusive learning environments.  Finally, a more integrated understanding of the perspectives of both students and educators in regard to experiences of learning within the classroom environment is essential.
This doctoral research, with its focus on the Welsh context and its use of a mixed-methods approach to gather data from both students and educators, aims to address these identified gaps.  By providing a more detailed and context-specific understanding of the experiences of men in Welsh nurse education, this research has the potential to inform the development of targeted strategies and interventions to promote greater gender balance within nursing education and, ultimately, the nursing workforce.  This, in turn, could contribute to a more diverse, equitable, and effective healthcare system, benefiting both the profession and the wider society.
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