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1  | INTRODUC TION

The selection of students for entry into the healthcare profes-
sions has become an increasingly important issue (Patterson 
et al., 2018). The selection and admission of candidates who pos-
sess the required characteristics for the profession are one of the 
major challenges for health education providers internationally. 
Resolution of this challenge could contribute significantly to the 

development of health specialist professionals, and improved 
health care and outcomes in the communities served (Ezeala 
et al., 2012). Also, US healthcare reforms have recently focused on 
three goals: improving individual health care, improving commu-
nity health and reducing financial costs. They consider increased 
attention to the selection and admission of future healthcare spe-
cialist workforce to be one of the key reform strategies (Mahon 
et al., 2013).

 

Received: 13 August 2020  |  Revised: 19 February 2021  |  Accepted: 27 May 2021

DOI: 10.1002/nop2.960  

R E S E A R C H  A R T I C L E

Identification of the components for investigation of the 
psychological strength of nursing applicants: A qualitative 
study

Farzaneh Bagheriyeh1  |   Akram Ghahramanian1  |   Leila Valizadeh2  |    
Vahid Zamanzadeh1  |   Geoffrey Dickens3

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creat ive Commo ns Attri bution-NonCo mmercial License, which permits use, distribution and reproduction 
in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited and is not used for commercial purposes.
© 2021 The Authors. Nursing Open published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

1Department of Medical Surgical Nursing, 
School of Nursing and Midwifery, Tabriz 
University of Medical Sciences, Tabriz, Iran
2Department of Pediatric Nursing, School of 
Nursing and Midwifery, Tabriz University of 
Medical Sciences, Tabriz, Iran
3Centre for Applied Nursing Research, 
Western Sydney University, Penrith South, 
NSW, Australia

Correspondence
Farzaneh Bagheriyeh, Department of 
Medical Surgical Nursing, School of Nursing 
and Midwifery, Tabriz University of Medical 
Sciences, Tabriz, Iran.
Email: fbagheriyeh95@gmail.com

Funding information
The financial resources of this study have 
been provided by Tabriz University of 
Medical Sciences

Abstract
Aim: There is a lack of clarity about the components which would signify appropri-
ate psychological strengths among nursing student candidates. This study was con-
ducted to identify such components from the viewpoint of the clinical nurses and 
nursing instructors.
Design: A qualitative study.
Methods: This study comprised qualitative research using a conventional content 
analysis approach. Participants were 25 nurses and nursing instructors. Data were 
collected in audio- recorded and transcribed semi- structured interviews and were 
analysed using MAXQDA10 software.
Results: Analysis revealed four main categories including "anger management," 
"Stress/distress management," "self- belief" and "aptitude for hard work."
Conclusions: This study identified core components for future investigations into the 
psychological strengths of nursing applicants. This study provides specific testable 
hypotheses for future research endeavours. It is recommended that the researchers 
investigate the appropriateness of the components identified in this study to assess 
the psychological strength of the applicants in the longitudinal studies.
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Nurses are the largest single group of healthcare professionals 
and play an important role in individual and community health pro-
motion (Smiley et al., 2018). However, one of the most important 
challenges for the nursing profession is the selection of appropriate 
applicants who have the greatest chance of longer- term success in 
fulfilling an effective role in their profession, and for the public and 
societal benefit (Talman et al., 2018). This issue has received seri-
ous attention in recent years, mainly due to growing concerns about 
the decreasing quality of nursing care, the high rate of job turnover, 
limited resources and students' failure to achieve an appropriate ac-
ademic standard (Wambuguh et al., 2016). Also, unprofessional atti-
tudes and behaviours of nursing students as reported by educators 
have led to the need to examine the suitability of applicants for the 
profession (Wilson et al., 2011).

In Iran, nursing applicants are judged solely on their educa-
tional achievements in much the same way as applicants for most 
other fields of study (Azizi Fini, 2014). However, in many studies; 
nursing has been classified as a difficult job that requires many spe-
cific qualities and aptitudes (Van Bogaert et al., 2017; Marcinowicz 
et al., 2016), and the World Health Organization (WHO) has also 
ranked nursing among the most demanding professions (Piquette 
et al., 2009). Therefore, an emphasis on the selection of students 
with appropriate psychological strengths to cope with the pressures 
of the nursing profession in the future is warranted (Wambuguh 
et al., 2016). Insufficient attention to the lack of congruence be-
tween these characteristics and the demands of the actual nursing 
professional role could have severe consequences (İspir et al., 2019). 
In line with this, studies suggest that in many cases, the reason be-
hind the people's failure to effectively perform their job duties in the 
organization is due to a lack of technical skills or intelligence, but the 
inconsistency between their psychological characteristics and their 
job demands (Ahmadi, 2016). This may account for the phenomenon 
of employees who fail to reach expected levels of performance and 
effectiveness despite their personal knowledge and potential (Peng 
et al., 2014).

Additionally, studies show that deficits in the “fit” between nurs-
ing staff and the professional role and demands provide the con-
ditions for emotional burnout. All of these factors are implicated 
in reduced job satisfaction and job failure (Sharififard et al., 2019), 
increased levels of burnout and ultimately in poor performance 
(Ahmadi, 2016) with indirect negative consequences for nursing care 
quality and financial costs (Keykaleh et al., 2018; Marć et al., 2019). 
Furthermore, studies have shown that while training and educa-
tion, and modifications to the working environment, can develop 
and strengthen nurses' abilities to some extent, their psychologi-
cal characteristics may remain largely unchanged (Pitt et al., 2014). 
Therefore, it seems appropriate to investigate whether particular 
psychological characteristics are relevant to job- related success and 
consequently also important in the process of selection of nursing 
student candidates (Wilson et al., 2011).

