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Abstract
Aim of the study: The research aimed to identify and compare the opinions of residents of selected European coun-
tries (Poland, Portugal, France, Slovakia) on the image of a nurse.
Material and methods: The research was carried out using the diagnostic survey method by applying the survey 
technique. The research tool was the author’s original questionnaire form. The research was conducted in 2016 in 
4 European countries: Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, and France. Questionnaires were sent via the Internet. In Poland, 
the research was conducted in Polish, while in other countries in English. The questionnaire contained 21 questions.
Results: The diversity of the nurses’ social image was observed: nurses in France and Portugal enjoyed a better 
image than those in Poland and Slovakia. Higher scores were associated with broader knowledge about this profes-
sion and greater trust in nurses. In all the countries surveyed, the respondents pointed out that remuneration of 
nurses was too low. The desirable personality traits of nurses differed in all countries. In general, however, attention 
was paid to responsibility, attentiveness, and patience in all the countries studied.
Conclusions: There is a poorer social image among post-communist countries (Poland, Slovakia) in comparison to 
Western European countries (France, Portugal). In both post-communist and Western European countries, the pre-
vailing opinion is that nursing is not a well-paid profession.
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Introduction
The social image is reflected in the media image. 

In turn, this is often consciously shaped in such a way 
as to create a public image in a given direction. With 
the appearance of the word image, the word stereo-
type has been moved slightly to the side. It can be 
stated that stereotypes usually concern the population 
and categories (e.g. stereotypes about a given nation). 

In turn, prestige is a vast sphere of judgment, dif-
ficult to grasp, because you cannot see it directly. It is 
attributed to people for their intelligence, knowledge, 
appearance, position held, and successes. Therefore, 
it can be concluded that prestige consists of such 
personal qualities as reverence, respect, and dignity. 
Everyone has prestige, but not to the same degree. It 
is the other participants in social life who evaluate it. 
Prestige is shaped by performed roles and positions. 
There is an opinion that positions held increase pres-
tige, but this does not completely determine prestige. 
Prestige allows you to stand out from the crowd and 
stop being an unnoticeable pawn [1].

Florence Nightingale was the first to draw atten-
tion to the professionalism of nursing. The realization 
of her idea took place through the process of shaping 
the nurse education model and the development of 
nursing as a science. 

Nowadays, nursing is a recognized scientific disci-
pline, profession, and occupation in many countries. 
There is also a widespread view that caring for the 
sick remains an art and a skill.

Despite such significant development and un-
questioned social utility of nursing, there are several 
negative stereotypes about its contractors, which is 
reflected in social assessments regarding the social 
position and prestige of this profession.

In 1990, Briges identified 34 different stereo-
types of nursing; most of them were negative. The 
dominance of doctors (especially men) had a strong 
impact on the development, image, and position of 
nursing. Research on the professional position of 
nursing shows that this profession has always been 
strongly subordinated to doctors. The cited studies 
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also show the dissatisfaction of nurses themselves 
with their professional position [2, 3]. 

Twaddle and Hessler studied how this subordi-
nation of nursing to other occupational groups oc-
curred. This domination began at the beginning of 
the 20th century, when the strength and potential of 
medicine was noticed, and the position of doctors 
was elevated [4].

The aim of the study was to compare the image in 
4 European Union countries: Poland, Slovakia, France, 
and Portugal. 

Material and methods
The study was conducted using the diagnostic 

survey method comprising a  survey technique and 
proprietary survey questionnaire. The questionnaire 
had 21 questions. Five questions concerned socio- 
demographic characteristics, including the question 
of whether the examined person is a medical prac-
titioner. The remaining 16 questions referred to the 
main topic, i.e. the social perception of the nurse. 
This part also included questions as to whether the 
respondent personally knows a  nurse and would 
choose this profession as his/her career path.

The study was conducted in 2016 in Poland, Portu-
gal, France, and Slovakia; 50 people were selected for 
the study from each country.

