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Background: Workplace environment is related to the physical and psychological well-being, and quality of work
life (QWL) for nurses.

Objective: The aim of this paper was to perform a comprehensive literature review on nurses’ quality of work
life to identify a comprehensive set of QWL predictors for nurses employed in the United States and Canada.
Methods: Using publications from 2004-2014, contributing factors to American and Canadian nurses’ QWL
were analyzed. The review was structured using the Work Disability Prevention Framework. Sixty-six articles
were selected for analysis.

Results: Literature indicated that changes are required within the workplace and across the health care system
to improve nurses' QWL. Areas for improvement to nurses’ quality of work life included treatment of new nursing
graduates, opportunities for continuing education, promotion of positive collegial relationships, stress-reduction
programs, and increased financial compensation.

Conclusions: This review’s findings support the importance of QWL as an indicator of nurses’ broader work-
related experiences. A shift in health care systems across Canada and the United States is warranted where
health care delivery and services are improved in conjunction with the health of the nurses working in the system.
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Introduction
Over the past 10 years, the field of nursing within the
United States and Canada has evolved in response to a
variety of external and internal developments of its health
care systems.! The creation of new nursing positions and
the increase in educational requirements for nurses and
nurse practitioners’ licensure have developed feelings
of role confusion and increased stress in the workplace.'
The aging and decreasing workforce not only inadequately
meets the needs of the public but places stress on working
nurses and government and organizational budgets.? In
addition, inappropriate funding of unsuccessful training
and continuing education programs do not foster employee
retention.? If the health care systems and nursing profes-
sion do not address these developments, poor patient out-
comes, an ineffective nursing workforce, and improper
usage of public and private funding are of concern.

It is for these reasons that a need for reflection and
criticism of interventions to improve the understanding
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of the QWL for nurses is needed. A broad range of defini-
tions for QWL exist from various disciplines.> However,
most studies regard QWL as a subjective experience that
is affected by personal feelings and perceptions and is
related to nurses’ work environment. 3> QWL is related to
organizational commitment, improved quality of care, and
increased productivity for both the individual employee
and the organization.’

Understanding the quality of nursing work life is
important to the future of Canada and the United States’
healthcare systems as these findings can contribute to the
improvement of nursing retention strategies.’

The aim of this paper is to perform a review on nurses’
QWL of both urban and rural nurses from Canada and
the United States. This review is unique because it iden-
tifies a broad set of predictors of QWL for nurses includ-
ing: demographic and personal characteristics, treatment
of new nursing graduates, opportunities for continuing
education, promotion of positive collegial relationships,
stress-reducing reduction programs, and increased finan-
cial compensation.
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Figure 1 PRISMA flow diagram of search results
Methods sources that influence nurses’ QWL.° Therefore, the factors

Search and reporting methods in this literature review are
guided by the PRISMA Statement’s publications.®

Search strategy and eligibility criteria

A literature search was conducted using CINAHL and
MEDLINE databases. Search limitations restricted results
to literature published from 2004 to 2014, in English,
and in peer-reviewed publications. We then further lim-
ited findings to research focused on nurse populations in
Canada and the United States. The literature search was
performed between July and November 2014. The search
strategy and results are summarized in Fig. 1.

Key words used across the entire literature search
included: nursing, job satisfaction, stress, work ability and
retention, quality of work (QWL). The term nursing included
literature for all levels of nursing registration including nurs-
ing assistants, registered practical nurses, licensed practical
nurses, registered nurses, and nurse practitioners.

The Work Disability Prevention Framework provided
additional guidance for the literature search and presenta-
tion of findings for this review.’ While the original purpose
of this model is to guide interventions to reduce work-
place-related injuries, it also served as a tool to identify
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of each system (workplace, compensation, personal, and
healthcare) were also used as search criteria.

Study selection

Our goal was to acquire five articles for each subsection of
the WDP framework (workplace, compensation, personal
and healthcare) for the literature review so that the results
were comprehensive but focused on the most recent, rel-
evant literature. For the former scenario, the five articles
were selected by a combination of being the most recently
published, focusing on a variable that was not analyzed by
another article in the category, and a sample population of
Canadian practical nurses or registered nurses. No article
was used twice in any section in the review.

Data collection and analysis
Sixty-six articles were identified and a summary of each
article’s findings was made into 15 tables based on their
complementary subsection. The articles were summarized
by their design, sample characteristics, interventions, and
outcomes.

Each article was then assessed for biases in the col-
lection, analysis, and interpretation of the data. Any
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disagreements were discussed and resolved with the
research team. The outcomes and biases of each article
were then compared to other articles within the subsection
for variability and then each subsection was compared
with the other subsections within its primary system.

