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ABSTRACT

Nursing manpower in the Middle East is highly dependent on expatriates and this presents a challenge in establishing and
sustaining indigenous nursing developments. Understanding the perceptions of local nursing students and nurses joining the
profession is essential to successful strategies for recruitment and retention of nurses. In contrast to the west, very little is known
about this topic in the Middle East. This article aims to identify the perceptions of a Bahraini cohort of nursing students about
nursing as a career choice and how these perceptions may change during the course of a programme of nursing education and
one year after graduation as a nurse. A longitudinal research design was employed to study the perceptions of the first intake of
nursing students enrolled into a new School of Nursing & Midwifery providing a BSc Nursing Programme; data were collected
between 2006 and 2012. A methodological triangulation research approach was used incorporating quantitative and qualitative
dimensions. The data collection methods included written reflections, self-administered questionnaires and focus groups. Bahraini
nursing students expressed positive perceptions about nursing from their graduate programme years and through the staff nurse
year. Observations made about the public image of nursing in Bahrain suggest that nursing is perceived as a low paying, low status
job involving excessive hard and unpleasant work. The public perceptions of Bahraini people about nursing may be grounded in
strong cultural influences. Any efforts to improve the enrollment and retention of Bahraini nurses should consider enhancing the
social values of the nursing profession.

Key Words: Perceptions, Nursing, Middle Eastern nursing image, Nursing students, Nurse graduates, Nursing in Bahrain,
Culture

1. INTRODUCTION

Sustaining a nursing workforce is fundamental to all health
care systems and the quality of patient care. The world-
wide nursing shortages and aging workforce highlight the
importance of improving the recruitment and retention of
new nurses within the health care systems. The World Health
Organization (WHO)[1] reported a shortage of 4.3 million
healthcare workers globally and estimated that this figure
would increase by 20% over the next two decades. The im-

portance of adequate nursing manpower was highlighted in a
recent study by Aiken and colleagues[2] which showed that
increasing a nurse work load by one patient increased the
likelihood of an inpatient dying within 30 days of admission
by 7%.

There are 2,800 nurses employed in Bahrain, and 50% of
them are nationals.[3] In some countries of the Middle East,
the expatriate nursing workforce may be as high as 80%.[4]

A WHO report[1] declared a world shortage of nurses with a
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need to increase nurses by 70%. A report on the Gulf Cooper-
ation Council (GCC) Healthcare Challenge 2050[5] states that
230,000 nurses will be required across the GCC countries.
At present, in Bahrain there are 4 nurses per 1,000 population
compared to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) average of 8.7.[5] Lovering[6] argued
the case for the provision of nursing care that is based on
the Muslim worldview. Lovering presented a unique nursing
model for Arab Muslim care, which was based on nurses’
cultural beliefs and values which supports the case for the in-
digenous growth of nursing with an increasing Arab nursing
workforce.

According to Emeghebo[7] the decision to enter nursing, re-
main in nursing and to advance in a nursing career may be a
result of nurses’ perceptions of the profession. The current
shortfall of the number of individuals who are pursuing a
career in nursing compared with the increasing numbers of
those leaving the profession suggests that a positive image
of nursing needs to be encouraged by nurse education and
the general community in order to attract more individuals
to the nursing profession.[8]

Studying the perceptions of the nursing students and newly
graduated nurses about nursing as a career is very essential
as it may give an indication about their plans to remain in the
profession. In Bahrain, like in other GCC countries, there
is very little research done in this area. This article aims to
identify the perceptions of a first cohort of Bahraini nursing
students to a newly established school of nursing and mid-
wifery. A particular objective of the study was to explore
the perspective of students about nursing as a career choice
and how perceptions may change during the course of a pro-
gramme of nursing education and one year after graduation
as a nurse. A longitudinal research design was employed
to study the perceptions of the first intake of nursing stu-
dents enrolled into a new School of Nursing & Midwifery
providing a BSc Nursing Programme; data were collected
between 2006 and 2012. The study was conducted in two
stages, during the programme years of study and one year
after graduation and experiencing work as staff nurses. Some
elements related to stage 1 of the study have been previ-
ously reported.[8] This paper will focus on comparing the
two stages and making conclusions about the changes in the
participants’ perceptions.