The respondents received a questionnaire via the 
Internet through a  social networking site, or they 
were submitted directly by the first author of the 
paper (studies in Poland were conducted among pa-
tients hospitalized in the surgery department). The 
questionnaire was translated into English for respon-
dents in France, Portugal, and Slovakia. In Poland the 
research was carried out in Polish. The analysis was 
based on a comparison of 4 groups. The analysis of 
research results was performed using IBM SPSS Sta-
tistics software. To this end, the following statistical 
tests were used:
•	 the χ2 test was used to check whether a statisti-

cally significant relationship exists between the 
nominal variables or between the nominal (de-
pendent) and ordinal (independent) variables. If 
p  <  0.05, then the relationship was statistically 
significant (*). If p < 0.01, then the relationship was 
highly statistically significant (**);

•	 the Kruskal-Wallis test was used to check wheth-
er there was a  statistically significant difference 
in terms of order variables between more than 
2 groups. Statistically significant differences at the 
level of p < 0.05 were marked with *, and statisti-
cally significant differences at the level of p < 0.01 
were marked with **;

•	 Shapiro-Wilk test was used to check the nor-
mality of distributions of the analysed variables. 
If  the p value was lower than 0.01, then the dis-

tribution significantly (significantly at the level of 
p < 0.01) deviated from normal. These situations 
are marked with **. If the p value was lower than 
0.05, but not lower than 0.01, then the distribution 
significantly (at the level of p < 0.05) deviated from 
normal. These situations are marked with *;

•	 for clarity of the results described, a nurse’s image 
index was made. It is expressed on a scale of 0-16. 
The higher the score, the more positive the image. 
Shapiro-Wilk normality distribution tests were 
performed in each group separately. The variable 
distribution of the nurse image did not differ from 
the normal distribution in any of the 4 compared 
groups. Therefore, in the further analysis, paramet-
ric variance analysis was used (ANOVA).
All people participating in the study were of le-

gal age, and an additional criterion for conducting 
research in France, Portugal, and Slovakia was their 
knowledge of English at a  level that allows them to 
freely complete the questionnaire. 

Results
The study included 200 respondents from 4 Eu-

ropean countries, comprising 50 people from each of 
the surveyed countries: Poland, Portugal, France, and 
Slovakia. The medical profession was practiced by 
40% of respondents from Portugal, 28% of respon-
dents from Poland, 14% from Slovakia, and 10% from 
France. 88% of Portuguese, 74% of Poles, 74% of 
Slovaks, and 68% of French knew a  nurse person-
ally. Definitely more Portuguese (62%) than French 
(24%), Poles (16%), and Slovaks (16%) declared their 
readiness to choose the profession of a  nurse. The 
result of the χ2 test (χ2 = 37.169, p = 0.000**) showed 
a  high statistically significant relationship between 
nationality and readiness to choose the profession 
of a nurse. More Portuguese (62%) and French (58%) 
than Poles (32%) and Slovaks (32%) would recom-
mend the profession of nurse to a member of their 
immediate family. The χ2 test (χ2 = 16.263, p = 0.012*) 
showed a  statistically significant relationship be-
tween nationality and readiness to recommend the 
profession of nurse to a member of the immediate 
family. 

Half of the Poles (50%) believed the professional 
position of nurses among the medical professions is 
average. Every fourth (26%) Pole believed it is low, 
and only 14% that it is high. In turn, 38% of Portu-
guese believed that this position is high or average, 
and 14% that it is high. The French mainly believed 
that the position is high or average (34% each), and 
slightly less that it is low (22%). In turn, more than half 
of Slovaks (55.1%) pointed to the average position, 
every fourth (24.5%) to the high position, and 14.3% 
to the low position. One person who did not have an 
opinion on this issue was excluded from the analy-
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relationships with nationality were found. Responsi-
bility was much less important for the French than for 
the Poles, Portuguese, and Slovaks (Table 1). 

When asked about associations with the profes-
sional work of a nurse, the Poles most often pointed 
to low wages (62%) and high responsibility (66%). In 
turn, the Portuguese associated this work mainly with 
low wages (62%) and high levels of stress (56%). Ac-
cording to the French, this work primarily forced con-
tact with human suffering (68%), and secondly it was 
associated with low wages (54%). The most common 
connotations of the Slovaks with the work of a nurse 
were high responsibility (68%) and contact with hu-
man suffering (62%). In the case of statements such 
as: high responsibility, contact with human suffer-
ing, high stress levels, and low professional prestige, 

sis. The Kruskal-Wallis test (H = 16.054, p = 0.001**) 
showed a  highly statistically significant difference 
between the groups, where the Portuguese rated the 
professional position of nurses among other medical 
professions significantly higher than Poles (Fig. 1). 