Currently, nursing schools have been faced with challenges in 
assessing the psychological strength of the applicants in the student 

selection phase (Haavisto et al., 2019; Traynor et al., 2017). There 
is not enough consensus on the components of the psychological 
strength which the applicants should be examined in the multiple 
mini interviews or the situation judgment tests (Pitt et al., 2014; 
Wood, 2014). The question of what exactly should be examined, 
remains unanswered (Haavisto et al., 2019; Shulruf et al., 2011), 
and it requires further research evidence to identify the compo-
nents of psychological strength required for undergraduate nursing 
(Zamanzadeh et al., 2020). To measure a concept such as psycholog-
ical strength, first the defining characteristics or components must 
be identified to pave the way for the measurement of this criterion 
in selecting the nursing applicants.

Given the above context, this study aimed to identify, from the 
perspective of clinical nurses and nursing instructors, the compo-
nents related to psychological strengths that are associated with 
suitability for the demands of the nursing role. Because the clinical 
nurses and nursing instructors could provide rich data in the field of 
study, due to their knowledge and working experience the findings 
of this study could be used by higher education institutions to im-
prove the nursing students' admission system.

2  | METHODS

2.1 | Design

Since the purpose of the study was to identify components of psy-
chological strength required to enter the field of nursing from the 
perspective of experienced nurses and nursing educators, a quali-
tative research approach using a conventional content analysis 
approach was utilized. Content analysis is a qualitative research 
method in which data is described in a conceptual form in order to 
develop knowledge, gain new insight and develop practical guidance 
(Elo & Kyngäs, 2008).

2.2 | Sample and setting

The research sample consisted of N = 25 individuals comprising 19 
nurses (12 clinical nurses, four head nurses, two supervisors and one 
nursing services manager), four nursing instructors and two nurs-
ing students. The criteria for the inclusion of the clinical nurses and 
the nursing instructors in the study were having work experience 
in the clinic or nursing management for at least 2 years and willing-
ness to share their experiences with the researcher. The criterion 
for the inclusion of the students in the study was having enough 
experience in this field. So, senior students were selected as the 
sample. They were selected purposively from the educational and 
therapeutic centres and the nursing and midwifery faculties of the 
three major provinces in the west of Iran. Sampling also considered 
the need to maximize diversity. Recruitment continued until the data 
was saturated. When no new information was obtained, data were 
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saturated after twenty- three interviews. Three additional interviews 
were conducted to confirm the data saturation. In the last three in-
terviews, the data analysis led to the emergence of repetitive codes 
and no new code was obtained. Also, the decision to achieve data 
saturation was made through reviewing the codes and categories 
by the research team members and two experts other than the re-
search team.

2.3 | Data collection

Individual face- to- face interviews were used to collect data. Initial 
interviews were conducted with nine participants in an unstructured 
manner. The analysis was conducted iteratively and in parallel with 
interviews such that as themes emerged they were incorporated 
into interview schedules in order to gather more comprehensive 
and complete information. Thus, as the study progressed, inter-
views became semi- structured and an interview guide was used 
to ensure that all topics were addressed. All interviews with clini-
cal nurses were conducted in person at a time set in advance by 
participants in private hospital rooms. Interviews with nursing 
students and instructors were conducted in a classroom at their 
convenience.

Interviews lasted between 40 and 55 min (Mean = 52 min). 
Recruitment of the participants was achieved through professional 
communications by holding a meeting with gatekeepers as well as 
sending the invitations and emails in which the objectives of the 
study had been described. Before starting the interview, the re-
searcher explained the interview process including arrangements for 
recording and transcription and obtained written, informed consent. 
At the beginning of each interview, after a few warm- up questions, 
the participants' demographic information was requested, and then 
the interview began with a general question. The main question of 
the study was as follows: "In your experience, which psychological 
characteristics do you consider necessary for the nursing applicants 
to ensure that they could cope with the work pressures in the nurs-
ing profession?" Also during the interview, some probing statements 
were made to encourage participants to expand or provide further 
clarity on their responses. Examples included "Explain for me more 
about this," "What does [x] mean?" and "Could you give an example 
of this." Towards the end of each interview, further questions were 
asked such as "Do you think there's anything left that you haven't 
said yet?" Recruitment and interviews continued until the data were 
saturated (i.e. no new themes were emerging from the analysis). All 
interviews were recorded using a voice recorder. In a single case, the 
participant was reluctant to allow audio recording and written notes 
were taken from the conversations instead. One interview was con-
ducted with each participant with two exceptions; interviews with 
participants (No. 4 and No.15) were repeated to complete and clar-
ify ambiguities that became apparent in the analysis. Data collection 
lasted approximately 8 months, and the entire study was conducted 
during the period November 2018 to November 2019.

2.4 | Ethical considerations

The study described here comprised part of a Ph.D. thesis in the 
nursing field at Tabriz University of Medical Sciences which was 
approved by the ethics committee of the university (IR.TBZMED.
REC.1397.583). Before the start of the study, the approval of the 
managers of the sampling centres was obtained. After selecting 
the participants at the beginning of the interview, the aims of the 
study were explained to them and their verbal and written informed 
consent was obtained to participate in the study and for the audio 
recording. Participants were assured that the recordings would be 
used anonymously and that the recorded audio would be deleted 
after the conversation was transcribed, and their name would not 
be mentioned in any of the publications resulting from the study. 
Participants were also given sufficient information regarding the re-
view of the data by the other researchers in order to confirm the 
findings while maintaining confidentiality. Participants had the free-
dom to refuse to continue the interview, and there was no harm or 
loss to them.

