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Introduction
Self-esteem can be defined as an individual’s perception 
of feeling worthy and satisfaction with themselves. In oth-
er words, it means how close the real self is to the ide-
al self.1 People’s self-views play an important role in how 
they think, behave and feel.2 Self-esteem is one of the most 
important factors affecting mental health.3 It is a develop-
mental phenomenon because it is formed and will vary 
over time and a dynamic phenomenon because although 
it has stability but is open to change.4 Thus, Rosenberg5 
considers self-esteem as a stable characteristic of adults, 
while contemporary researchers believe that it is a devel-
opmental process that is affected by new situations.5 

The nature of nursing demands that nursing students face 
various stressful situations,6 and the relationship between 
self-esteem and the quality of nursing care is undeniable.3 
In nursing, it is suggested that self-esteem is one of the 
most influential factors on occupational behaviors of 
nursing students.7 Accordingly, there is no doubt in the 
significance of self-esteem among nursing students.8 Ac-
cording to our review of the literature, it seems that the 
majority of studies on nursing students’ self-esteem have 
focused on determining the level of self-esteem9-13 or strat-
egies to improve it.14-17 No review studies that compre-
hensively show the existing schema (knowledge or what 
is known and what is unknown about this topic) on stu-
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Abstract
Introduction: Self-esteem among nursing students is important in providing high-quality service 
to clients, yet each study in this field has described only a portion of existing relevant knowledge. 
Integrative review studies are the best practice for identification of existing nursing knowledge. 
The purpose of this study was to determine self-esteem challenges among nursing students.
Methods: An integrative review was conducted in this study. The databases ProQuest, Medline 
on PubMed, Science Direct, Google Scholar and IranMedex were used for the review. The 
articles were retrieved in three steps, including searching by search terms, reviewing the 
proceedings based on inclusion criteria and final retrieval and assessment of the available full 
texts. We used a list of keywords, including nursing, self-esteem and challenges and mixed 
them with “AND” and “OR” as a search strategy. Papers were included and eligible if they were 
associated with problems related to nursing students’ self-esteem. Those studies that focused 
only on the self-esteem of registered nurses or patients were excluded. Search results were 
limited to the years 1960-2014. 
Results: Our findings showed three major challenges, including challenges associated with 
inconsistency in determining the level of students’ self-esteem, self-esteem associated challenges 
in professionalism of students, and the psychosocial challenges pertaining to the consequences 
of low self-esteem.
Conclusion: The findings suggest there is a need for more qualitative research to explore the 
factors that contribute to self-esteem in nursing students with a particular focus on the factors 
that increase or decrease self-esteem. In addition, strategies to maintain and increase self-esteem 
need to be designed, implemented and evaluated.
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dents’ self-esteem were found. Therefore, it is necessary to 
conduct studies to show the existing schema, determine 
challenges and to recommend what researchers, instruc-
tors and nursing managers should focus on to deal with 
possible challenges. An integrative review of research is 
one of the best methods to determine the current knowl-
edge in a particular area.18 To this end, we used an inte-
grative literature review as a research methodology. This 
study was designed based on this method, and aimed at 
illustrating the existing knowledge and discovering the 
self-esteem related challenges among nursing students. 
Results from this study can establish the context for re-
searchers in determination of qualitative and quantitative 
research priorities in the field of self-esteem among nurs-
ing students.

Materials and Methods
This study aimed to identify and classify the existing chal-
lenges to self-esteem among nursing students according 
to relevant specialized studies. Integrative reviews are the 
broadest type of research review method, allowing for 
simultaneous inclusion of experimental and non-experi-
mental research in order to more fully understand a phe-
nomenon of concern.19 These reviews are conducted to 
identify, analyze and synthesize the results from indepen-
dent studies to determine what is known and unknown 
in a particular area.18 An integrative review progresses 
through three stages: literature search, data evaluation and 
data analysis.20

Literature search (search strategy for identification of 
studies)
The databases ProQuest, Medline on PubMed, Science 
Direct, Google Scholar and IranMedex were used to re-
view and analyze the relevant studies. Search terms were 
combined in various ways according to database structure 
(using and, or, etc). 
Search terms 
The following search were used for databases: nursing, 
self-esteem, nursing student and challenge.
Hand searching
The reference list of included studies was searched.