The Poles, when asked about the features of 
a  good nurse, most often indicated responsibility 
(60%), and then politeness (48%). In turn, the Por-
tuguese believed that a  nurse should be, above all, 
caring (62%) and responsible (58%). According to the 
French, a good nurse is, above all, caring (50%) and 
communicative (48%), and according to the Slovaks, 
responsible (64%) and then kind (44%) – similar to 
the Poles’ opinion (Table 1). In the case of features 
such as responsibility, care, communication skills, and 
courtesy, significant or highly statistically significant 
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Figure 1. Characteristics of respondents including their opinions on the professional position of nursing among other medical professions

Table 1. Characteristics of respondents, taking into account their opinions on the characteristics that a good nurse should have

Features of a good nurse Group  χ2 test

Poland Portugal France Slovakia

n % n % n % n % χ2 p

Responsible 30 60.0 29 58.0 17 34.0 32 64.0 11.111 0.011*

Caring 19 38.0 31 62.0 25 50.0 19 38.0 7.949 0.047*

Patient 17 34.0 21 42.0 19 38.0 17 34.0 0.944 0.815

Communicative 14 28.0 21 42.0 24 48.0 11 22.0 9.582 0.022*

Attentive 24 48.0 8 16.0 14 28.0 22 44.0 14.617 0.002**

Careful 14 28.0 9 18.0 20 40.0 14 28.0 5.962 0.113

Composed 9 18.0 12 24.0 14 28.0 16 32.0 2.816 0.421

Cordial 10 20.0 10 20.0 8 16.0 11 22.0 0.605 0.895

Honest 6 12.0 9 18.0 3 6.0 4 8.0 4.290 0.232

Neat 3 6.0 0 0.0 6 12.0 4 8.0 6.170 0.104

Other 1 2.0 2 4.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 3.723 0.293

* statistically significant relationship, ** highly statistically significant relationship, n – total number, % – percentage of respondents
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by far the most common answer among respondents 
from Slovakia. Mainly because of this, the χ2 test 
(χ2 = 22.300, p = 0.008**) showed a highly statisti-
cally significant correlation between nationality and 
the assessment of the amount of remuneration of 
a nurse in relation to the work they do (Fig. 2).

When asked about sources of knowledge about 
the profession of a nurse, the Poles most often pointed 
to their own experience (72%), followed by television 
(52%), private acquaintances (46%), and information 
provided by friends (38%). In turn, for the Portuguese, 
the most important sources of information about the 
profession of a nurse were as follows: own experience 
(60%), television (58%), the Internet (58%), and infor-

there were statistically significant or highly signifi-
cant relationships with nationality. The Poles and Slo-
vaks more often indicated the high responsibility in 
the professional work of a nurse than the Portuguese 
and French. In turn, the contact with human suffering 
was more often indicated by the French and Slovaks 
than the Poles and Portuguese. High levels of stress 
were by far the most common association of the Por-
tuguese and the rarest among the Poles. In turn, the 
Portuguese indicated professional prestige more of-
ten than the Poles, Slovaks, and French (Table 2). 

In each of the 4 studied groups, the opinion that 
the nurse’s salary in relations to the work performed 
is too low was the most common. No opinion was 
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Figure 2. Characteristics of respondents, including their opinions on the amount of remuneration for a nurse

