
 

Getting more men into nursing means a
rethink of gender roles, pay and recognition.
But we need them urgently
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Demand for health care is soaring as the population ages, medical
treatments become more widely available and more people live with
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chronic and complex illnesses.

However, there is global shortage of health professionals—and the
pandemic has only accentuated the trend. Overwork, burnout and stress
are causing nurses to leave in droves.

The World Health Organization estimates we'll need a further 9 million
nurses worldwide by 2030. According to the International Council of
Nurses, the figure is closer to 13 million.

Part of the solution is to recruit and retain more men in nursing. This
would help address workforce shortages and could, over time, reduce the
industry gender pay gap as the existence of men in nursing becomes
more normalized.

And as jobs dry up in traditionally male-focused industries—such as
mining and manufacturing—work in health care should be an attractive
option for men, providing job security, career opportunities and salary.

But attracting men to the profession won't be without its challenges. It
will require a serious society-wide rethink around gender roles,
compensation and recognition for the importance of nursing work.

Why are there so few men in nursing?

Caregiving is feminized in society and health care, and the nursing
profession has strong female foundations. This has established a
trajectory and a culture that has kept the representation of men to around
10% in many high income countries.

This is despite fervent efforts by many in the industry to achieve the 
equity of gender representation you see in most professions.
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https://www.who.int/health-topics/health-workforce#tab=tab_1
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/healthcare-systems-and-services/our-insights/assessing-the-lingering-impact-of-covid-19-on-the-nursing-workforce
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/nursing-and-midwifery
https://www.icn.ch/sites/default/files/inline-files/ICN%20Policy%20Brief_Nurse%20Shortage%20and%20Retention_0.pdf
https://nurse.org/articles/Male-Nurses-And-The-Profession/
https://nurse.org/articles/Male-Nurses-And-The-Profession/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/career+opportunities/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/gender+roles/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s12960-019-0406-0
https://www.acn.edu.au/nurseclick/men-in-nursing-why-its-okay-for-men-to-care
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-scotland-48125231
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/high+income+countries/
https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat11.htm


 

The reasons are complex and multifaceted. Men in nursing are often
portrayed negatively in media and movies. Stereotypes abound.

And some men in nursing face discrimination from patients and staff,
underpinned by false assumptions women are better suited to the role.
Many people still underestimate the capacity of men to undertake
personal care tasks.

Research also shows low male participation can stem from reticence by
career counselors to recommend nursing as a career.

A recent Australian report shows the dominance of women in the
nursing workforce may hinder some men from considering nursing as a
career, particularly those for whom masculinity is central to their
identity. So we must work to undo the perception nursing is a feminine
job—it is not.

Negative perceptions around the prestige of nursing and its perceived
status in the community may hinder some men's interest in nursing as a
career.

Good role modeling is important. Many educational institutions and
supporters such as Johnson & Johnson are working hard to in present 
positive images of men in nursing and normalize that men can be great
nurses too.

Retaining men in the workforce and addressing the 'glass escalator'

Many regulatory and professional bodies are monitoring the participation
of men in nursing. Some organizations offer incentives. For example, 
The American Association for Men in Nursing offers scholarships,
awards and training to attract and retain men in the profession.
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https://www.truthaboutnursing.org/media/films/meet_the_parents.html#gsc.tab=0
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24001311/
https://journals.lww.com/ajnonline/Citation/2006/02000/Men_in_Nursing__Still_Too_Few__Discrimination_and.16.aspx
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4228905/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/nuf.12504?casa_token=0fSzo6BonEQAAAAA%3AuEbtIqONQ7FdzpbrezYLGoIEKLH37CbOan7R0n33MG4vBGplDO0PlJ4kcjEIHhp1hXlxKlEqCgEd
https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/2019/12/topic-2-nursing-as-a-career-choice.pdf
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/educational+institutions/
https://nursing.jnj.com/
https://nursing.gwu.edu/improving-mens-health-battling-stereotypes
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240003279
https://www.aamn.org/


 

It is important to recognize some barriers for men come from within the
nursing profession itself.

Some in the nursing workforce perceive that men are on a career "glass
escalator". Unlike a "glass ceiling," which inhibits career progression, the
"glass escalator" allows men to be fast-tracked up the nursing workforce
to higher positions in an effort to retain them.

This can cause some to perceive male participation in nursing as a
negative, which reduces inclusion.

But this glass escalator phenomenon, which can occur in other industries
too, can only be overcome if male participation in the workforce is
normalized.

And it is critically important to look at the structural, gender-driven
factors that inhibit women embracing leadership roles.

It's also worth noting women in the health and caregiving sector face a
larger gender pay gap than in other economic sectors. A joint report by
the International Labor Organization and the World Health Organization
found: "Women in the health and care sector face a larger gender pay
gap than in other economic sectors, earning on average of 24% less than
peers who are men […] Within countries, gender pay gaps tend to be
wider in higher pay categories, where men are over-represented. Women
are over-represented in the lower pay categories."

Although this differential is not easily explained, it does reflect the value
society ascribes to caregiving. If women are over-represented in the
lower pay categories (which tend to focus more on personal care tasks)
that suggests society ascribes low value to caregiving tasks, and over-
representation of women in caregiving helps to further "feminize"
caregiving.
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https://journals.lww.com/naqjournal/Abstract/2021/10000/Going_Up___Exploring_the_Phenomenon_of_the_Glass.6.aspx#:~:text=The%20%E2%80%9Cglass%20escalator%E2%80%9D%20refers%20to,to%20upper%20levels%20of%20leadership
https://journals.lww.com/naqjournal/Abstract/2021/10000/Going_Up___Exploring_the_Phenomenon_of_the_Glass.6.aspx#:~:text=The%20%E2%80%9Cglass%20escalator%E2%80%9D%20refers%20to,to%20upper%20levels%20of%20leadership
https://journals.lww.com/naqjournal/Abstract/2021/10000/Going_Up___Exploring_the_Phenomenon_of_the_Glass.6.aspx#:~:text=The%20%E2%80%9Cglass%20escalator%E2%80%9D%20refers%20to,to%20upper%20levels%20of%20leadership
https://www.spglobal.com/esg/csa/yearbook/articles/gender-equality-workplace-going-beyond-women-on-the-board
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/economic+sectors/


 

It is highly likely these factors conspire to dissuade men and boys from
getting started in nursing and undertaking caregiving roles within the
profession.

Time for action

We urgently need more men in nursing.

Not only does this make good sense for health care, as it presents
opportunities for engagement with men, but also good sense for our
society and economic productivity. Investment in education and job
creation in the health and social sectors could improve health outcomes,
shore up global health security, and boost inclusive economic growth.

Perhaps most importantly, robust health care systems should be
representative of the populations they serve. The workforce in any
industry should be drawn from a range of perspectives, including gender
and culture.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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