1.1 International perspectives
The international literature suggests that the image of nursing
as perceived by nurses and the public, affects recruitment
of new nurses and retention of experienced nurses,[9] how-
ever, Emeghbo[7] claims that no recent studies have been
done on how nurses perceive the profession. Researchers

have examined perceptions of students at different points in
the educational programmes. Studies examining students’
perceptions at the beginning of the programme showed that
students held idealistic views of the profession, encompass-
ing concepts of caring, nurturing and helping others.[8, 10]

After experiencing clinical practice, nursing was perceived
in terms of technical tasks, documentations and procedural
skills.[11]

Prospective nursing studies have investigated and defined
changes in students’ perceptions occurring over time.[12–14]

Students’ perceptions of nursing evolved from lay to profes-
sional images. Nursing studies suggest that these changes
occur as a result of students’ education.[7] Safadi and col-
leagues[12] studied Jordanian nursing students’ perceptions
over 4 years of the nursing programme, and concluded that
students’ perceptions progressed from traditional altruistic
beliefs to biomedical, technological perceptions. A Chang-
ing focus from caring to carrying out procedures was also
identified by Pearcey[15] who reported that despite the new
trends in nursing that advocate the move away from tasks
and routines; holistic care remains a term that is followed by
a list of physical tasks with no indications that this term is
fully understood by students.

Grainer and Bolan[16] reported a positive image of nursing
from first and fourth year students, however, fourth year
students had more knowledge of the role of nurses and a real-
istic perception of the multiple roles and opportunities within
nurses. Brodie and colleagues[17] reported that changes in
students’ perceptions of nursing were related to the amount
of education and clinical experiences to which they were ex-
posed. Emeghbo[7] conducted a qualitative study to explore
the perceptions of 13 American nurses’ about their profes-
sional image from just prior to entering the profession and at
various stages of their career. The results showed that nurs-
ing students begin their nursing education with stereotypical,
inaccurate images of nursing and that their nursing school
experience seems to neutralize any negative images of nurs-
ing. The study also showed that positive nursing role-models
reinforced nursing students’ beliefs that nursing is a distin-
guished profession, and notably a survey of registered nurses
showed that 36% of the participants stated they would not
recommend nursing as a career option for young people.[18]

While rich literature about students’ perceptions of nursing
is available from the west, very little is known about the
perceptions of Arabic nurses.

1.2 Study aims

The aims of this study were to identify the perceptions and
experiences of a Bahraini cohort of nursing students about
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nursing as a career choice and how these perceptions may
change during the course of nursing programme education.
A unique and additional objective was to track and identify
changes of the cohort one year after graduation as a nurse.

The research questions as stated included: What perceptions
do nursing students in Bahrain have about nursing as a ca-
reer, and do these perceptions change following one year’s
experience as a staff nurse?

2. METHOD
2.1 Study design
A longitudinal research design was employed and data were
collected in two stages between 2006 and 2012; stage 1 fo-
cused on determining the nursing students’ perceptions of
nursing during their graduate programme, while stage 2 of
data collection took place one year following graduation
and after the graduates experienced working as hospital staff
nurses. Some elements related to stage 1 of the study have
been previously reported.[8] This paper will report on the
perceptions of nursing during stage 2 (following graduation).
The paper will also draw conclusions by comparing both
stages.

2.2 Sample/participants
The research population was the first intake of nursing stu-
dents enrolled into a new School of Nursing & Midwifery
providing a first BSc Nursing Programme in September 2006
(n = 38). The entire class of 38 nursing students participated
in the study. The cohort was all Bahraini nationals and in-
cluded 5 (13%) males and 33 (87%) females aged between
18-20 years.

2.3 Data collection
A methodological triangulation research approach was used
incorporating quantitative and qualitative dimensions in order
to enrich the findings.[19] The data collection methods in-
cluded written reflections, self-administered questionnaires
and focus groups. Data collection was divided into two
stages:

Stage 1: Collection of data from student nurses during their
years of participation in the nursing education programme
and included three points of data collection:

• Year 1 - Written reflections: participants were asked to
reflect on their pre-entry and early entry experiences
and understandings of nursing.

• Year 2 - Self-rating questionnaire: participants were
asked to complete a questionnaire on perceptions and
experiences of nursing. The questionnaire was devel-
oped based on the themes extracted from analyzing
the written reflections (Year 1).