Table 2. Features identified with the work of a nurse

Features identified  
with the work of a nurse

Group  χ2 test

Poland Portugal France Slovakia

n % n % n % n % χ2 p

Low earnings 31 62.0 31 62.0 27 54.0 24 48.0 2.828 0.419

High responsibility 33 66.0 23 46.0 20 40.0 34 68.0 12.040 0.007**

Contact with human suffering 22 44.0 21 42.0 34 68.0 31 62.0 10.145 0.017*

High level of stress 10 20.0 28 56.0 22 44.0 19 38.0 14.123 0.003**

Very high physical effort 20 40.0 12 24.0 13 26.0 15 30.0 3.619 0.306

Low professional prestige 9 18.0 18 36.0 8 16.0 5 10.0 11.750 0.008**

Dirty work 6 12.0 6 12.0 10 20.0 7 14.0 1.734 0.629

High level of social trust 9 18.0 4 8.0 8 16.0 4 8.0 3.794 0.285

Exposure to harmful agents 7 14.0 6 12.0 5 10.0 6 12.0 0.379 0.945

Clean work 1 2.0 0 0.0 2 4.0 1 2.0 2.041 0.564

High earnings 0 0.0 1 2.0 0 0.0 3 6.0 6.122 0.106

High professional prestige 2 4.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 1 2.0 3.723 0.293

* statistically significant relationship, ** highly statistically significant relationship, n – total number, % – percentage of respondents
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mation received from friends (40%). The French most 
often pointed to the Internet (60%), and then to their 
own experience (46%), television (46%), information 
provided by friends (38%), and private acquaintanc-
es (36%). For Slovaks, the main sources of informa-
tion were their own experience (60%) and television 
(58%), followed by information from friends (40%), 
the Internet (36%), and private acquaintances (36%). 
In the case of the Internet and other sources, a highly 
significant and significant relationship with national-
ity was found. In the case of the participants’ own ex-
perience and private acquaintances, the relationships 
were close to statistical significance. The Poles most 
often pointed to their own experience, and the French 
the least frequently. The Portuguese and French more 
often pointed to the Internet than did the Poles and 
Slovaks.

According to the Poles, the professional group of 
nurses in the media is mainly depicted during strikes 
(88%) and in feature programs and TV series (88%), 

and slightly less often in documentaries and reportag-
es (52%). In turn, the Portuguese most often pointed 
to strikes (78%), followed by feature programs and TV 
series (66%) and documentary programs and report-
ages (66%). According to the French, nurses are shown 
in the media because of strikes (78%) in feature pro-
grams and series (72%) and in documentary programs 
and reportages (72%). In turn, the Slovaks most often 
pointed to strikes (82%) and feature programs and TV 
series (74%), followed by the professional successes 
of medical teams (46%) and documentaries and re-
portages (40%). Far more Portuguese and French than 
Poles and, above all, Slovaks pointed to documentary 
programs and reportages. In turn, advertising cam-
paigns were indicated by more Portuguese and Slo-
vaks than by Poles and French (Table 3). 

More Poles (22%) and Slovaks (26%) than Portu-
guese (12%) and French (12%) were of the opinion that 
the image of nurses created in the media strengthens 
the professional position of this group. In each of the 
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Figure 3. Characteristics of respondents, including their opinions on the media image of nurses

Table 3. Characteristics of respondents, taking into account their opinions on the circumstances in which the professional group of nurses 
is most often presented in the media

Circumstances in which the professional 
group of nurses is most often presented 
in the media

Group  χ2 test

Poland Portugal France Slovakia

n % n % n % n % χ2 p

Strikes 44 88.0 39 78.0 39 78.0 41 82.0 2.222 0.528

Feature programs. TV series 44 88.0 33 66.0 36 72.0 37 74.0 6.933 0.074

Documentary programs and reportages 26 52.0 33 66.0 36 72.0 20 40.0 12.665 0.005**

Professional successes of medical teams 16 32.0 13 26.0 19 38.0 23 46.0 4.728 0.188

Advertising campaigns 8 16.0 19 38.0 9 18.0 15 30.0 8.501 0.037*

Celebration of World Nurse Day (May 12) 12 24.0 13 26.0 11 22.0 13 26.0 0.297 0.961

* statistically significant relationship, ** highly statistically significant relationship, n – total number, % – percentage of respondents
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and patients. Interestingly, patients are more often 
considered by nurses to be independent and disci-
plined than doctors [6].