2.5 | Data analysis

Data were analysed using the conventional content analysis ap-
proach using steps proposed by Wildemuth (2016): first, the tran-
script of each interview was read several times by a researcher to 
gain familiarity with the data and to develop a preliminary under-
standing of the related concept. Then, the data were coded into the 
semantic units (at words, sentence and paragraph level). The seman-
tic units were compressed and amalgamated while their content 
was maintained. Finally, using continuous comparison, evaluation, 
feedback and interpretation, the codes were compiled to form the 
categories and subcategories. MAXQDA10.0R250412 software was 
used to manage the data.

2.6 | Rigour

In this study, to assure the trustworthiness of the data, criteria in-
cluding credibility, dependability, transferability and confirmability, 
as proposed by Lincoln & Guba (1985), were used. To ensure the 
credibility of the data, the researcher had a long- term relationship 
with the participants, which aided trust and openness. During the 
study, the interview transcripts, the semantic units and the ex-
tracted codes were presented to the participants to control their 
consistency with their experiences. All reasonable attempts were 
made to ensure that as a group the participants had maximum di-
versity in terms of their experience, length of service, age, gender 
and job positions. Dependability was determined through review 
of data and coding by a co- worker. Two external examiners with 
Ph.D. in nursing who had experience in qualitative research were 
asked to review the interview transcripts, the initial coding and the 
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categories. Any disagreements were discussed in a meeting and con-
sensus achieved among the research team about the correct coding. 
Regarding transferability, the characteristics of the research popula-
tion and the research process were described clearly and accurately, 
to make it possible to follow the research path and key decisions 
made in the analysis. The confirmability of the data was established 
by the researchers actively putting aside their thoughts and assump-
tions about the topic, accurate recording of the research procedure 
and documentation, refraining from the deep review of texts. This 
was all assisted by input from the rest of the research team.

3  | RESULTS

Data analysis revealed four main categories encompassing eleven 
subcategories that were perceived to be required components of 
psychological strength for nursing student candidates. The catego-
ries were as follows: "anger management," "Stress/distress man-
agement," "self- belief" and "aptitude for hard work." Each category 
comprised two or more subcategories (see Table 1).

3.1 | Anger management

The participants reported "anger management" as one of the most 
important psychological strengths related to nursing. According to 
them, an inability to manage anger leads to disruption in providing 
high- quality nursing care and to communicate with the patient, their 
friends and relatives. In this regard, one of the head nurses of the 
ward stated:

The first and most important element that the nursing 
faculties must examine the applicants of this field is 
the anger management skill. We offer a lot of training 
courses on anger management for our nurses, but still 
there remains a challenge, and I see that they must 

have had this skill from the beginning because it's re-
ally an individual characteristic. Meanwhile, it makes 
us not to spend all our time and energy learning this 
skill to our nurses 

(Participant.9).

This category comprised two subcategories: "Self- Control to 
Reducing Aggression" and "Ability to recognize and regulate any re-
venge impulse".

The nurses believed that the ability to internally control one's 
anger in the face of expressions of anger by others should be con-
sidered as one of the important components when investigating the 
psychological strength of the nursing applicants. In this regard, one 
of the clinical nurses stated:

The nursing requires morale that if someone yells at 
you, try to keep calm, not to lose your temper. On 
the contrary, some people in our field lose control 
and start insulting, after a little anger by the patient's 
companion. Our field does not need such people and 
they degrade the dignity of the profession 

(p.13).

Many participants cited "regulation of revenge impulse" as one of 
the important components of anger management. Improper behaviour 
of nurses, particularly in the context of aggression or perceived disre-
spect, such as vindictiveness or retaliation to the patient and his com-
panions could be counterproductive. It could disrupt communication 
between themselves, the patient, and their friends and relatives, and 
it could undermine their trust in the nurses. In this regard, one of the 
participants said:

Given the time I've worked, it's very important for 
a nurse to have the morale of forgiveness. Some of 
us seek revenge instead of forgiveness. The individ-
ual should have the morale of forgiveness. I mean he 

TA B L E  1   Illustration of subcategorizes, categorizes, and a theme

Theme Category Subcategory

Psychological strength Anger management Self- control to reducing aggression

Ability to recognize and regulate any revenge 
impulse

Stress/distress management Situational stress control

Distress tolerance

Situational tolerance

Self- belief Assertiveness

Trusting one's knowledge and abilities

Openness to criticism

A positive self- attitude

Aptitude for hard work Sustainability in getting things done

Acting beyond the limit
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should be able to forgive the disrespect of others, 
which are really unintentional most of the time and 
ignore them 

(p.20).

3.2 | Stress/distress management

All participants stated that the nursing profession has a high degree 
of stress due to its nature, and that deficits in effective stress man-
agement could lead to the decrease in job satisfaction, contribute 
to job turnover, student dropout rate and decreasing nursing care 
quality. One of the participants said:

If people with the stress management skill are se-
lected to take the responsibilities of the nursing pro-
fession, they are less likely to experience stress and 
perform their duties well, which in turn can lead to 

the job satisfaction and the lower rate of job leaving 

(p.5).

This category comprised three subcategories: "Situational stress 
control," "Distress tolerance" and "Situational tolerance."

In almost all the interviews, the participants described 
"Situational stress control" as an important component of stress 
management. The ability to control one's rate of stress, tolerating 
pressure and stressful situations, and maintaining composure in 
stressful situations was recognized as the most important individual 
characteristics for entering the nursing profession. This subcategory 
has been represented in the following quote:

The stressed person is not good for the nursing pro-
fession. Those who come to this field should scrutinize 
themselves to see if they are really able to control their 
stress in stressful situations. They should see if they 
could really tolerate the stress and pressure or not 

(p.11).

The participants talked about the ability of the nursing applicants 
to tolerate distressing situations, and they argued that having adequate 
control over the personal feelings is important for working in the nurs-
ing profession. After describing the problems caused by the lack of this 
ability in some nurses, one of the head nurses stated:

In this field, at any moment one may witness the 
death of a human. You may have to take care of pa-
tients who endure a lot of pain. For example, some cry 
with the least amount of the patient's pain, and this 
interferes with the nursing job. They must be able to 
control their emotions when dealing with those who 
are in pain. Otherwise, they will damage the care sys-
tem and even it is harmful to the nurse too 

(p.18).