• Year 3 - Focus group: the participants were assigned
randomly into two focus groups of 19 students and in-
terviews were conducted in English and tape-recorded.
The interview schedule for the focus groups was devel-
oped based on the results of the data collection from
written reflections and the questionnaire.

Stage 2: This stage of data collection occurred one year
after graduation as a staff nurse. A self-administered ques-
tionnaire which was adapted from Anderson[20] was used.
The questionnaire was divided into two main sections: Sec-
tion 1 covered the demographic data related to the graduates.
Section 2 included four questions and focused on graduates’
perceptions of the nursing profession, their career intentions
and their satisfaction with the career decision they made after
one year of working as a staff nurse.

The nursing graduates were asked to rate their perceptions
of nursing on a 4 point Likert Scale: (1) meant strongly dis-
agree, (2) disagree, (3) agree and (4) strongly agree. The
19 items of this section were grouped into 4 categories; per-
ceptions of nursing education and career potential, nursing
professionalism, socioeconomic status of nurses and nursing
working conditions.

Following coding, entry of data into SPSS, review and check-
ing was undertaken. The scores related to the negative items
on the questionnaire were reversed during computer analysis.
Simple descriptive statistical analysis of the quantitative data
was undertaken.

2.4 Validity and reliability
Content and face validity of the instruments was undertaken
through peer review by experienced academics and clini-
cal nursing experts. Pilot tests were undertaken and mi-
nor modifications were made to the instruments accordingly.
Cronbach’s Alpha reported a reliability of 0.79 for stage 1
instrument and 0.72 for stage 2 instrument.

2.5 Ethical consideration
Ethics approval for the study was obtained from the Univer-
sity Ethics Committee. Anonymity of the participants was
assured throughout the study and no names were written on
the questionnaires or the other data collection documents.
Students’ permission to participate in the study was obtained
following detailed explanation of the purpose, methods and
expectations of the study and voluntary participation was
assured.

3. RESULTS
The perceptions of nursing students during the nursing edu-
cation programme were reported in an earlier study.[8] In this
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paper, the main focus of data reporting will be the perceptions
and experiences of the participants one year after graduation
(stage 2). This data will be compared with the data collected
from participants during the education programme (stage 1).
SPSS version 21 was used to analyze quantitative data and
Collaizzi’s[21] methodology was applied to analyze the quali-
tative data. Collaizzi’s method included extracting significant
statements from the qualitative data, formulating meanings
from those statements and finally determining clusters of
themes.

3.1 Demographic characteristics
Thirty two participants graduated, but only 30 progressed
to staff nurse and they were invited to participate in stage
2 of the study (graduates). A total of 28 graduate students
responded (93%). The participants included 93% (n = 26)
females and 7% (n = 2) males, and the age was 22 - 24 years
from which 79% (n = 22) were single and 21% (n = 6) were
married.

3.2 One year after nurse graduation
During the data analysis of the findings, a point which is
above the mid-point of the 4 point scale used in the self-
administered questionnaire was considered positive by the
researchers, so a mean of 2.5 and above was considered a pos-
itive perception and a mean of 2.4 and below was considered
a negative perception.

It was identified that “nursing education and career poten-
tial” (mean 3.23, SD 0.43) and “nursing professionalism”
(mean 3.17, SD 0.46) were the two most highly perceived
categories. Participants’ perceptions related to the “working
conditions” of nurses were the lowest rated category (mean
1.91, SD 0.36).

3.3 Nursing education and career potential
The participants viewed nurses as team members with physi-
cians and other health care providers (mean 3.75, SD 0.65).
They also viewed nursing as having opportunities for both
males and females (mean 3.43, SD 0.63). Noteworthy, the
participants rejected the idea of nurses following directions
from other health care workers (mean 2.39, SD 0.74) which
was the lowest rated item (see Table 1).

Table 1. Nursing education and career potentials (n = 28)
 

 

 Mean SD 

Nurses follow directions from other people 2.39 0.74 

Nurses are active in health care research 2.86 0.85 

Nurses are well educated 3.36 0.62 

Nurses are effective teachers 3.36 0.62 

There are opportunities in nursing for men and women 3.43 0.63 

Nurses are team members with physicians and others 3.75 0.65 

 

3.4 Nursing professionalism

The caring aspect of nursing was highly rated as reflected
in the two items; nursing is a caring profession (mean 3.71,
SD 0.53) and nurses are important when you are sick (mean
3.36, SD 0.73). Noteworthy the participants rated nurses as
lacking control (mean 1.96, SD 0.79) and as autonomous
professionals (mean 2.68, SD 0.82) as the two lowest items,
although they viewed them as powerful people (mean 3.07,
SD 0.90) (see Table 2).

