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Background:Nordic networking of different kinds has a long tradition aiming to increase collaboration andunder-
standing between citizens in different countries. Cultural competence in relation to health care and nursing is
important for clinical nurses and is a central issue in nurse education.
Objective: To gain an understanding of what nurse students experienced and learned during an intensive course
in diabetes togetherwith students and nurse educators fromDenmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden and the
Faroe Islands.
Methods: In 2012, an intensive coursewithin the Nordic network, Nordkvist, was conducted in Faroe Islandswith
the theme “Nursing — to live a good life with diabetes”. To answer the objective of the study, 26 students con-
ducted written reflections based on two questions. The data was analyzed using qualitative content analysis.
Results: Through meetings with nurse students and educators from the Nordic countries the intensive course
strengthened the students' identification with the nursing profession. The students gained new perspectives
on diabetes, such as how complex it can be to livewith a chronic illness. Because of the difficulties in understand-
ing one another and because of different mother tongues, the students gained a better understanding of patients'
vulnerability in relation to hospital jargon and how it felt to be in an unfamiliar place.
Conclusions: The intensive course increased the students' personal and professional growth, cross-cultural
competence, and their identificationwith nursing. Students' understanding of health care in the Nordic countries
improved as similarities and differences were recognized.

© 2015 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Introduction

New and different demands will be experienced by nurse practi-
tioners in the future as a result of an aging population and increased
numbers of people living with chronic illnesses such as diabetes (IDF,
2013). Globalization of theworld economy and society has also encour-
aged nurse educators to become more internationally focused (Heller
et al., 2000). Several studies propound that opportunities for student
and educator mobility should be improved, as it enhances knowledge
about different societies and cross-cultural activities (Jackson et al.,
2009; Salminen et al., 2010). International exchange may assist the
nurse students in developing a global perspective so that they may
become competent caregivers within a global society. Furthermore,
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international exchange gives both students and nurse educators oppor-
tunities to share good practices in patient care and evidence-based
nursing (Pitkajarvi et al., 2013).

Background

Students who participate in an exchange program develop cultural
competence, a skill generally considered important and desirable
(Kokko, 2011). Cultural competence is the ability of the practitioner to
think and behave inways that support effective interactionswithmem-
bers of other cultures (Campinha-Bacote, 2008). Nurse educators play
an important role in developing students' cultural competence (Green
et al., 2008). Traditionally, nurse students learned cultural competence
by reading textbooks, participating in classroom lectures, discussions,
and caring for diverse patients in clinical settings (Coffman et al.,
2013). Today, cultural competence is also developed through exchange
programs between educational institutions. Such programs yield best
results if well prepared (Greatrex-White, 2008; Koskinen and
Tossavainen, 2004; Kulbok et al., 2012). Generally, exchange collabora-
tion focuses on students and nurse educators (Sandin et al., 2009). Par-
ticipation in an exchange program aims to engage students in learning
and interaction within a multicultural environment (Cowan, 2007),
which often is demanding for them (Kokko, 2011). Studies have
shown that international experience of nurse students and nurse educa-
tors enhances their intercultural competence, as well as personal and
professional growth (Duffy et al., 2005; Green et al., 2008). Although
exchange programs provide a unique cultural experience, only few stu-
dents are able to participate, and participation is voluntary (Coffman
et al., 2013; Kokko, 2011).

Nordic collaborationonhealth and education is based on joint values
that underpin the Nordic welfare model (Nordic Council of Ministers,
n.d.). The Nordic network Nordkvist, which is part of the Nordic
Council of Ministers' NordPlus program, is a network for future regis-
tered nurses (RNs) in Northern Europe. The purpose of a Nordic stu-
dents' exchange collaboration is to promote the development of
Nordic languages and cultures among students (Nordic Council of
Ministers, n.d.). The first collaboration agreement was established in
1994, and has since been revised and updated periodically, the latest re-
vision taking place in autumn 2012. The agreement aims to promote
collaboration between universities or departments providing nurse
education in the northern countries: Denmark, Finland, Iceland,
Norway, Sweden, the Faroe Islands andGreenland. In 2007, the network
was highlighted by the International Programme Office in Sweden as a
praiseworthy example of collaboration in the Nordic region (FIVU.dk,
2011).

