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• First qualitative study exploring employed male postgraduate nursing students’ experiences in China.
• Participants reported passive entry into nursing due to NCEE score transfers, with low initial professional identity.
• Dual pressures of clinical work and research expectations led to burnout and career dissatisfaction.
• Gender-based advantages (e.g., physical strength) coexisted with stigma and limited promotion pathways.
• Calls for policy interventions: clearer career trajectories, research support, and salary reforms to retain talent.