Table 2. Nursing education and career potentials (n = 28)
 

 

 Mean SD 

Nurses lack control of their own practice 1.96 0.79 

Nursing is an autonomous profession 2.68 0.82 

Nurses are powerful people 3.07 0.90 

Nurses are important when you are sick 3.36 0.73 

Nursing is a caring profession 3.71 0.53 

 

3.5 Socioeconomic status of nurses

The importance of nurses in keeping people well was rated
highest by the participants (mean 3.50, SD 0.58). It was also
interesting to find that although the participants perceived
nursing to offer job security (mean 2.57, SD 0.84), they did
not agree that nurses were highly paid (mean 2.39, SD 1.03)
(see Table 3).

Table 3. Socioeconomic status of nursing (n = 28)
 

 

 Mean SD 

Nursing offers high pay 2.39 1.03 

Nursing offers job security 2.57 0.84 

Nursing is a high prestige occupation 2.61 0.79 

Nurses are important when it comes to 
keeping people well 

3.50 0.58 

 

3.6 Working conditions for nursing

Participants rated working conditions as the lowest category.
Nurses were perceived to be exposed to dangerous diseases
(mean 1.14, SD 0.45) and the working environment to be
dangerous (mean 1.75, SD 0.70). The participants also nega-
tively perceived the fact that nurses perform unpleasant tasks
when caring for patients (mean 1.75, SD 0.65) (see Table 4).

Table 4. Socioeconomic status of nursing (n = 28)
 

 

 Mean SD 

Nurses are exposed to dangerous diseases 1.14 0.45 

Sometimes nurses have to perform 
unpleasant tasks to care for their patients 

1.75 0.65 

Nurses work in dangerous environment 1.75 0.70 

Nursing includes much technical work 3.00 0.54 
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3.7 Career plans and intentions
The participants were asked about their future plans related
to the nursing career (see Table 5). The findings illustrated
that 75% (n = 21) of the participants expressed their inter-
est to continue with their education. It is important to note
that only 25% (n = 7) of the participants were interested in
continuing their work as staff nurses.

Table 5. Graduate nurses’ career plans and intentions (n =
28)

 

 

 n % 

Enroll in additional education in nursing full time 14 50.0

Work as a staff nurse 7 25.0

Work part time in nursing while continuing nursing 
education 

7 25.0

Enroll to study another non-nursing field 0 00.0

 

3.8 Satisfaction with the nursing career
Majority of the participants (61%: n = 17) stated they were
satisfied with their work as nurses and 21% (n = 6) were
enthusiastic about their work in nursing (see Table 6). A rel-
atively high number of participants, 18% (n = 5) expressed
their unhappiness and were planning to change their career.

Table 6. Graduates level of satisfaction with their decision
related to a nursing career (n = 28)

 

 

 n % 

I am enthusiastic about my work 6 21.4 

I am satisfied with my work 17 60.7 

I am unhappy, plan to change career 5 17.9 

 

4. DISCUSSION
A central aim of this study was to explore changes that oc-
curred during the transition from student to staff nurse (stage
1) which has been previously reported.[8] Bearing in mind
that this was the first cohort of student nurses at the Univer-
sity and that nursing is a relatively new choice of career in
Bahrain, the findings from stage 2 of the study were reassur-
ing in that Bahraini nursing students have continued to ex-
press positive perceptions about nursing from their graduate
programme years through to the staff nurse years. According
to Rheaume and colleagues[22] a positive image of nursing is
crucial in attracting applicants to the profession.