Study Selection 
Titles and abstracts were screened by the two reviewers to 
identify articles to retrieve in full. 
Full articles were reviewed by the two reviewers against 
the inclusion criteria. Reasons for exclusion were record-
ed. For example, in the Science Direct database, the search 
began using the advanced search section. In the “search 
for” section, the words “self-esteem” and “nursing” were 
used by selecting the icons “title” and “and.” In the “refine 
your search” section, the icon “nursing and health profes-
sion” was selected. The years of study were also selected 
from 1960 to 2014. Accordingly, 12 articles were found in 
the search results. The articles were investigated in terms 
of the inclusion and exclusion criteria. The same process 
was also repeated for the aforementioned database using 

the “keywords” icon.

Data extraction
The articles were retrieved in three steps, including search-
ing by search terms, reviewing the proceedings based on 
inclusion criteria and final retrieval and assessment of the 
available full texts.
During the article data extraction process, journal name, 
author’s name and publication date were deleted to reduce 
search engine bias. To this end, a number was assigned to 
each article.
We explored 165 published papers on nursing students’ 
self-esteem, fulfilling eligible criteria by searching in da-
tabases. Our research was restricted to English language 
studies published after 1960 and Persian language studies 
published between 1990 and 2014. The underlying reason 
for selecting the year 1960 as the reference for the review 
study was that the majority of self-esteem theories were 
advanced after this time.

Data evaluation
The literature review and selection of relevant articles was 
carried out in three steps (Figure 1). In the first step, 165 
articles were collected using the keywords. In the second 
step, all articles, one by one, were screened through sur-
veying the abstract and through inclusion and exclusion 
criteria as well. Then, 38 articles were chosen to be sur-
veyed. Researchers chose only the articles which included 
the desired conditions and had full texts accessible from 
the website of Tabriz University of Medical Science were. 
Finally, 25 articles were reviewed (Table 1).

Inclusion criteria
Papers were included and eligible if they were associated 
with problems related to nursing students’ self-esteem, if 
they were original or review articles and we had access to 
the full text of the articles (English or Persian).

Exclusion criteria 
Those studies that focused only on the self-esteem of reg-
istered nurses or patients were excluded from this review.

Data analysis (data synthesis)
The primary goals of data analysis are to achieve a com-
prehensive interpretation of primary sources followed by 
an innovative synthesis of the findings.19 This is accom-
plished through the ordering, categorization and summa-
rization of all eligible articles retrieved.21 Selected articles 
were completely studied and investigated and required in-
formation (purpose, methodology of the studies and also 
the specific instrument) was extracted and summarized 
using the designed extraction table (Table 1).
 
Results
Focus of the studies
The focus of the studies can be classified into 4 catego-
ries. Some studies (4 of them) were conducted merely to 
measure the level of self-esteem during a certain period 
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of time.9,11-13,22 Among these, some of studies not only 
measured the level of self-esteem, they also compared 
the levels of self-esteem in different academic years. The 
second group of studies addressed the relationship be-
tween self-esteem and some cognitive factors (such as 
critical thinking) or behavioral ones (such as academic 
failure) or demographic ones (such as gender).10,23-32 The 
third group of studies concentrated on the strategies by 
which the self-esteem of nursing students could be im-
proved.6,14-17,33-35 Finally, a review study investigated the 
consequences of decreased self-esteem among students 
(Table 1).8

Instrument
The tool used in the majority of them was the Rosenberg 
Self-esteem Scale6,12-16,24-30,33,34 (Table 1).