Respectively, 14% and 24.5% of Poles and Slovaks 
believed that the professional position of nursing is 
low among other medical professions. The same po-
sition is indicated by 8% of the Portuguese and 22% 
of the French, which indicates a  lower image index 
among the surveyed post-communist countries (Po-
land, Slovakia) compared to countries from Western 
Europe (France, Portugal). Further examples confirm 
this thesis. In Poland and Slovakia, the respondents 
indicated the therapeutic function of a nurse (carry-
ing out the doctor’s orders) much more often than 
in France and Portugal. All study groups agreed on 
in one area: earnings. Both post-communist countries 
and Western European countries mostly believed that 
nursing is not a  well-paid profession. Despite this, 
as many as 62% of Portuguese would be willing to 
choose the profession of nurse as their career path. 

Poles, compared to the Portuguese, did not know 
that a nurse can undertake a medical specialisation. 
Perhaps this was because the Polish identifiers rarely 
use phrases such as “a nurse, a specialist in nursing”. 
It is also worrying that fewer and fewer people de-
cide to study nursing. In 2014, 25,539 people became 
nursing graduates in France. In Portugal, 2674 people, 
2868 in Slovakia, and 10,929 in Poland. It would seem 
that the data are satisfactory. However, this number 
is decreasing each year. Compared to 2011, where 
more than 17,000 people graduated in nursing in Po-
land, the number of 10,929 is very worrying. However, 
almost all European Union countries are struggling 
with this problem [7]. 

Health care is one of the largest employment sec-
tors in the European Union (it employs around 8% 
of EU citizens). Despite the fact that the European 
Union aims to minimize inequalities in access to 
health services, there are still significant differences 

groups, however, the opposite view prevailed. The   
χ2 test (χ2 = 12.096, p = 0.060) showed a close relation-
ship between nationality and opinion about whether 
the image of nurses created in the media strengthens 
the professional position of this group (Fig. 3). 

The average assessment of the image of a nurse 
in Portugal (M  =  9.86) and France (M  =  9.16) was 
much higher than in Poland (M  =  7.48) and Slova-
kia (M  =  7.76). The analysis of variance (F  =  9.577, 
p  =  0.000**) showed highly statistically significant 
differences between the groups. Tukey’s multiple 
comparison test showed, however, that the image of 
nurses in Portugal and France was significantly more 
positive than in Poland and Slovakia. The graphical 
distribution of data is presented in Figure 4. 

Discussion
Determining the social status of nursing, due to 

the complexity of this issue, is difficult to interpret. 
On the one hand, factors such as higher education, 
work complexity, responsibility, and social signifi-
cance of work performed are considered. However, 
there is still a  conviction in society that a  nurse is 
a doctor’s assistant, not a partner in action. It is also 
worth emphasizing that despite the low attractive-
ness of this profession, nursing occupies a high place 
in the ranking of satisfaction with the profession. In 
the 2011 ranking conducted by Kołodziej, as many as 
81% of surgical nurses found their work satisfactory. 
Awareness of the high social usefulness of a nurse’s 
work related to saving health and human life is un-
doubtedly a factor determining the sense of meaning 
of the work [5]. 

In the era of professional and social changes, the 
importance of social image increases. Poland’s acces-
sion to the European Union initiated several profound 
changes in this profession. These changes concerned 
both the organization of nurses’ education and their 
competences. Currently, to become a nurse, you must 
graduate with a bachelor’s degree – it is a prerequisite 
for obtain the right to practice. It is also possible to 
continue studies as part of the master’s studies and 
at the next level of qualifications (medical school). 
The competences of nurses have also expanded. They 
have greater independence in undertaking and imple-
menting tasks in the area of health promotion and 
health education. However, there is no doubt that in 
Poland the conviction that the nurse is subordinated 
to the doctor in all her or his decisions still dominates 
[6]. The research conducted herein shows that only 
58% of the Poles thought that nursing was an inde-
pendent profession. This is the smallest number of in-
dications among the surveyed nationalities. A slightly 
higher percentage (62%) of the Slovak population ex-
pressed a similar opinion. This data can be referred to 
the 2011 study on the image of nurses among doctors 
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age relationship between the place of residence (rural 
and urban areas) and the provision of health care and 
management, as well as interpersonal relations with 
nurses. 

The importance attached to the quality of health 
care is greater in people whose hospitalization time 
ranged from 5 to 20 days. The image of nursing has 
changed a lot in recent decades. Despite this, nurses 
are still barely noticed in the media: out of 946 ana-
lysed articles on health, only 61 concerned nursing 
[12, 13].