Results

Each article was summarized by its design, sample, inter-
ventions, outcomes, and biases within the study, and cat-
egorized by their respective findings into one the Work
Disability Prevention Framework’s subsections.” The
results of this literature review are presented in Tables 1-4.

Personal system

Physical

Five articles were analyzed to explore the diverse physical
factors that affect work ability. Using surveys collected
from moderate to large sample sizes (174-6,541), each
study described the relationship between job satisfac-
tion and nurses’ age, sex, and ethnicity. One study also
described the relationship between age and perceptions of
personal empowerment in the workplace, and outcomes
shown to be influential in nurses’ job satisfaction and work
ability.'” The age-related articles showed that participants
of the Baby Boomer generation (individuals born during
the demographic post-World War II period approximately
between the years 1946—1964) had greater job satisfaction
and personal empowerment than other generations.!!3
Male participants were found to be satisfied with their
career, irrespective of their method of entry, and Caucasian
nurses reported greater job satisfaction than non-Caucasian
participants.'*!> A primary bias within three of the studies
involved sample misrepresentation of the American nurs-
ing population.'®*1¢ Another risk of bias was the use of
two unevaluated scales in the interpretations of results.!*
Common with the use of self-selection surveys, the risk
of self-selection bias and response bias is prevalent in all
five of these studies.

Cognitive

Five articles explored the relationship of QWL with length
of education and years of experience. Using cross-sectional
designs, job satisfaction and work ability improved in
nurses with years of experience and highly rated work
environments.'”!® These results are supported in a longitu-
dinal study where newly licensed nurses reported greatest
levels of job satisfaction, retention and work ability, and
lowest levels of stress at one year after employment.'®
Interestingly, both nurses and certified nursing assistants
presented a drop of job satisfaction at six months after
their employment start date.!*?® These two longitudinal
studies, however, present response bias with the use of the
same survey at each test point, and 66% attrition before the
1 year test point. '*%° Job satisfaction, retention, and work
ability scores were also reported greater after a continuing
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education seminar for a small sample (n =47) of certified
nursing assistants.?!

Affective

The studies selected were useful in exploring the relation-
ship of the concepts that compose QWL. As supported by
older evidence, job satisfaction and retention are shown
to have a significant correlation (P < 0.001).2? In addition,
as reported levels of work engagement increased, com-
passion satisfaction significantly increased while burnout
decreased.” Through surveys and interviews, a plethora of
concepts relating to job satisfaction and stress were found.
These concepts include: missing nursing care, perceptions
of staff, monitoring, patient advocacy, role conflict with
management, patient death and suffering, violence, dealing
with patients’ families, feelings of powerlessness, physical
distress, and moral conflict.?** Sources of coping with
stress were also explored including: caring, helping fam-
ilies, relationships with colleagues, and job satisfaction.?
All of these studies, however, are at a risk of bias using
small, convenient samples that only target rural hospitals
or specific units, or nurses who have been working in the
same position for over five years.

Social relationships

The articles selected for this theme investigate the social
relationships a nurse has outside of the workplace, and
how they correlate to their QWL. A concept analysis on
nurse happiness was completed and stated that nurses’ hap-
piness can be attributed to a number of personal factors.?
These personal factors include age, gender, marital status,
race, culture, educational level, and work experience.?
Using data collected from the National Sample Survey
of nurses in 2000, female nurses working in urban USA
were less likely to still be employed if they were 55 and
older, had other family income, and had prior work expe-
rience.?” Married nurses with previous health care work
experience, however, are more likely to be still working.?’
Factors related to being less likely to be working full-time
included: an age of 55 and older, marriage, children, a
greater wage, other family income, minority status, and
being a student.”’ In a longitudinal study, female nurses
who are younger than 65 and working in California were
surveyed to discover which personal factors affected their
job satisfaction and they included: a life partner, children
living at home, and higher wages.?®

Healthcare system

Other healthcare professionals

The articles selected for this category focused on collegial
nurse relations. There was evidence supporting the rela-
tionship between positive interpersonal relationships and
nurse job satisfaction.?*° More recent evidence supported
these findings in longitudinal studies where group cohesion
was shown to decrease stress and increase job satisfaction,
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Small sample size.
Susceptible to

Two conceptual categories of RN perceptions of nurse manager

Focus group interviews exploring RN's
perceptions of nurse manager behav-

iors and their influence on JS

28 RNs from

Qualitative,

Feather, Ebright &

Inter-disciplinary
and inter-organi-
zational team

behaviors were found: (1) manager behavior supportive of RNs (com-

munication, respect and feeling cared for), (2) disconnect of work

issues from the manager's role

2 Midwestern
hospitals

descriptive

Bakas, 2014 (USA)

