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Abstract  

 

        The shortage of nursing staff has been a problem in hospitals around the world. According to the 

research of nursing scholars, nursing empowerment plays an important role in improving nurses' job 

satisfaction, nursing quality and patients' satisfaction, as well as reducing the turnover rate of nurses. This 

review summarizes the research progress of nursing empowerment, mainly from the classification, evaluation 

tools, application and the existing problems. This provides reference for the development of nursing 

empowerment, as well as improves the management system of nursing. 
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Introduction  

 

With the global increasing and aging, the 

shortage of nursing staff has become a challenge1. 

Nurses' intention to stay on the job is an important 

dominant factor for the clinical nurses' departure2, 

which is related to low job satisfaction and job 

burnout3. At meantime, the turnover intention of 

male nurses is more intense, twice as strong as 

that of female nurses on average4. Moreover, the 

shortage of nurses affects nursing quality. So how 

to retain the nursing labor force, especially young 

man, becomes a severe challenge for hospitals5.  

The concept of empowerment is originated 

from the western social ideology in 1960s and the 

self-help view in 1970s6. With its introduction in 

nursing, scholars have found that appropriate 

empowerment has a positive impact on nurses' 

intention to stay6. 
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Through reasonable empowerment, nursing 

managers create a good working environment for 

nurses, provide professional and effective training 

and learning, cultivate their innovative thinking, 

lower nurses' sense of burnout and improve patients' 

satisfaction7,8. The state of nursing empowerment 

plays an important role in hospitals, nursing 

managers, nurses and patients. Foreign scholars 

have conducted an extensive and in-depth research 

on nursing empowerment, which is still in 

developing stage in China. This paper summarizes 

the application and progress of nursing 

empowerment around the world, to provide 

reference for the development nursing 

empowerment in China. 

 

1. Classification of empowerment theory 

 

Based on the theoretical orientations and 

application fields, Kuokkanen et al.9 divided 

empowerment into three categories: structural 

empowerment, psychological empowerment and 

critical social empowerment. Caroline et al.10 

proposed the fourth one, post-structural 

empowerment. Structural empowerment and 

psychological empowerment have been widely 

applied in nursing field and have been introduced in 

detail in other literatures. Here is a brief explanation.  

 

1.1 Structural empowerment theory 

 

Proposed by Kanter, an American management 

scientist, it refers to that managers provide 

employees with development opportunities by 

creating a good working environment for them, so 

that they can obtain the resources and information 

which needed to complete their work10. In terms of 

content, the theory includes four elements: 

opportunity, information, support and resources. 

From the way of empowerment, it can be divided 

into formal and informal empowerment11. 

 

1.2 Psychological empowerment theory 

 

Conger et al. maintain that only when 

employees feel "empowered", their intrinsic 

initiative can be stimulated, resulting in changes in 

attitude and behavior and truly achieving 

empowerment. Thomas et al. proposed the concept 

of psychological empowerment on the basis of 

Conger’s, believing that psychological 

empowerment is the synthesis of personal 

experience, not only the single dimension described 

by Conger, he summarized it into four dimensions: 

work meaning, self-efficacy, autonomy and 

influence12. Menon argues that Thomas' 

empowerment orientation is not completely 

independent, and proposes integrative 

psychological approach, which includes three 

elements: sense of control, sense of competence and 

goal internalization13,14. 

 

1.3 Critical social empowerment theory 

 

Critical social theory can be traced back to the 

Frankfurt school in Germany in 1920s, which was 

influenced by critical philosophy and Hegel's 

dialectics. In the field of nursing, this theory holds 

that nurses, as an oppressed group, should seek 

liberation and empowerment to optimize the 

cultural environment of nursing and improve the 

oppressed status of nurses. Meanwhile, patients also 

need to be empowered9. According to critical social 

empowerment theory, power is an additional added 

value of individuals. The increase of one side's 

power must be at the expense of the decrease of the 

other side's power. Empowerment is regarded as the 

transfer or sharing of power15. It emphasizes the 

concept of empowerment in different contexts, such 

as between nurses, nurses and patients, nurses and 

other medical staff. 