Extracted challenges
The challenges extracted from previous studies are as 
follows:
1- Challenges associated with inconsistency in determin-
ing the level of students’ self-esteem: Findings of the eval-
uated studies, showed that the self-esteem of the majority 
of nursing students was at medium or low levels10,15,24,25,28 
or their level of self-esteem showed a declining trend from 
entrance until graduation.16 But it seems that these results 
are different and sometimes contradictive. A number of 
studies reported that nursing students’ self-esteem was 
within the normal range22,31 or it was ascending.12,13

2-Self-esteem associated challenges in professionalism of 
students: In findings of a review study, it was discovered 
that nursing students with low self-esteem were less able 
to engage in interactive communication with their class-
mates and clients. Furthermore, their efficacy and em-
pathy were low in comparison with students with high 
self-esteem.8 In addition, self-esteem was identified as an 
important factor in student professionalism.26 In another 
study, the role of self-esteem was emphasized in the devel-
opment of critical thinking of students.24

3- The psychosocial challenges pertaining to the conse-
quences of low self-esteem:In the studies which were re-
viewed, depression was identified as an important conse-
quence of decreased self-esteem among students.25 It was 
also clarified that decreased self-esteem was directly relat-

Electronic search
using keywords

165 articles (whole document or abstract)

38 articles (whole document or abstract)

25 full text articles finally reviewed

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Availability to full text 

Figure 1. Search and selection strategy.

ed to the dropout rate of nursing students.10,27 

Discussion
Challenge means something that needs determination to 
deal with or achieve.36 In the present study, 3 major chal-
lenges associated with the self-esteem of nursing students 
were identified.

Challenges associated with inconsistency in determining 
the level of students’ self-esteem
Regarding challenges related to levels of self-esteem, 
most of the studies reported medium or low self-es-
teem.10,15,24,25,28 Low levels of self-esteem among nursing 
students is still considered one of the most important 
challenges to the nursing profession8 However, the level of 
self-esteem of students was reportedly normal in some of 
the other studies reviewed.22,31 In domestic studies, these 
results were different and sometimes contradictive. For 
example, in a study conducted in Iran, 56.1% of nursing 
students had low self-esteem.25 However, almost 91% of 
students had high self-esteem in another study conduct-
ed in 2000.31 In yet another study in 2009, the majority of 
students (73%) had medium self-esteem.24 In one study, 
students’ self-esteem had an increasing trend as academic 
years increased,12 while in another study there was a de-
creasing trend.11 Now the issue of concern is which fac-
tors influence the reported changes in self-esteem among 
nursing students? 
In some of the evaluated studies, students’ low self-esteem 
was thought to be associated with educational systems.8 

Some of them employ either different teaching methods 
or training methods based on behavior change models 
to improve self-esteem.6,35 Now the question is, what are 
other factors involved in students’ low self-esteem? For 
example, how can students’ personality traits such as their 
self-confidence influence their self-esteem? Which factors 
play a greater role in changing students’ self-esteem? In 
other words, “Which conditions reduce the self-esteem of 
students or stabilize it at normal ranges?” In the review of 
the literature, no study of this nature was located. Studies 
with a mixed method or purely qualitative methodology 
are recommended.
In the majority of studies, the Rosenberg self-esteem scale 
was used to evaluate the self-esteem of students.15,24,25,28 

It is one of the most widely-used inventories to measure 
general self-esteem.37 Regarding the measurement speci-
ficity of self-esteem inventories, some researchers believe 
that measurement scales addressing a general evaluation 
of self-esteem are the best scales to measure the structure 
of self-esteem. However, some other researchers such as 
Marsh and Smith believe that the more specific the inven-
tories are, the more superior they are to other ones.37 Ac-
cording to some researchers, general self-esteem is more 
involved with affective aspects, whereas specific self-es-
teem encompasses both affective aspects and cognition.38 
As a result, the development of specific tools is required 
for the measurement of specific domains of self-esteem, 
such as self-esteem in nursing students. 



Valizadeh et al

Res Dev Med Educ, 2015, 5(1), 5-118 |

Table 1. List of considered articles related to challenges of nursing student self-esteem from 1960 to 2015 in second retrieval phase

 First author (Year) 
 context

Type of study  The main centralization Self-esteem instrument Summary of finding related to aim of study

1

Dimitriadou–Panteka 
(2014)8

■ Greece
Review of literature

Attribute lowing self-esteem nursing 
students 

-

■ Nurses with low self-esteem:
A: come across with significant difficulties in communication with 
colleagues and patients. 
B: had low level of empathy and efficacy.

2
Lacobucci (2012)26

■ USA
Descriptive 
correlational study

Level of self-esteem and its correlation 
with perceived confidence and ethical 
decision making

■ Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale
■ Senior nursing students may be have high level of self-esteem.