Manninen[23] believed that the nursing curriculum can in-
fluence students’ perceptions of nursing as they progress
through the programme. The findings of our study were
consistent with other international longitudinal studies. Both
Bolan and Grainger[13] and Sand-Jecklin and Schaffer[24] re-
ported that their participants had changed their perceptions
of nursing over time. The findings of both studies revealed

that as the nursing students progressed in their nursing pro-
gramme, they showed significantly more positive perceptions
towards nursing. In our study it became clear that as the par-
ticipants mature, their views and perceptions of nursing as a
profession maintained a level of consistency, which is con-
gruent with the published literature.[13, 25]

4.1 Nursing professionalism
Nursing as a caring profession and the role of nurses in help-
ing people was clearly articulated during the student and staff
nurse transition. It was identified that caring tenets identified
during the student stage continued to be a dominant theme;
the participants maintained very positive perceptions about
the role of nurses in caring for people and being important
in keeping people well.[8] Importantly, exposure to work
as staff nurses further emphasized this positive perception.
Nursing as a caring profession has been presented as a strong
theme in the literature.[22, 24, 26, 27]

It was interesting to find that as the students matured in their
programme, they valued the holistic approach that nurses
use in their care of patients which also includes the care of
their relatives. The results of this study are in agreement
with findings from earlier studies regarding the changes in
nursing students’ perceptions, that is, students become more
professional and see nursing as holistic with the patient as
the focus.[25] One year after graduation, the participants
perceived nurses to be powerful which was in contrast to
participants viewing nursing as having a lack of autonomous
and control over their practice. Given that nursing is an evolv-
ing profession in Bahrain, it is noteworthy that the findings
of the study disagree with Trossman[28] who reported that
nurses were stereotypically viewed as women wearing white
caps and following physicians’ orders without question. Taft
and Nanna[29] reported that historically, nurses rarely par-
ticipated in policy developments that impacted health care
delivery and were rarely recognized for their contributions to
health care. It has also been reported by WHO[30] that despite
the great developments in both nursing practice and educa-
tion, nurses were not involved in policy decisions related to
the nursing profession. Instead, policies and regulations re-
lated to the nursing profession were influenced by politicians,
lawyers, doctors and teachers, particularly in relation to nurs-
ing education. Among the factors identified as impeding
nurses’ involvement is the undervaluing of nursing with its
associated subordination to medicine and sex discrimination.
Nursing includes the characteristics associated with work
undertaken by a predominantly female work force: low pay,
low status, poor working conditions and few opportunities
for promotion. This picture is reflective of the historical
evolution of nursing internationally.
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It was also interesting that the study participants started view-
ing the nursing profession as a high prestigious occupation
which offers job security. This reflects the participants’ “life
orientation” towards nursing, which is described by Van-
hanen and Janhonen[31] as nursing viewed as a means of
fulfilling life requirements such as balancing family life and
career or providing employment and economic security.

4.2 Status and conditions
At the beginning of the graduate programme and before the
participants were exposed to the clinical experience, they
perceived nursing as not enjoyable. As they moved to third
year and after having enough experience in the clinical place-
ments they started to realize nursing was challenging and not
well accepted socially.[8] The one year experience of work-
ing as a staff nurse was vital in reshaping and consolidating
the participants’ perceptions. In terms of the socioeconomic
status of nursing, the participants rating pay as the lowest
ranked factor is somewhat juxtaposed to nurses being impor-
tant in keeping people well. The recognition of nursing as a
high prestigious profession was an obvious change compared
to the earlier perceptions of students.

Observations made about the public image of nursing in
Bahrain suggest nursing is perceived as a low paying, low
status job involving much hard and unpleasant work. So-
cially and culturally in an Arabic society, working shift duty
presents problems for females, considering their responsi-
bilities as wives and mothers.[8] In this study, nursing was
perceived by the participants as a tough job throughout all
stages of the study from student to staff nurse. Whilst stu-
dents during the first two years of the programme, the par-
ticipants reported that such perceptions were derived as part
of what they have heard from the people they identified as
sources for their information about nursing. The most im-
portant sources identified included the internet, friends and
relative nurses, with the internet being most prominent.[8]