One of the most important characteristics of the nursing applicants 
emphasized by the participants was "Situational tolerance." The stu-
dents of this field must be able to tolerate the sight of blood, wounds, 
people's pain and the unpleasant odours in the hospital environment. 
One of the participants talked about his experiences:

The hospital is a treatment place. It is a place for pa-
tients and people's pain and wail. Therefore, a person 
who wants to enter such a place must see whether 
she is ready to deal with the pain, the wail of the pa-
tients, or whether she can tolerate the sight of blood 
and wounds 

(p.3).

3.3 | Self- belief

The participants believed that the "self- belief" of applicants for 
nursing courses should be considered as one of the important com-
ponents for entering this field. According to the participants' view-
point, the entry of people with self- belief into the nursing profession 
can play a major role in the professionalization of this field. One par-
ticipant talks about her experience:

People with self- belief exercise their authority in the 
profession, but a nurse who is weak in this respect 
cannot exercise well with the same authority 

(p.22)

The components of this category include "assertiveness," "trusting 
one's knowledge and abilities," "openness to criticism" and "a positive 
self- attitude."

"Assertiveness" was one of the components most emphasized by 
the nursing instructors and the nurses. According to the participants, 
the nursing profession needs people who can say “no,” express their 
opinions and ideas freely, and defend what is right despite resistance 
from others and the system. In this regard, one of the participants 
stated:

The nature of the field of nursing is so that there is 
no place for the passive people. Sometimes a nurse 
should be able to defend her/his patient's rights. 
There should not be always yes or alright. Some peo-
ple just say yes, that's it! to everything said to them. 
They can't say no. In fact, being decisive is one of the 
personal characteristics of a nurse which brings it 
with herself/himself to the field and ultimately causes 
a nurse to play her/his supportive role for the patient

(p.7).

Participants repeatedly stated one of the most important strengths 
in candidates for entry into the nursing field is their "trust in their 
knowledge and abilities." According to the participants, the necessary 
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characteristics to work in the nursing profession include the ability to 
apply knowledge at different times and places, and self- belief in their ca-
pabilities to overcome the presenting challenges. From the participants' 
perspective, this characteristic could be linked to making good care deci-
sions for the patient. One participant mentions his experience as follows:

One must see what is the individual's perception of 
his/her abilities? That is, when he takes care of a pa-
tient, he should not have any doubt to see if he/she 
was right or wrong, he/she must trust his knowledge 
and abilities. He/she must be a person that trusts 
himself/herself and is not afraid of anything. This is 
influential on the decision he makes to take care of 
his/her patient 

(p.17).

According to the participants, the nursing applicants need to have 
"an instinctual attitude of openness to criticism" for effective perfor-
mance in the profession. In this regard, one of the participants said:

People having Jobs like nursing, in which the human 
communication is very important, could be criticized 
by different people. When some of our nurses are 
criticized about their work and behavior, they auto-
matically start defending themselves and become 
defensive. Criticism is done to improve the person's 
work and even better patient care, and perhaps in the 
system, correcting a behavior will be very effective, 
so it is not permissible that our nurses to be indiffer-
ent to the principled and correct criticism 

(p.7).

"A positive sense toward oneself" was another component on 
which the participants emphasized. They believed that this charac-
teristic is also manifested in the individual's reactions and affects the 
nurse's thought, feeling and performance when providing care ser-
vices. In this regard, one of the participants states:

You have to enter the qualified people into the sys-
tem. First of all, they have to value themselves. I 
mean, they have to see themselves valuable and re-
spectable. In this way, they also value their job. Some 
of our nurses feel that others are better than them in 
their work. Take into account these factors while se-
lecting the nurses. The future of nursing will be dam-
aged by this characteristic of nurses 

(p.16).

3.4 | Aptitude for hard work

The final category described the need for candidates to have an 
ethos of working hard. Sustainability in getting things done and 

acting beyond the limit are among the important components of this 
category. The following quotes support this category:

The nursing profession is not suitable for people with 
so- called weak heart. One must have an iron will to 
become a nurse and ultimately being successful in 
it. One must be willing and diligent to do something 
that is even discouraging or difficult; he must tolerate 
standing without complaining against it 

(p.14).

The nursing is not an easy job, so the resistant peo-
ple are needed for this field. The loungers are not 
good for the nursing, so one must see whether the 
candidates who want to enter the nursing field put 
themselves under pressure to do something that is 
somehow beyond their ability 

(p.3).

4  | DISCUSSION

Nursing education institutions are required to select candidates who 
have the academic aptitude and physical abilities, along with the 
necessary non- cognitive abilities. The literature review showed that 
psychological strength is one of the important non- cognitive abili-
ties in the selection of nursing students, so that the students would 
have the potential to cope with the working pressures of the nurs-
ing profession in the future. The content of each admission criteria 
must be specified before developing the student selection methods. 
This study identified the components of the psychological strength 
which could be used to examine the nursing applicants from the 
viewpoint of the clinical nurses and nursing instructors.

This research is the first qualitative study using a content analysis 
approach that identifies the components of psychological strength 
perceived to be necessary to enter the nursing profession. Data 
analysis showed that the nurses and nursing instructors indicated 
that anger management, Stress/distress management, self- belief 
and an ethos of hard- working are the key elements. The results from 
this study were consistent with the results of some previous studies 
(Haavisto et al., 2019; Rankin, 2013). However, our description of the 
components of the psychological strength required for the nursing 
profession is more specific and accurate.