Within Nordkvist, a one-week intensive course on a given topic is
held every three years. An intensive course was organized in the Faroe
Islands with the theme “Nursing — to live a good life with diabetes”.
The aim of the course was to highlight certain areas relevant to nursing
students in the Nordic countries, as an increase in diabetes is a common
trend in the population in the Nordic countries (IDF, 2013).

AlthoughNordic exchange projects have existed for awhile, the out-
come from the intensive courses has been scantily studied. More re-
search in the field of nurse education, and particularly in cross-cultural
projects, is needed (Salminen et al., 2010). Therefore, the aim of the
studywas to gain an understanding ofwhat nurse students experienced
and learned during an intensive course in diabetes in the Nordkvist
network.

Methods

Study design

A descriptive qualitative design was used.

Participants

The sample consisted of 26 students in nursing science in semester
4–6 fromNorway (n=4), Sweden (n=5), Finland (n=2), the Faeroe
Islands (n = 4), Iceland (n = 2), and Denmark (n = 9).

Context

The program for the one-week intensive course was both subject-
oriented and social. The course was organized as lectures on diabetes
and living with chronic illness, and specific goals stated what students
should achieve during the week. During the afternoons students
worked in groups of 5–7 consisting of students from each country and
based on patient cases they had encountered in their own clinical train-
ing. Group discussions promoted exchange of personal experiences and
learning. The social program took place in the late afternoons and eve-
nings and consisted of different excursions such as sailing, a bus tour,
traditional food tasting, as well as visiting a local hospital. It was
designed to allow the students and nurse educators to experience
Faroe Island culture and nature in September 2012. The students
spend almost 24 h together as they shared rooms in a hostel. During
collective meals and excursions students were encouraged to engage
with students and nurse educators from other countries.

Data collection

All students received oral information about the planned study on
day three of the course. As a final moment in the intensive course, all
students (n = 27) were asked to give a written reflection over two re-
search questions; “What has the course week given you?” and “What
will you take with you from this course week?” Before writing the
reflections, the students signed written informed consents, and after
writing the reflections, they had the opportunity to decide if they
would like to participate in the study by returning their reflections to
one of the nurse educators (ÅK). All but one student chose to participate
(n = 26).

Data analysis and rigor

Data were analyzed using a qualitative inductive content analysis
(Graneheim and Lundman, 2004). Anonymized reflection sheets were
distributed randomly byÅK,whohad amaster list over theparticipating
students. Nurse educators did not analyze reflections written by
students from their own university but mainly received text written in
their own language. Every nurse educator read through one to three
written reflections separately and performed the first two steps in the
analysis process. In the first step, meaning units (e.g. a word, sentence
or a whole paragraph) with the same meaning were identified. In the
second step, meaning units were condensed into a description of their
content. Then the nurse educators sent their analysis to ÅK. Next, the
entire data, including meaning units and condensed meaning units
from all nurse educators, were read through by MW and ÅK separately
from each other as important insights can emerge from different ways
two people look at the same data (Sandelowski, 1998). Thereafter,
MW and ÅK coordinated their separate analysis to obtain an under-
standing of the entire data, based on the aim of the study. Subsequently,
the condensedmeaning unitswere analyzed and organized into catego-
ries based on similarities and differences. Themain theme, as an expres-
sion of the latent content of the text, was understood to be a common
core through the categories (Graneheim and Lundman, 2004)
(Table 1). An example of the analysis process is shown in Table 2. Lastly,
all nurse educators reviewed the analysis, aiming to reach a consensus
of the findings regarding categories and themes reflecting the nurse
students' experiences of the intensive course. When disagreements
emerged, they were discussed until consensus was reached as a way
of achieving trustworthiness.
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