“groupthink” and

self-report. Geo-

graphical limitations

Low response rate.
Small number of

RNs perceived moderate structural empowerment and empow-

RNs complete online survey to meas-

122 BNs em-

Descriptive,

Inter-disciplinary ~ McDonald, et al.,

erment in opportunity, support and collaboration. No significant

ployed at urban ure their perception of structural em-

veteran affairs
hospital

2010 (USA) correlational

and inter-organi-
zational team

participants who
participate on

difference between RNs who attend council meetings and those who
do not

powerment and examine the relation-

ship between this and RN participation

in organizational structures

councils. Sample

collected from only

1 hospital. Did not

examine unit-level
empowerment

Self-selection bias.
Stressed employ-

33% of variance in JS is explained by supervisory support, stress,
birthplace, and first language spoken of NAs. Greater supervisory

support is associated with reduced job stress

NAs complete survey to investigate
the effects of perceived supervisory

222 NAs from

Descriptive,

Inter-disciplinary ~ McGilton, et al.,

2007 (Canada) correlational 10 Ontario long

and inter-organi-
zational team

ees may not rate
their supervisor

objectively

support provided by RNs on job stress
and JS among NAs working in LTC

term care (LTC)

facilities

Nowrouzi et al.
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and perceived unit effectiveness (as achieved through per-
ceived unit support) has a significant correlation with job
satisfaction over time. *!%2 A unique study examining the
consequences of relational aggression among nurses found
a positive correlation between nurses who have aggressor,
victim or bystander attributes with those who intend to
leave the workplace; an inverse correlation is also found
with job satisfaction.’? Stress was exacerbated with nega-
tive collegial relationships, medication use by nurses, and
working overtime.** Stress was reported to be relieved by
manager accessibility to nurses, intra-disciplinary relation-
ships, and counselor accessibility in a concept analysis on
nurse burnout in critical care units.*

Attending physician

A meta-analysis on nurses’ job satisfaction using literature
from 1991 to 2003 was used for its findings on nurse-doctor
collaboration; nurse job satisfaction was strongly corre-
lated with nurse-doctor collaboration (effect size = 0.37).%
In addition, a cross-sectional study showed that practice
environment and empowerment explain 20% of the vari-
ance in nurse—doctor communication.’” The combination
of practice environment and nurse—doctor communication
explained 61% of the variance in nurse job satisfaction.’’
In another cross-sectional study, patients were twice as
likely to report high satisfaction and nurses’ low burn-
out on units with adequate staffing, good administrative
support, and good nurse—doctor relations.*® The nature of
cross-sectional studies, however, cannot predict repeated
results and therefore reduce the reliability of these studies.

Multidisciplinary team

Similarly to the “Other healthcare professionals” category,
literature exists on the relationship between nurses and
administrative team members. From interviews with 20
primary care nurses, positive organizational/leadership
support and team relations were described as valuable
to effective teamwork.’ Job satisfaction was found to
have a significant correlation with work-group cohesion,
organizational constraints, distributive justice, shared
decision-making, feelings of respect from managers, and
structural empowerment. "

Interdisciplinary and inter-organizational team

Nurses’ perceptions of supervisor support have a signifi-
cant effect on their feelings of job satisfaction (33% var-
iance in job satisfaction).* In an online survey of nurses
(n=122) employed at an urban hospital, nurses perceived
only moderate structural empowerment and support.*
Characteristics that improve managerial behavior (and
thus job satisfaction) include communication, respect,
caring, and transformational or transactional leadership
styles.**47 Team-building activities were also shown to
improve interdisciplinary communication and job satis-
faction.*® Each of these studies is at risk for bias due to
small sample size (ranging from 28 to 222). However,
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when considered together, there seems to be correlation
between organizational support and nurse job satisfaction.

Workplace system

Job position

Work aspects including longer lengths of shifts, work-
ing overtime, and increasing workload were significantly
related to poorer job satisfaction for nurses.**° These find-
ings, however, were derived from cross-sectional studies,
reducing the reliability of these results. A survey involving
nurse practitioners (NPs) showed no variance in satisfac-
tion between full-time and part-time employees.’! Another
unique study found that nurses with an evening or nei-
ther-type chronotypes (time of day for work is completed
most efficiently) have a greater tendency for burnout.*
Number of years with their current organization was also
significantly correlated with retention.’® This study may
be at risk for bias as the data collection period occurred
during the SARS outbreak in Toronto.