Findings showed that anger management is perceived to be 
one of the important components for successful nursing profession 
candidates. Rankin (2013) and Haavisto et al. (2019) also indicated 
that those who can control their emotions including anger should 
be selected for the nursing profession. Nurses are exposed to rel-
evant problematic behaviours including anger and violence (Hyland 
et al., 2016) and this reinforces the participants' views.

The inappropriate expression of anger can be destructive in 
care environments, leading to reduced quality of care, reduced 
work efficiency, increased absenteeism and burnout, high turnover 
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miscommunication with co- workers and family, and direct and indi-
rect financial burden on health services and subsequently on society 
as a whole (Honarvar et al., 2019).

Despite the numerous actions and interventions which have 
been provided by the healthcare services around the world to help 
nurses better self- regulate emotions including anger, it remains a 
major challenge (Fute et al., 2015). In some studies, individual and 
personality traits have been considered as the most important fac-
tors, when investigating the factors influential on anger (Hyland 
et al., 2016). Therefore, nursing education institutions should con-
sider anger management skills appropriately when selecting candi-
dates suitable for entry into the nursing profession.

From the perspective of participants of the present study, stress/
distress management was also of considerable importance. This skill 
was emphasized in most interviews with participants. In his study, 
Kechagias (2011) described stress management as the most import-
ant non- cognitive skill in the process of selecting the students of the 
healthcare professions.

Our finding is also congruent with those of two studies examining 
the required individual characteristics for being success in medical 
education. The Association of American Medical Colleges (AAMC) 
found that stress management skills be considered a required soft 
skill for admission into the medical discipline (Koenig et al., 2013; 
Mahon et al., 2013). Because nursing is one of the most stressful 
professions, and nurses are constantly exposed to stress due to the 
sensitive nature of their job, so stress management is similarly an 
important skill for this profession (Alvarez et al., 2019).

Having the working morale in the care environments is another 
important component that was mentioned in this study. The partic-
ipants' experiences showed that working in the nursing profession 
requires that the people's morale be compatible with the care envi-
ronment, including the hospital.

Whitehead et al. (2007) have pointed out tolerating the sight of 
blood and the ability to tolerate the others' death as the character-
istics required for becoming a nurse, in line with the results of the 
present study. It is difficult to work in a situation where the client is 
a patient who has lost his/ her physical health and his/ her morale, 
subsequently.

The nurses must endure the patients' pain, working with incur-
able patients or the death of patients, and the cry and sadness of 
their companions; otherwise, they will suffer from the reduced men-
tal health and job burnout. In line with the present study, the re-
sults of the other studies reported the ability to control and regulate 
emotions as the criteria for selecting the nursing student (Haavisto 
et al., 2019; Pitt et al., 2013). Therefore, one of the components that 
the nursing education institutions must consider in order to achieve 
the appropriateness of the individual with the nursing profession is 
the morale of working in the care environments.

Self- belief was one of the important components reported by 
the nurses and nursing instructors. The subcategories of this com-
ponent were assertiveness, trusting one's own knowledge and abil-
ities, openness to criticism, and a positive feeling towards oneself. 
In line with the results of the present study, one could mention the 

results of Pitt et al. (2014) who reported confidence and courage 
to be key individual characteristics necessary for the nursing prac-
tice. In this study, the examination of these two characteristics has 
been emphasized as the criteria for selecting the students to enter 
the nursing education. The subcategory of assertiveness covers 
the ability to say no, expressing the opinions and ideas easily, and 
telling the truth powerfully, and the subcategory of trusting one's 
knowledge and abilities covers confident, as in the nursing field, the 
ability to provide the appropriate decisive response in the critical sit-
uations is a vital skill which saves the patients' life (Pitt et al., 2014). 
According to Begley and Glacken, in the 21st century, healthcare 
centres need decisive nurses to meet the needs of their clients 
(Larijani et al., 2010).

The ethos of openness to criticism has been reported as an 
important feature of this category, which according to the partici-
pants was important for effective performance in the profession. In 
Gholampour et al. (2018), openness to criticism was reported as an 
important personality trait of nurses. Katz et al. (2004) also demon-
strated the ability to receive critical feedback as an important attri-
bute of nursing students. Due to the wide range of communication 
required in the nursing profession, nurses must be able to receive 
critical feedback in the workplace and in relation to patients, co- 
workers and authorities in order to perform effectively.

Having a positive feeling towards oneself was another character-
istic emphasized by the participants of this study. The relationship 
between self- efficacy, the ability to establish good interpersonal 
relationships and the quality of nursing care is undeniable (Ni 
et al., 2010). Studies show that nurses with high self- efficacy provide 
better care services to clients, feel more confident about their skills 
and effectively cope with challenging situations (Feng et al., 2018; 
Pandey & Chalise, 2015). Therefore, it is important to examine this 
characteristic in nursing applicants.

The hard- working ethos was the final category identified. 
Participants emphasized the need to investigate applicants’ atti-
tudes to getting things done and to doing beyond what is required. 
Studies show that hard- working nurses can provide good healthcare 
services despite job stresses. This characteristic prepares them to 
face the daily challenges of the nursing profession and to overcome 
them (Cope et al., 2016). In the study of Rapson (2016), such an ethos 
of hard working has been reported as an important characteristic 
of successful students and nurses. In line with the present study, 
Whitehead et al. (2007) and Eley et al. (2011) have also reported ex-
amining the nursing applicants' hard working as one of the important 
components for entering the field.

4.1 | Implications of the findings in the 
nursing education

The findings of this study could be used by the policymakers and the 
nursing education institutions to develop their current methods to 
examine the psychological strength of the nursing applicants. This 
can prevent any job incompatibility and leads to improve the quality 
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of nursing care and increasing the efficiency in the health service 
provider organizations.