As the participants moved to their third year, there was a
clear effect of the clinical experience they had. They were
more explicit in describing what makes the nursing practice
tough and reported issues such as dealing with dirty things,
exposure to human bodies, the work load of nurses, as well
as the health problems that nurses may suffer from as a result
of the type of work they are involved with. This perception
was identified further at the staff nurse stage, when the partic-
ipants indicated that nurses, work in dangerous environments
and that they perform unpleasant tasks. These perceptions
are realistic considering the nature of nurses’ work. Previous
themes of nursing as a hard and stressful work have also
been expressed in the international literature.[32] Accord-
ing to Sand-Jecklin and Schaffer,[24] the participants in their

study believed they had a better understanding on the role of
nurses, the complexity of nursing and the high level of work
involved in nursing after experiencing a clinical rotation.
Seago and colleagues[33] also indicated areas of continued
vulnerability for the image of nursing as a profession as most
participants considered nursing to be an occupation associ-
ated with significant risk of injury which was also reflected
earlier in Marriner-Tomey and colleagues.[34]

4.3 Nursing education and career potential
One of the most important findings related to how the par-
ticipants perceived nursing education, career potential and
the reciprocal relationship between both. At the beginning of
the programme, the participants did not perceive nurses to be
highly skilled or knowledgeable. During their third year, they
were able to recognize the amount of learning and knowledge
the nurses are required to gain every day. The actualization
of nurses to be well educated was identified clearly one year
after graduation. Whilst student nurses (stage 1 of the study),
nurses were not perceived to be skilled or knowledgeable,[8]

but after working as staff nurses, they recognized the knowl-
edge and high level skills they required to be a professional
nurse. These findings agree with Etheridge[35] showing that
newly joining nursing students do not appreciate the amount
of knowledge required to make important decisions related
to patient care. This serves to highlight the importance of
a strong knowledge base to nursing education. As McFar-
lane[36] claimed over 27 years ago “What we have to learn is
the intense practicality of theory in practice discipline and
its power to transform practice” (p.41).

During stage 2, the participants witnessed the important roles
of nurses in research, patient teaching, and as a member of
the health team. This positive change might be related to both
the nursing programme and the exposure to clinical nursing
work. Consistent with international studies, participants per-
ceived nurses to follow directions from other members of the
health team and this further supports the perception of nurses
as lacking control on their practice.

4.4 Cultural influences
The fact that the participants recognized the opportunities
available in nursing for both males and females in stage 2
of the study is very crucial, given the international efforts to
recruit more males to nursing. In Bahrain, like every other
country with a Muslim and Arab culture, people prefer to
be cared for by the same gender. There is anecdotal evi-
dence from Bahrain that, culturally, it is not appropriate for
females to take care of male patients.[8] The health statis-
tics[3] reported that only 8% of the nurses in Bahrain are
males, although the number of males entering nursing in
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Bahrain is increasing. In the past most cultures in the Middle
East, including Bahrain perceived nursing as a natural gift,
which required nothing but a caring wife, mother or daughter.
Hence, nursing was very much seen as a female job, a fact
that discourages many families from encouraging their sons
to join a nursing career. Acknowledging this fact, collabora-
tive initiatives should be taken to clear those misconceptions
and improve the numbers of male students entering nursing,
knowing that attracting more males from Bahrain to join the
nursing profession will definitely improve the satisfaction of
patients.

Bahrain society is rich in tradition and heritage; however it
has experienced profound changes following the discovery of
oil. According to Al-Shaikh[37] those changes modified the
well-known traditional role of women as to produce children
and bring them up. They had an active role in their own
homes having no problems serving the family and the supply
of “life necessities” was their greater demand. Nowadays,
women have gained education and established their position
in different jobs and careers. This change and the move from
having a family structure of the extended families to more
nuclear families increased the demand for women to start de-
pending on domestic maids rather than themselves and their
family members to help them raise their children and serve
their families. As a consequence of economic developments
there is anecdotal evidence to suggest that some young peo-
ple in Bahrain and other GCC countries may view nurses as
maids. The perception of nursing as a “maid’s” job might be
related to the mass employment of domestic maids as well as
using them as nurses in the health care institutions.[38] Again
this is another factor to be considered in the development of
positive nursing recruitment campaigns.