The data obtained show that in post-communist 
countries, a less positive image of nursing dominates 
compared to Western European countries. This is 
probably because Poland and Slovakia joined the Eu-
ropean Union much later, and thus introduced chang-
es regarding the modern nursing system much later. 
The social position and prestige of the nursing pro-
fession, according to CBOS (Centre for Public Opin-
ion Research) surveys, is increasing. However, it will 
take a long time and much effort to reach the level of 
France or Portugal.

Conclusions
Diversification of the social image of the nurse 

was observed; higher scores were given by respon-
dents in France and Portugal, and lower by Poland 
and Slovakia.

Higher image scores are associated with higher 
public knowledge about this profession and greater 
trust in nurses. 

In all countries surveyed, the respondents pointed 
out that the remuneration for the work of a nurse is 
too low.

Among the personality traits preferred in the pro-
fession of a nurse, some variation was observed; in 
general, however, responsibility, care, and patience 
were highlighted in all studied countries. 

Strengths and limitations  
of the study

This is the first study of this type comparing the 
image of nurses between selected European Union 
countries. A “nurse image indicator” was created, 
which has not been developed before. We are aware 
that our research has some limitations. The first is 
the small research group. However, as indicated in the 
title, these are preliminary studies, and we plan to ex-
pand them. Another is to translate the questionnaire 
only into English, and not into the languages of the 
countries surveyed (except for Poland, where the au-
thors of the article come from), so the average age of 
the respondents has been reduced. However, this was 
intentional because we wanted to reach the younger 
part of society. 

between Member States – 5.9% of GDP is allocated to 
health care in Romania and 12% in the Netherlands. 
Currently, the main problem of the European Union 
is the migration of medical staff. This is because of 
the principle of free movement of persons, services, 
goods, and capital. This right also guarantees equal 
treatment for all employees who are Union citizens. 
In Poland, there is no obligation to register medical 
personnel who go to work abroad. And the interest 
of citizens of other countries in working in Poland is 
small. It was less than 1% of all registered doctors 
and dentists in 2009. Therefore, this law is favourable 
to all medical personnel who are willing to migrate 
to countries that offer better working conditions 
(both financial and comfort of work). On the other 
hand, member states have to deal with inequalities in 
the supply of medical staff. Therefore, the European 
Union is seeking to improve the movement of people 
from the health care sector through agreements be-
tween member states on surplus medical staff, the 
introduction of reciprocal movement of workers, and 
support for foreign training and internships [8, 9].

Nursing is still associated in many countries with 
a  “less intelligent symbol of sexuality”. This is one 
of the factors conditioning low respect for nurses. 
The biggest problem of modern nursing is the nega-
tive image of this profession created in the media. In 
the popular TV series House M.D. and Grey’s Anato-
my, there were a total of about 20 major characters 
who were doctors, but not a single nurse. Nurses are 
no longer seen as an invisible or passive partner of 
a doctor, but as a person contributing to the well-be-
ing and health of patients. Nursing in France is at the 
stage of strong transformation and modernization of 
their competences, which will be legally included in 
the code. However, the most important problem is 
the lack of nurses [10]. The current situation in Slo-
vakia shows that the nursing profession is clearly 
dominated by women; of 47,144 registered nurses 
and midwives, as many as 98.54% are women and 
only 1.46% are men (686) [11]. In a study conducted in 
2014 in Portugal, the respondents indicated that the 
main source of knowledge about medical novelties 
were doctors (22.5%). Studies from 2010 conducted 
on 210 patients of the São Teotónio de Viseu hospi-
tal indicate that the values appreciated by patients 
include: competence, friendliness, and knowledge, 
which the respondents indicated as one of the most 
common features of nurses. 21.27% of respondents 
indicated competence and 17.97% friendliness. How-
ever, the features that are more valued than the 
competences of nurses are availability, professional-
ism, technical skills, and humility. As many as 43.3% 
of respondents indicated that the nurse is a doctor’s 
assistant. In the respondents’ opinion, such features 
as the age and gender of the nurse are not related 
to their competence. The same study found an aver-
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