3
Ni (2012)14 
■ China

Cross-sectional survey Coping strategies ■ Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale
■ Teaching strategies that promote the self-esteem may be useful for 
helping students develop coping strategies.

4
Peterson-Graziose (2013)27

■ USA
Descriptive 
correlational Attrition as a in nursing students ■ Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale ■ Self-esteem significantly correlated with student attrition rate. 

5
Sasat (2002)9

■ UK and Thai
Descriptive 
comparative

Level of student self-esteem ■ Culture-Free Self-Esteem Inventory
■ There were no indication of differences in levels of self-esteem for 
UK and Thai students

6 Megahed (2014)15

■ Saudi Arabia
Quasi-experimental Effect of teaching strategies 

(cooperative learning) on self-esteem
■ Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale ■ Low self-esteem was founded between nursing students.

7 Furegato (2008)10

■Brazil
Descriptive 
correlational

Presence of depression among nursing 
students in relation to their self-esteem

■ Janis & Field Self-esteem Scale
■ 63.4% presented medium levels of personal esteem.
■ Having depression implies associated medium levels of self-esteem

8
Randle (2003)11 
■ UK Cohort

Measures of professional and global 
self-esteem during 3 years program

■ Professional self-concept nursing 
inventory
■ Tennessee Self Concept Scale

■ Although the majority of students starts their nurse training with 
normal self-esteem, they leave the course with below average self-
esteem

9 Begley (2003)12 
■ Ireland

Descriptive 
comparative

Level of students perceived self-esteem 
during 3 years ■ Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale

■ Level of students self-esteem rose as they neared the end of their 
course.

10
Lim (2010)16

■ Korea Quasi-experimental
Effect of teaching strategies (cognitive-
behavioral therapy) on self-esteem

■ Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale
■ Cognitive-behavioral therapy have a positive effect for increasing 
self-esteem of students.

11
Lo (2002)13

■ Australia Case study
Perception and source of stress 
regarding coping and self-esteem

■ Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale ■ Students in year 3 had more positive self-esteem than year 2.

12
Cha (2013)22

■ Korea
Descriptive cross 
sectional study

Degree expression patterns  and its 
correlation with self-esteem

Self-linking/self-competence scale-
revised version

■ The degree of  students self-esteem revealed a higher than the 
medium value.
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13
Suliman (2007)28

■ Jordan

Descriptive 
comparative study
 

Critical thinking and its correlation 
with self-esteem

■ Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale
■Level of students self-esteem was average.
■Critical thinking is positively correlated with self-esteem.

14
Ni (2009)29 
■ China Cross sectional

Mental health and its correlation with 
self-esteem, coping, individual factor

■ Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale ■The mental health was related to self-esteem.

15
Taylor (2001)33

■ Australia Mixed method
The effect of complementary therapies 
(healing touch) on self-esteem

■ Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale
■ There were on effect on self-esteem of first year student, but there 
were some slight effects for the third year students

16
Azizi (2013)25

■Iran
Descriptive 
correlational

Depression and its correlation with 
self-esteem

■ Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale
■ Depression was related to self-esteem.
■ Most of the students had a low level of self-esteem

17
Izadi Tameh (2013)30 
■ Iran

Descriptive 
correlational

Attachment style and its correlation 
with self-esteem

■ Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale
■ Improvement of attachment style is an important factor to increase 
self-esteem. 

18
Jannati (2012)31

■ Iran Cross-sectional study
Emotional intelligence and its 
correlation with self-esteem

■ Coopersmith Self-esteem Inventory
■ 91% of students had high self-esteem.
■ Emotional intelligence has a significant correlation with self-esteem.