Any efforts to improve the enrollment and retention of
Bahraini nurses should consider enhancing the social val-
ues of the nursing profession. According to Cowman,[4]

expatriate nurses are a transitory workforce, and this may
result in a lack of solidity in creating a nursing workforce,
which further presents a challenge in establishing and sus-
taining health policy and indigenous nursing developments.
In addition, indigenous Muslim nurses are believed to pro-
vide nursing care that is based on the Muslim worldview.[6]

From this perspective, Lovering[6] developed a unique nurs-
ing model, the Crescent of Care, which was based on the
ways in which nurses’ cultural beliefs about health, illness
and healing blended with their professional values and care
experiences. The indigenous growth of nursing with an in-
creasing Arab nursing workforce is essential to a culturally
sensitive care and enhanced communications with Arabic
patients.[39]

4.5 Career plans and satisfaction
Career plans of nursing students are important to health pol-
icy developments and also nurse retention in the health ser-
vices. Spouse[40] reported that students’ perceptions of nurs-
ing are strengthened or altered depending on the support they
receive as they proceed with the programme as well as influ-
encing decisions to leave or continue with the programme. It
was very interesting to find that despite having low percep-
tions in relation to the work conditions, the majority of the
participants were satisfied or enthusiastic about being nurses.

The fact that the participants have clear plans to continue
their higher education in nursing is promising. Previous
studies[24, 41] have also found that further study was one of
the most frequently cited choices of nursing graduates. On
the other hand, the fact that only a minority of the partici-
pants, plan to continue their career as staff nurses must be of
concern and highlights the importance of structured nursing
career clinical pathways. Traditionally in Bahrain, promotion
in nursing tends to be away from clinical practice, towards
education and management. This finding requires attention
from nurse leaders, both in nursing services and education.
O’Brien-Pallas and colleagues[42] and an earlier study by
Williams and colleagues[32] found that some nursing students
use their training in nursing as a foundation course for other
careers. Evidence suggests that career advancement pro-
grammes help retain expert, highly motivated and effective
nurses at the “sharp end” of nursing care delivery, serving
as an effective mechanism for developing nurse leaders in
clinical practice.[43] From this instance, joint efforts need to
be made to ensure that appropriate educational and training
opportunities are available for these nurses in order to en-
hance their satisfaction with their nursing careers in clinical
practice.

It is noteworthy that although the working conditions of nurs-
ing does not seem to be very satisfactory, none of the partici-
pants of this study have intentions to join other non-nursing
studies. The finding related to the intention of the “unhappy”
participants to change their career is forewarning. It is impor-
tant that the factors lying behind this unfavorable decision
are carefully investigated and efforts to be put in place to
promote the retention of nurses. New graduate nurses are a
precious human resource and every attempt must be made
to ensure enough support for their transition to the profes-
sional role of nurses through a positive work environment
that promotes their development.[44]

5. CONCLUSION
There is very limited discourse on the public image of nurs-
ing in the Middle East and the findings of this study provide
us with some useful indicators for manpower planning. In
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Bahrain, nursing has traditionally not been an attractive, and
at worst has been an unacceptable, career option. The per-
ceptions of Bahraini people of nursing may be grounded in
strong cultural influences.[8] Al Jarrah[45] claimed that stu-
dents enter nursing education with inherent amateur beliefs
of nursing that develop over the years of their nursing educa-
tion, empowering them to be professionally socialized into
the nursing career. As reflected in the literature, there is a
general understanding of the social, educational and political
values affecting nursing students, and nursing recruitment
and retention in western countries. However, there is very
little known about such issues in Bahrain and the other Ara-
bian Gulf countries. There is a need for a strategic approach
in managing and directing nursing recruitment drives in high
schools coupled with ongoing nursing research on nursing
careers. Males continue to be difficult to attract to nursing
and a particular emphasis should be placed on this element
of recruitment. Noteworthy, culturally, it is more acceptable
for male patients to be taken care of by male nurses, and
the notion of females providing care and services to male
patients is developing, however it remains fragile. Only by
positively addressing the culturally sensitive boundaries of
nursing in the gulf can we reassure and inform communi-
ties and support the indigenous growth of nursing among
nationals from the gulf region.[8]

Workplace empowerment of nurses needs to be embraced

by the health services employers so as to create working
conditions that promote work effectiveness, positive work
attitudes and better staff satisfaction. The desire to continue
higher education supports the requirements for a framework
for postgraduate nursing education linked to the scope of
nursing practice in Bahrain.

Study limitations
There are a number of limitations to the study; the sample
size was relatively low which does not encourage gener-
alizability of the findings. There is only two schools of
nursing in Bahrain and the results are reflective of other
student attitudes, given that the nursing students from the
two nursing schools share similar demographics and cultural
backgrounds.
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