5  | CONCLUSION

The results of this study revealed a number of psychological com-
ponents that should, in the view of participants, be investigated 
when making decisions about recruitment into nursing education 
programs. The findings of this study could be used by the nursing 
education institutes to develop their current methods such as de-
signing scenarios in multiple mini interviews or situation judgment 
tests that are used to examine the psychological strength of nursing 
applicants in the students' selection process. Further quantitative 
research is needed to support the findings of this study. This study 
provides specific testable hypotheses for future research endeav-
ours. It is recommended that the researchers investigate the appro-
priateness of the components identified in this study to assess the 
psychological strength of the applicants in the longitudinal studies. 
Also, because the present study is the first study on identifying the 
components of psychological strength required to enter the nursing 
field which was conducted qualitatively in the context of Iran, to ob-
tain cross- cultural validity, it is suggested that similar studies be con-
ducted by the other researchers in the context of the other societies.

5.1 | Limitations of the study

One of the limitations of the qualitative studies is the dependability 
of the results on the time and place of the study which could affect 
the generalizability of the findings. In this research, the experiences 
of the nurses and nursing instructors in the three western provinces 
of Iran were studied. To control this limitation, the results of the study 
were presented to a number of nonparticipating individuals. Then, the 
compatibility of the findings of the study with their experiences was 
examined and there was a high consistency between them. The social 
and cultural conditions of the society completely affect the psycho-
logical issues. The findings of this study are related to the context of 
Iran. Therefore, it is necessary to conduct this study in the context 
of other societies. So, we added this to the limitations of the study.

ACKNOWLEDG EMENTS
Researchers express their gratitude and appreciation for the sincere co-
operation of the participants. The authors appreciate the research dep-
uty of Tabriz University of medical sciences for their financial support.

CONFLIC T OF INTERE S T
None of the authors had a conflict of interest.

AUTHOR CONTRIBUTIONS
FB, AG, LV and VZ: Study conception and design. FB and VZ: Data 
collection. All authors: Data analysis and interpretation, drafting of 
the article and critical revision of the article.

DATA AVAIL ABILIT Y S TATEMENT
The data sets used during this study are available from the corre-
sponding author on reasonable request.

ORCID
Farzaneh Bagheriyeh  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3072-1998 
Akram Ghahramanian  https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3925-1272 
Leila Valizadeh  https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7047-5309 
Vahid Zamanzadeh  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4664-750X 
Geoffrey Dickens  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8862-1527 

R E FE R E N C E S
Ahmadi, M. S. (2016). Predicting job stress and burnout based on per-

sonality characteristics of nurses. Knowledge & Research in Applied 
Psychology, 17(2), 98– 107.

Alvarez, H. A. O., Provencio- Vasquez, E., Slavich, G. M., Laurent, J. G. 
C., Browning, M., McKee- Lopez, G., Robbins, L., & Spengler, J. D. 
(2019). Stress and health in nursing students: The nurse engagement 
and wellness study. Nursing Research, 68(6), 453- 463. https://doi.
org/10.1097/NNR.00000 00000 000383

Azizi Fini, I. (2014). Nursing challenges in Iran. Nursing and Midwifery 
Studies, 3(2), e19906. https://doi.org/10.17795/ nmsjo urnal 19906

Cope, V., Jones, B., & Hendricks, J. (2016). Why nurses chose to remain in 
the workforce: Portraits of resilience. Collegian, 23(1), 87– 95. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.colegn.2014.12.001

Eley, D., Eley, R., Young, L., & Rogers- Clark, C. (2011). Exploring temper-
ament and character traits in nurses and nursing students in a large 
regional area of Australia. Journal of Clinical Nursing, 20(3– 4), 563– 
570. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365- 2702.2009.03122.x

Elo, S., & Kyngäs, H. (2008). The qualitative content analysis pro-
cess. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 62(1), 107– 115. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1365- 2648.2007.04569.x

Ezeala, C. C., Ezeala, M. O., & Swami, N. (2012). Strengthening the admis-
sions process in health care professional education: Focus on a pre-
mier Pacific Island medical college. Journal of Educational Evaluation 
for Health Professions, 9, 11. https://doi.org/10.3352/jeehp.2012.9.11

Feng, D., Su, S., Wang, L., & Liu, F. (2018). The protective role of self- 
esteem, perceived social support and job satisfaction against 
psychological distress among Chinese nurses. Journal of Nursing 
Management, 26(4), 366– 372. https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.12523

Fute, M., Mengesha, Z. B., Wakgari, N., & Tessema, G. A. (2015). High 
prevalence of workplace violence among nurses working at public 
health facilities in Southern Ethiopia. BMC Nursing, 14(1), 9. https://
doi.org/10.1186/s1291 2- 015- 0062- 1

Gholampour, M., Pourshafei, H., Ghasemian, A., & Rezaei, H. G. (2018). 
Nurses' experiences about ethical and clinical competencies: A phe-
nomenological approach. Bioethics Journal, 8(29), 31- 41. https://doi.
org/10.22037/ bj.v8i29.24814 (Original work published in persian)

Haavisto, E., Hupli, M., Hahtela, N., Heikkilä, A., Huovila, P., Moisio, 
E.- L., Yli- Koivisto, L., & Talman, K. (2019). Structure and content 
of a new entrance exam to select undergraduate nursing students. 
International Journal of Nursing Education Scholarship, 16(1), 1– 15. 
https://doi.org/10.1515/ijnes - 2018- 0008

Honarvar, B., Ghazanfari, N., Shahraki, H. R., Rostami, S., & Lankarani, 
K. B. (2019). Violence against nurses: A neglected and healththreat-
ening epidemic in the university affiliated public hospitals in Shiraz, 
Iran. The International Journal of Occupational and Environmental 
Medicine, 10(3), 111. https://doi.org/10.15171/ ijoem.2019.1556