 

1.4 Post-structural empowerment theory 

 

Different from three theories, post-structuralist 

delegation holds that power is not fixed. Knowledge 
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production leads to constant changes in power 

relations. Depending on the situation, patients and 

medical professionals exercise their powers in 

different ways. Foucault is the representative of 

post-structuralism; he thinks that power should be 

understood from the bottom up10. Discipline power 

and knowledge/power relationship are the two core 

views. Disciplinary power is realized through three 

processes: hierarchical observation, standardized 

judgment and examination. Hierarchical 

observation means that employees manage 

themselves and give feedback regularly; 

Standardized judgment means that employees are 

self-prudent according to specific norms under 

production conditions and also accept others; the 

examination combining the former two, which is a 

kind of judgment by managers, is conducive to the 

standardization of career. Knowledge/power 

relationship believes that knowledge and power are 

intertwined and employees have the responsibility 

to question relevant matters of work and consider 

whether this is conducive to their own development, 

learn to pay attention to unreasonable policies 

related to themselves  and strive for more power for 

themselves rather than passively empowered by 

managers10. 

 

2. Measurement of empowerment 

 

2.1 The Conditions for the Work Effectiveness 

Questionnaire-Ⅱ  

 

Laschinger et al.16 optimized the results based 

on CWEQ. CWEQ-Ⅱ scale is composed of 19 items, 

including six dimensions: opportunity, information, 

support, resource, formal and informal, respectively 

from different aspects to describe structure of 

empowerment. Likert 5-level scoring method is 

adopted in the scale. The higher the score is, the 

better the empower level of the manager structure 

and nursing environment. This scale was translated 

into Chinese by Huang Chunping et al.17, forming a 

Chinese version with good reliability and validity. 

 

2.2 Psychological Empowerment Scales  

 

Developed by Spreitzer, this scale is the most 

widely used measurement tool in the field of 

psychological empowerment, including four 

dimensions: work meaning, self-efficacy, autonomy 

and influence. Each dimension has three entries. 

The higher the score is, the higher the psychological 

empowerment level of nurses get. Li Chaoping et 

al.18 translated it and proved that the Chinese 

version has a good structural validity through the 

principal component analysis method, which is 

adapted to psychological empowerment in the 

Chinese context and widely used. 

 

2.3 Critical Social Empowerment Scale  

 

Developed by Casey et al.19, the scale contains 

four items: whether to be identified as a major by a 

multidisciplinary group, whether to participate in 

decisions related to oneself, whether to participate 

in and understand decisions related to the 

organization and the validity of participating in 

decisions related to multidisciplinary collaboration. 

Likert5 grading method was adopted. The higher 

the score, the stronger the degree of agreement. 

Casey et al. found that as an independent predictor 

of psychological empowerment and job satisfaction, 

social critical empowerment is more predictive than 

structural empowerment. 

 

2.4 Nurse Empowerment Scale  

 

Kuokkanen et al.20 integrated 5 aspects of 

characteristics of empowered nurses and 4 scales 

related to empowerment. NES is a self-rating scale 

with 74 items and 4 dimensions. From the 

perspective of nurses, this scale describes the status 

of empowered nurses in a more comprehensive way, 

providing guidance for them to better exert their 

subjective initiative in the implementation of 
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empowerment and improving their professional 

competence, which is conducive to strengthening 

the education and management of empowered 

nurses15. 

 

3. Application of empowerment theory 

 

3.1 Empowerment and nursing management 

 

There are a lot of researches on empowerment 

and nursing management. ○1 empowerment and 

job satisfaction. Spence et al.21 found that nurses' 

job satisfaction was affected by both personal and 

environmental factors and there was a positive 

correlation between structural empowerment and 

job satisfaction. A survey of 114 nurses in 28 

nursing institutions in Taiwan also showed a 

significant relationship between empowerment and 

job satisfaction22. When nurses are given 

opportunities, confidence, resources and support, 

they feel more respected and increased their self-

satisfaction. Casey et al.19 found that critical social 

empowerment plays an important role in improving 

nurses' job satisfaction, but nursing managers do 

not apply it much. ○2 delegation and job burnout. 

Meng et al.1 conducted a survey on 219 nurses from 

different departments in China, found that a positive 

empowered working environment could reduce job 

burnout and encouraged nurses to stay for a long 

time. Yu Cuiyun et al.23 investigated 600 clinical 

nurses in Shandong and found that empowerment 

was negatively correlated with turnover tendency in 

nurses, proper empowering could increase the 

stability of nursing team. ○3 empowerment and 

organization commitment. LAN Jiaqing et al24 did a 

survey on 500 nurses in hospitals in Shanxi, found 

that psychological empowerment could enhance the 

sense of organizational commitment and better 

stabilize the nursing team. He Ye et al.25 

investigated 639 nurses in 5 hospitals in Hunan 

province by stratified sampling, reached that the 

organization commitment can also indirectly affect 

the emotional exhaustion and depersonalization of 

nurses through psychological empowerment 

(Depersonalization reflects that individuals deal 

with service objects or work in a negative, 

indifferent and afraid attitude). Low sense of 

achievement thus affects nurses' sense of burnout. 