19
Barkhordary (2009)24 
■ Iran Correlational study

Critical thinking and its correlation 
with self-esteem

■ Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale
■ There was a significant correlation between critical thinking 
disposition and self-esteem.
■ Most of the students had a low level of self-esteem

20
Ghaffari (2007)17 
■ Iran Clinical trail

The effect of a treatment method 
(Getting regular exercise) on self-
esteem

■ Coopersmith Self-esteem Inventory
■ Getting regular exercise is an important factor to increase self-
esteem

21
Peyrovi (2013)23

■ Iran
Descriptive 
correlational

Relationship between self-esteem and 
demographic variable

■ Coopersmith Self-esteem Inventory
■There was a relationship between self-esteem and gender, semester 
of study, school and student work experience

22
Kamali (2009)32

■ Iran
Descriptive 
correlational

Relationship between academic 
achievement and self-esteem variable

■ Coopersmith Self-esteem Inventory
■There was a relationship between self-esteem and academic 
achievement

23
Lakdizaji (2009)6

■ Iran
Quasi-experimental 
study

Effect of teaching strategies (guided 
reciprocal peer questioning) on self-
esteem

■Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale
■ Results indicated a more positive impact of questioning method on 
self-esteem

24
Yoon (2011)34 
■ Korea

Quasi-experiment 
study

The effect of a training method 
(interpersonal relationship program) 
on self-esteem

■Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale
■ Interpersonal relationship programs have positive effects for 
improving interpersonal relationships and self-esteem

25
Lin (2004)35

■ Taiwan
Longitudinal research 
design

The effect of a training method 
(assertiveness training program) on 
self-esteem

■ Malley and Bacman scale
■ The assertiveness and self-esteem of the experimental group were 
significantly improved in nursing student after treatment

Table 1. Continued
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High self-esteem has an important role in achieving ac-
ademic success along with the individual and social re-
sponsibility of people.39,40 In other words, self-esteem is a 
very important factor that leads to individuals feeling a 
sense of success and happiness. Conversely, low self-es-
teem or feeling inferior to others is displayed as a sense of 
embarrassment, shame, exaggerated arrogance, a need for 
showing off and an intense desire to be praised by others.41

The psychosocial challenges pertaining to the consequences 
of low self-esteem
Results of the present study demonstrated that some of 
the evaluated studies conducted on students’ self-esteem 
have focused on the relationship between risk of depres-
sion and low self-esteem. On the other hand, according to 
most studies, the level of students’ self-esteem was medi-
um or low. Therefore, this question has been raised: what 
interventions could be conducted to prevent psychologi-
cal consequences of low self-esteem such as depression? 
In dealing with challenges, using opportunities has been 
stated as one of the best possible solutions. Therefore, it is 
suggested to focus on what opportunities are available to 
nursing instructors and managers to cope with the chal-
lenges of psychological consequences resulting from low 
self-esteem in students and how they can use available op-
portunities. It is suggested to conduct specific studies in 
this field.

Self-esteem associated challenges in professionalism of 
students
Findings of a review study indicated that nursing students 
with low self-esteem were less able to engage in interactive 
communications with classmates and clients. In addition, 
the levels of efficacy and empathy were also lower among 
them8 and in another study, self-esteem was identified as 
an important factor in student professionalism.
Professionalism includes special attributes, one dimension 
of which is associated with behavioral traits.42 According 
to the results of evaluated studies, since the majority of 
students indicated mediocre or low levels of self-esteem, 
it appears that other attributes of professionalism such as 
becoming an expert or developing skills and knowledge 
may be influenced by student’s levels of self-esteem. Given 
what was mentioned, the following questions can be dis-
cussed. First, what attributes does the definition of self-es-
teem include in relation to the nursing students? On the 
other hand, how are such attributes related to profession-
alism among students? Are the students with high self-es-
teem more inclined to acquire the knowledge and skill re-
quired for the nursing profession? It is recommended that 
exclusive qualitative studies be conducted on this area.

Conclusion
Accordingly, the need for performing specific research, 
especially of the qualitative type, into increasing and de-
creasing factors of self-esteem among nursing students, 
defining professional self-esteem specific to nursing stu-
dents and developing instruments specific to students’ 

self-esteem seems essential. In addition, conducting stud-
ies, especially of the qualitative type, for controlling and 
improving self-esteem outcomes in nursing students is 
recommended. The design and psychometrics of specific 
inventories are recommended for the evaluation of self-es-
teem among students. 
Regarding the role of self-esteem in professionalization of 
nursing students and its relationship with psychological 
consequences, it seems that nursing educators should pay 
more attention to issues of self-esteem in nursing students.
In the current study, the papers that were freely accessible 
through Tabriz University of Medical Sciences were used. 
Further studies should be conducted on this field.
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