Hyland, S., Watts, J., & Fry, M. (2016). Rates of workplace aggression in 
the emergency department and nurses’ perceptions of this challeng-
ing behaviour: A multimethod study. Australasian Emergency Nursing 
Journal, 19(3), 143– 148. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aenj.2016.05.002

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3072-1998
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3072-1998
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3925-1272
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3925-1272
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7047-5309
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7047-5309
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4664-750X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4664-750X
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8862-1527
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8862-1527
https://doi.org/10.1097/NNR.0000000000000383
https://doi.org/10.1097/NNR.0000000000000383
https://doi.org/10.17795/nmsjournal19906
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.colegn.2014.12.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.colegn.2014.12.001
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2702.2009.03122.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2007.04569.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2648.2007.04569.x
https://doi.org/10.3352/jeehp.2012.9.11
https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.12523
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12912-015-0062-1
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12912-015-0062-1
https://doi.org/10.22037/bj.v8i29.24814
https://doi.org/10.22037/bj.v8i29.24814
https://doi.org/10.1515/ijnes-2018-0008
https://doi.org/10.15171/ijoem.2019.1556
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.aenj.2016.05.002


     |  9BAGHERIYEH Et Al.

İspir, Ö., Elibol, E., & Sönmez, B. (2019). The relationship of personal-
ity traits and entrepreneurship tendencies with career adaptability 
of nursing students. Nurse Education Today, 79, 41– 47. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.nedt.2019.05.017

Katz, J. R., Woods, S. L., Cameron, C. A., & Milam, S. (2004). Essential 
qualifications for nursing students. Nursing Outlook, 52(6), 277– 288. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.outlo ok.2004.06.006

Kechagias, K. (2011). Teaching and assessing soft skills, MASS project report 
(p. 189). School of Thessaloniki.

Keykaleh, M. S., Safarpour, H., Yousefian, S., Faghisolouk, F., Mohammadi, 
E., & Ghomian, Z. (2018). The relationship between nurse’s job 
stress and patient safety. Open Access Macedonian Journal of Medical 
Sciences, 6(11), 2228. https://doi.org/10.3889/oamjms.2018.351

Koenig, T. W., Parrish, S. K., Terregino, C. A., Williams, J. P., Dunleavy, D. 
M., & Volsch, J. M. (2013). Core personal competencies important 
to entering students’ success in medical school: What are they and 
how could they be assessed early in the admission process? Academic 
Medicine, 88(5), 603– 613. https://doi.org/10.1097/acm.0b013 e3182 
8b3389

Larijani, T., Aghajani, M., Baheiraei, A., & Neiestanak, N. (2010). Relation 
of assertiveness and anxiety among Iranian university students. 
Journal of Psychiatric and Mental Health Nursing, 17(10), 893– 899. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365- 2850.2010.01607.x

Lincoln, Y., & Guba, Y. (1985). EG: Naturalistic inquiry. Sage Publications.
Mahon, K. E., Henderson, M. K., & Kirch, D. G. (2013). Selecting to-

morrow’s physicians: The key to the future health care workforce. 
Academic Medicine, 88(12), 1806– 1811. https://doi.org/10.1097/
acm.00000 00000 000023

Marć, M., Bartosiewicz, A., Burzyńska, J., Chmiel, Z., & Januszewicz, P. 
(2019). A nursing shortage– a prospect of global and local policies. 
International Nursing Review, 66(1), 9– 16. https://doi.org/10.1111/
inr.12473

Marcinowicz, L., Owlasiuk, A., Slusarska, B., Zarzycka, D., & Pawlikowska, 
T. (2016). Choice and perception of the nursing profession from 
the perspective of Polish nursing students: A focus group study. 
BMC Medical Education, 16(1), 243. https://doi.org/10.1186/s1290 
9- 016- 0765- 3

Ni, C., Liu, X., Hua, Q., Lv, A., Wang, B., & Yan, Y. (2010). Relationship 
between coping, self- esteem, individual factors and mental health 
among Chinese nursing students: A matched case– control study. 
Nurse Education Today, 30(4), 338– 343. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
nedt.2009.09.003

Pandey, R. A., & Chalise, H. (2015). Self- esteem and academic stress 
among nursing students. Kathmandu University Medical Journal, 13(4), 
298– 302. https://doi.org/10.3126/kumj.v13i4.16827

Patterson, F., Griffin, B., & Hanson, M. D. (2018). Opening editorial: 
Selection and recruitment in medical education. MedEdPublish, 7(4), 
7. https://doi.org/10.15694/ mep.2018.00002 22.1

Peng, J.- C., Lee, Y.- L., & Tseng, M.- M. (2014). Person– organization fit 
and turnover intention: Exploring the mediating effect of work en-
gagement and the moderating effect of demand– ability fit. Journal 
of Nursing Research, 22(1), 1– 11. https://doi.org/10.1097/jnr.00000 
00000 000019

Piquette, D., Reeves, S., & LeBlanc, V. R. (2009). Stressful intensive 
care unit medical crises: How individual responses impact on team 
performance. Critical Care Medicine, 37(4), 1251– 1255. https://doi.
org/10.1097/ccm.0b013 e3181 9c1496

Pitt, V., Powis, D., Levett- Jones, T., & Hunter, S. (2013). Can an exist-
ing personal qualities measure be used to examine nursing students' 
professional and personal attributes? Focus on Health Professional 
Education: A Multi- disciplinary Journal, 15(2), 41.