○4 empowerment and job performance. Jin 

Yinghua et al.26 investigated 824 nurses in 3 

hospitals in Jilin and found that psychological 

empowerment was positively correlated with 

nurses' sense of control over their work, 

empowerment promoted the improvement of nurses' 

work performance. Chang et al.27 studied the 

relationship between nurses' psychological 

empowerment and job performance, found that 

there was a positive correlation between them, 

among which self-efficacy had the greatest 

influence on job performance. Spence et al.28 did a 

cross-sectional survey of 723 Canadian nurses and 

they achieved high-quality nursing services by 

creating a positive working environment through 

empowering. ○5 empowerment and innovation. 

Sun Yiqin et al.29 investigated 600 nurses in three 

first-class hospitals in Zhejiang province, found that 

both structural and psychological empowerment 

could directly and positively affected the innovative 

behaviors of nurses, among which information 

dimension and self-efficacy had the strongest 

correlation with the behaviors, psychological 

empowerment played an intermediary role in 

structural empowerment and innovative behaviors. 

Zhang Yajing et al.30 investigated 440 nurses in 

hospitals in Tianjin, results showed that 

psychological empowerment could be used to 

predict the innovation behavior of nurses, who got 

opportunity, information, support and resources in 

the organization, then the sense of autonomy, 

significance, self-efficacy and influence came into 

being. Nurses gradually got confidence and found 

new way to deal with challenges. 
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3.2 Empowerment and clinical nursing 

 

At the same time, empowerment is applied to 

clinical care to improve the quality of care services 

and patient satisfaction. Foreign countries 

implement it on mental health, health promotion, 

AIDS patients, women's health, children's health 

and other aspects31. At present, empowerment has 

been implemented in obstetrics, pediatrics, 

orthopedics, hematology, nephrology, cardiology, 

endocrinology and emergency department, 

operating room and disinfecting supply division in 

China32-41. Finally, initially formed a set of 

empowering process: the manager grouping the 

employees; empowering one man according to the 

case and his ability; providing training to 

employees with clear responsibility and 

empowerment; regular quality control and 

inspection; establishing punishment system.  

Empower not only nurses, but also patients. 

Groen et al.42 studied cancer patients and identified 

five main attributes of patient empowerment: 

autonomy and respect; knowledge; social 

psychological and behavioral skills; supports from 

community, family and friends; thinking that you're 

useful. Patient empowerment may increase the 

survival rate of patients, reduce the medical burden, 

better promote health education, improve patients' 

self-control ability and disease management ability, 

promoting health43. 

 

4. Weakness of nursing empowerment 

 

Most researches are still on the aspect of 

structural empowerment, psychological 

empowerment gradually catches their eyes, 

however the intervention research is rare31. There is 

little research on critical social empowerment and 

post-structural empowerment. While most of the 

researches are done in hospitals, less in other health 

care organizations such as community hospitals and 

nursing homes44. It is urgent to carry out research 

on nursing empowerment and nurses under different 

cultural backgrounds and countries. 

 

5. Expectation 

 

Nursing empowerment is a two-way interactive 

virtuous cycle process. Through empowering, the 

job satisfaction and enthusiasm of nurses are 

improved, which further reflects on the empowering 

and is conducive to the implementation of nursing 

managers' work12. Therefore, nursing managers 

should learn to properly empower: recognize 

clinical nurses as professional leaders, not 

employees; build a common team; support an 

inclusive organizational culture and encourage bold 

communication; promote ownership openness in 

unit councils and committees; create open time for 

leaders and teams to communicate and stay 

involved; adjust the traditional top-down approach 

and focus on the needs of members of the 

organization; encourage members; learn to control 

your emotions; a zero-tolerance policy towards 

violence in the workplace45. There is a great 

prospect for the development of nursing 

empowerment in China. Learning from western 

countries and combining the national conditions and 

nursing status in China, it will be of greatly 

valuable to explore the theory and system of 

nursing empowerment with Chinese characteristics 

to guide nursing work in China. 
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