Department

The articles selected for this section represent a variety
of health care departments and their nurses’ relationships
with stress, retention, and job satisfaction. Departments
with high reports of stress include critical care units,
trauma units, and the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit.3*35%
Negative work environment perceptions were significantly
correlated with intent to leave with a 199 sample from a
single dialysis unit.>® Lastly, no significant difference in
job satisfaction was found between nurses employed in
critical care or medical-surgical units.*

Organization

Significant factors related to job satisfaction for CNAs
employed in nursing homes included wage, benefits, and
job demands.”” For nurses, job satisfaction was positively
associated with participation in facility affairs and resource
adequacy, and negatively correlated with employment in
for-profit organizations.*® In a longitudinal study, wages
and benefits were positive predictors of nursing home
employed nurses’ retention at baseline and 1 year later.
The reports of nurses who quit before 1 year could not be
surveyed; therefore, there is potential bias in the results of
the second phase. For a sample of RNs in Calgary, organi-
zational commitment had no significance on their decision
to leave or stay in their current position.®® Through inter-
views with selected rural American nursing home owners,
number of staff, staff qualifications, and staff training were
revealed to be challenges in nurse retention.®! These stud-
ies all presented bias from their narrow sample selections.

External environment

When comparing nurses working in rural and urban work
environments, rural nurses reported significantly greater
job satisfaction.®?"% A systematic review focusing on rural
nurse RT (literature from 1996 to 2006) found that rural

International Journal of Occupational and Environmental Health 2016

retention is influenced by job satisfaction.® However,
a cross-sectional study of 194 rural and urban nursing
units found that location was not significantly associated
with RN job satisfaction or retention.®® Nurses of urban
backgrounds working in rural areas were also less likely
to stay in their position.** A longitudinal study reported
that newly licensed rural nurses had more overall stress
excluding stress related to staffing, and less stress related
to the physical work environment than nurses working in
urban settings.®

Compensation system

Compensation agent

Factors found to have the greatest influence on job satis-
faction include: salary, benefits, stress, workload, adequate
staffing, time to educate patients, and clerical support.6”-8
Factors that significantly decreased bedside nurse retention
include the position’s unstable demand, its hard working
conditions, and low wages.® A large survey of 1,599 RNs
employed in southwestern US hospitals tabulated the top
incentives for staying in their current position by gener-
ation.” The results include: overtime, off time and pre-
mium pay for Millennial RNs (born in the 1980s to around
2000); work environment, overtime and premium pay
for Generation X RNs (born in the 1960s to mid 1970s);
and off time pay, pension, and retirement plans for Baby
Boomer RNs.” Another study explored the factors related
to compensation claim for work-related lower back pain.”
Of 2,639 nursing home workers, 55.9% reported lower
back pain within the past three months, and only 8.7%
filed compensation claims.” Certified nursing assistants
were the most likely to file claims while other positions,
workers with higher levels of support, education, BMI and
schedule control were less likely.” This study was at risk
of'social desirability responses and bias due to the fact that
50% of the claims were filed after the first survey.”" This
sample also only contained non-unionized NHs, which are
less likely to file compensation claims.”

Workers’ compensation board/insurer caseworker

A survey examining the relationship between unionization
and nurses’ job satisfaction across the USA (n = 35, 724
and 33,549) found that union representation was nega-
tively associated with job satisfaction in both 2004 and
2008 although with a slight improvement.”” In another
longitudinal study with a smaller sample (n = 1,719 and
1,856), nurses’ turnover decreased and job satisfaction
increased after the implementation of the nursing labor
management partnership intervention that had bargain-
ing and non-bargaining parties work collaboratively to
improve patient care and outcomes.” In California, union-
ized nursing facilities were shown to have claimed more
violations than those that are non-unionized.” Apart from
the national survey, the results of these studies may be
difficult to disseminate for the varying unionization laws
across each state, province and territory.
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Medical evaluation office

A survey that explored 750 nurses’ willingness and
ability to work during the 2009 pandemic flu in Maine
reported that 90.1% were willing to work but dwindled
with decreasing personal protective equipment availabil-
ity, perception of self or family member getting sick, and
vaccination or antiviral medication not being provided to
the nurse or their family.” work ability decreased when
the nurse or their family member became sick, and when
transportation problems arose.” Another study interview-
ing nurses with physical disability (n = 14) found that they
often plan to leave the profession, do not typically receive
accommodation from their employers, and often hide their
disability for fear of stigmatization.” Nurses working in
for-profit facilities, with clinically competent certified
nurses’ assistant adequacy are less likely to report injury,
while nurses employed in facilities that are perceived as
low quality, and have high nurse adequacy are more likely
to report injury.”” Samples of these studies lack in gender
and racial diversity, which create bias in the results.”7