Pitt, V., Powis, D., Levett- Jones, T., & Hunter, S. (2014). Nursing students' 
personal qualities: A descriptive study. Nurse Education Today, 34(9), 
1196– 1200. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2014.05.004

Rankin, B. (2013). Emotional intelligence: Enhancing values- based prac-
tice and compassionate care in nursing. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 
69(12), 2717– 2725. https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.12161

Rapson, T. (2016). Identifying the key attributes of a successful student 
and qualified nurse: A literature review. British Journal of Mental Health 
Nursing, 5(1), 22– 27. https://doi.org/10.12968/ bjmh.2016.5.1.22

Sharififard, F., Asayesh, H., Rahmani- Anark, H., Qorbani, M., Akbari, V., 
& Jafarizadeh, H. (2019). Intention to leave the nursing profession 
and its relation with work climate and demographic characteristics. 
Iranian Journal of Nursing and Midwifery Research, 24(6), 457. https://
doi.org/10.4103/ijnmr.ijnmr_209_18

Shulruf, B., Wang, Y. G., Zhao, Y. J., & Baker, H. (2011). Rethinking the 
admission criteria to nursing school. Nurse Education Today, 31(8), 
727- 732. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2010.11.024

Smiley, R. A., Lauer, P., Bienemy, C., Berg, J. G., Shireman, E., Reneau, 
K. A., & Alexander, M. (2018). The 2017 national nursing work-
force survey. Journal of Nursing Regulation, 9(3), S1– S88. https://doi.
org/10.1016/S2155 - 8256(18)30131 - 5

Talman, K., Hupli, M., Puukka, P., Leino- Kilpi, H., & Haavisto, E. (2018). 
The predictive value of two on- site selection methods of undergrad-
uate nursing students: A cohort study. Journal of Nursing Education 
and Practice, 8(7), 12– 21. https://doi.org/10.5430/jnep.v8n7p12

Traynor, M., Galanouli, D., Roberts, M., Leonard, L., & Gale, T. (2017). 
Identifying applicants suitable to a career in nursing: A value- based 
approach to undergraduate selection. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 
73(6), 1443– 1454. https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.13227

Van Bogaert, P., Peremans, L., Van Heusden, D., Verspuy, M., Kureckova, 
V., Van de Cruys, Z., & Franck, E. (2017). Predictors of burnout, work 
engagement and nurse reported job outcomes and quality of care: A 
mixed method study. BMC Nursing, 16(1), 5. https://doi.org/10.1186/
s1291 2- 016- 0200- 4

Wambuguh, O., Eckfield, M., & Van Hofwegen, L. (2016). Examining the 
importance of admissions criteria in predicting nursing program suc-
cess. International Journal of Nursing Education Scholarship, 13(1), 87– 
96. https://doi.org/10.1515/ijnes - 2015- 0088

Whitehead, E., Mason, T., & Ellis, J. (2007). The future of nursing: Career 
choices in potential student nurses. British Journal of Nursing, 16(8), 
491– 496. https://doi.org/10.12968/ bjon.2007.16.8.23422

Wildemuth, B. M. (2016). Applications of social research methods to ques-
tions in information and library science. ABC- CLIO.

Wilson, A., Chur- Hansen, A., Marshall, A., & Air, T. (2011). Should nursing- 
related work experience be a prerequisite for acceptance into a nurs-
ing programme? A study of students' reasons for withdrawing from 
undergraduate nursing at an Australian university. Nurse Education 
Today, 31(5), 456– 460. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2010.09.005

Wood, C. (2014). Choosing the ‘right' people for nursing: Can we re-
cruit to care? British Journal of Nursing, 23(10), 528– 530. https://doi.
org/10.12968/ bjon.2014.23.10.528

Zamanzadeh, V., Ghahramanian, A., Valizadeh, L., Bagheriyeh, F., & 
Lynagh, M. (2020). A scoping review of admission criteria and selec-
tion methods in nursing education. BMC Nursing, 19(1), 1– 17. https://
doi.org/10.1186/s1291 2- 020- 00510 - 1

How to cite this article: Bagheriyeh F, Ghahramanian A, 
Valizadeh L, Zamanzadeh V, Dickens G. Identification of the 
components for investigation of the psychological strength 
of nursing applicants: A qualitative study. Nursing Open. 
2021;00:1– 9. https://doi.org/10.1002/nop2.960

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2019.05.017
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2019.05.017
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.outlook.2004.06.006
https://doi.org/10.3889/oamjms.2018.351
https://doi.org/10.1097/acm.0b013e31828b3389
https://doi.org/10.1097/acm.0b013e31828b3389
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2850.2010.01607.x
https://doi.org/10.1097/acm.0000000000000023
https://doi.org/10.1097/acm.0000000000000023
https://doi.org/10.1111/inr.12473
https://doi.org/10.1111/inr.12473
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-016-0765-3
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-016-0765-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2009.09.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2009.09.003
https://doi.org/10.3126/kumj.v13i4.16827
https://doi.org/10.15694/mep.2018.0000222.1
https://doi.org/10.1097/jnr.0000000000000019
https://doi.org/10.1097/jnr.0000000000000019
https://doi.org/10.1097/ccm.0b013e31819c1496
https://doi.org/10.1097/ccm.0b013e31819c1496
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2014.05.004
https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.12161
https://doi.org/10.12968/bjmh.2016.5.1.22
https://doi.org/10.4103/ijnmr.ijnmr_209_18
https://doi.org/10.4103/ijnmr.ijnmr_209_18
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2010.11.024
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2155-8256(18)30131-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2155-8256(18)30131-5
https://doi.org/10.5430/jnep.v8n7p12
https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.13227
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12912-016-0200-4
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12912-016-0200-4
https://doi.org/10.1515/ijnes-2015-0088
https://doi.org/10.12968/bjon.2007.16.8.23422
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2010.09.005
https://doi.org/10.12968/bjon.2014.23.10.528
https://doi.org/10.12968/bjon.2014.23.10.528
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12912-020-00510-1
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12912-020-00510-1
https://doi.org/10.1002/nop2.960