Discussion

The purpose of this paper was to review literature from
2004 to 2014 that examined the relationship between
internal and external variables on the QWL life of nurses
in the United States and Canada. Recent graduate nurses
consistently experienced low QWL.""" Recent graduates
have decreased job satisfaction and work ability only one
year. To improve their comfort in their work environment,
they are required to learn quickly. Their inexperience, lack
of continuing education, and poor relationships with their
team were predictors of low QWL. Part of this is inevita-
ble as they enter the workforce and increase their clinical
nursing competencies.

However, strategies can be used to mitigate low QWL.
One strategy would be through the implementation and
evaluation of continuing education programs within the
workplace. Continuing education increases job satisfac-
tion and work ability and therefore should be encouraged
with both new and experienced nurses to create opportu-
nities for collegial relationship building. It is important
that continuing education and evaluation programs con-
tinue beyond the first year of work and address not only
decreased job satisfaction after one year, but also ensure
professional practice and patient safety. Focusing on new
nursing graduates is important to the quality of work life
for all nurses as their technical skills are necessary for
the function of future health care practices, and surplus in
number are essential to their growing demand.

Collegial relationships with nurses, other health care
professionals and management were frequently a source
of improvement toward quality of work life in all areas
of the literature review. Positive collegial relationships
empower nurses, which in turn improves factors related
to quality of work life.?4424 Respect and empowerment
of nurses is found to align closely with increased job

International Journal of Occupational and Environmental Health 2016

The quality of work life of registered nurses in Canada and the United States

satisfaction. Thus, it is important to have an integrated
unit with nurses who have positive attitudes to foster a
healthy working environment. Negative or aggressive atti-
tudes ought to be discouraged and any nurse displaying
such attributes should receive help. Collegial relationships
can be improved through formal team building exercises
and informal events. Health care professionals’ collab-
oration with administrative colleagues while hiring and
developing programs and services for employees in the
organization can also encourage positive relationships
with new employees and create programs and services
that produce more effective outcomes. Programs that target
healthy behaviors to relieve stress would be significant
tool in improving nurses’ QWL, particularly for nurses
working in critical care or fast-paced units. Literature has
also shown that job satisfaction and longer retention times
can be increased with shorter shifts and less evening shifts
during a week, which subsequently leads to a reduction of
burnout in these nurses.*-*

Lastly, reasonable financial compensation is shown to
have a significant correlation with nurses’ quality of work
life. Financial compensation that is commensurate to nurses
work experience, loan forgiveness programs after gradua-
tion from nursing school, recognition of nurses’ value (other
than salary) in the workplace, increases job satisfaction and
retention and improves work ability in the case of a work-re-
lated injury.”>7* % Unstable demands and work related
injury such as back-pain should be avoided (assuming the
work-injury is unintentional) to increase job satisfaction and
retention as well as reduce compensation claims. Financial
compensation can be improved with lobbying from the
profession, as well creating a more supportive work envi-
ronment to encourage nurses to claim compensation for
work-related injuries from the workplace colleagues and
nurse’s union. More frequent and current research on nurs-
ing unions and compensation claims are needed to assess
their influence on nurse’s quality of work life.

Overall, it was found that the factors that influence
the quality of work life extend beyond a nurses’ salary or
workload. They value career and education satisfaction, as
well as an environment that supports their own well-being.
Therefore, the health care system must create a healthy
environment that benefits nurses and patients through
improved methods by the union to monitor the health and
well-being of nurses, as well as encourage healthy behavior.

Limitations

Literature was limited to English language articles pub-
lished in Canada and the United States. These inclusion
criteria make this review only applicable to nursing in
these two countries. Literature on nursing educators was
also excluded. The search was limited to themes from the
Work Disability Prevention Framework, which excludes
specific variables relevant to the profession that could be
significant in predicting their disability (e.g. patient inter-
actions and outcomes).
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Conclusion

As the health care systems in Canada and the United
States evolve, the nursing profession must adapt in turn.
Key areas for improvement to nurses’ quality of work life
include improved treatment of new nursing graduates,
continuing education opportunities, promotion of pos-
itive collegial relationships, providing stress-reduction
programs, and increased financial compensation. These
can be achieved within the workplace through positive
interactions with colleagues and nurses’ involvement in
organizational decisions and programming, and in the
public by lobbying for improved compensation.
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