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Aims: To explore nurses’ perceptions towards their work efficiency, workload, and burnout in an acute care
hospital.

Background: The demand on healthcare systems has increased drastically in the past two years due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, but countries have not been able to meet the increasing needs with a corresponding
increase in the nursing workforce.

Introduction: The shortage of nurses, coupled with inefficient work processes have increased the workload
and stress that hospital nurses face. It is associated with burnout which in turn hampers the efforts made to
recruit and retain nurses.

Methods: A quantifying descriptive qualitative method with open-ended questions was used for this study.
57 nurses met the criteria and participated in our study. The survey questions were used to explore their
working environment, perceptions towards their workload, and suggestions regarding work issues. The study
was conducted at an acute care hospital in Singapore.

Results/Findings: Participants perceived manpower shortage, tasks which take time away from patient care,
and miscommunication as causes of work inefficiency. A comfortable working environment, good colleagues,
and salary were influencing factors for nurses to stay at their job.

Discussion: Finding solutions beyond increasing manpower to address workplace inefficiency, high workload,
and burnout in nurses.

Conclusion: Patient care is at the heart of nursing. However, the high workload, manpower shortage, and
workplace inefficiency has contributed to burnout and less time spent on it.

Implications for Nursing: Nursing managers and hospital administrators must examine what influences
nurses to stay, and what gives them a sense of accomplishment in order to retain nurses.

Implications for Nursing Policy: Quarterly review of nurses’ working environments could be implemented
to promote a better working environment, as well as improve the retention of nurses.
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Introduction

According to the International Council of Nurses (ICN), the glob-
al shortage of nurses is a crisis that continues to adversely impact
healthcare (International Council of Nurses Policy Brief, [1]). Reasons
include the long working hours, wages that are below expectation,
ageing populations, and most recently, the global pandemic which has
diverted nurses away from their usual tasks. Having a sufficient nurse
to patient ratio not only has many clinical and economic advantages in
patient care (Simpson, et al. [2]), it is also essential in the running of
a world class medical institution. The demand on healthcare systems
has increased drastically in the past year (International Council of
Nurses Policy Brief, [1]), but countries have not been able to meet the
increasing needs with a corresponding increase in the nursing work-
force (International Council of Nurses Policy Brief, [1]). In the first
half of 2021 alone, 500 foreign doctors and nurses have resigned in
Singapore, compared with 500 in the whole of 2020 and 600 in 2019
(Tan [3]). An extrapolation of the numbers results in a rough attrition
rate of 8% for this group of healthcare workers (MOH [4]). A multi-
tude of factors have contributed to this high attrition rate. Firstly, the
increased working hours.

It has been over 20 months of continuous daily battles against the
pandemic, and not only have a large majority of healthcare workers
been unable to take leave since it started, over 90 percent of them will
also not be able to clear their accumulated leave (Tan [3]). Addition-
ally, monthly working hours are high, ranging from 160-175 hours
per month (Tan [3]). This, coupled with inefficient work processes
have increased the workload and stress that hospital nurses face
(Hendrich [5]). These same factors are also associated with burnout,
(Lin, et al. [6]) which in turn hampers the efforts made to recruit and
retain nurses. Ultimately, this negatively affects nurse staffing and pa-
tient outcomes (Garcia, et al. [5,7]). Understanding the root cause of
high turnover rate related workload would help to retain nurses in
hospitals, which can in turn lower the turnover rate. The purpose of
this study is to explore nurses’ perceptions towards work efficiency,
workload, and burnout in a hospital setting to gain more understand-
ing of their views in enhancing nurses’ retention in hospitals.

Methods
Design and Setting

A quantifying descriptive qualitative method with open-end-
ed questions was used for this study. The demographic data and
open-ended survey were developed according to the Grant, et al. [8]
study. The survey was used to explore their working environment,
perceptions towards their workload, and suggestions regarding work
issues. The study was conducted at Ng Teng Fong General Hospital
(NTFGH), an acute care hospital in Singapore.

Sample and Survey

Convenient sampling was adopted in this study. The eligible crite-
ria were enrolled or staff nurses who had a minimum of two years of

working experience in NTFGH. There were 80 nurses who completed
the survey, but only 57 nurses who met the criteria, and were selected
for the study. The survey included four sections;

1) Demographic data,

2) Job scope aspects that were inefficient,

3)  Factors that cause nurses to burnout, and

4)  What can be done to improve nurses’ working experience.
Data Collection and Ethical Considerations

Ethics approval from NUS-IRB was granted before data collec-
tion. Permission for the administration of the survey was obtained
from the nurse administrators. The invitation flyer and email with
the online weblink were then sent out to eligible participants. The
participants filled out the survey online and it took 3 weeks for data
collection.

Data Analysis

The data was exported into an excel file, before the demograph-
ic and quantitative data were imported into SPSS (version 26). De-
scriptive analysis was used to describe the participants’ characteris-
tics. The content analysis method was used to identify the significant
statements and key words. Lastly, qualification of the similar qualita-
tive method was used to quantify the qualitative data and range the
most common concepts/codes.

Results
Characteristics of Participants

The participants’ profiles are presented in Table 1. Majority of
the participants were female (86.0%). Three quarters of the partic-
ipants (75.5%) were Staff Nurses, and the remaining one quarter
(24.5%) were Enrolled Nurses. The mean age is 32.23 years old. On
average the nurses worked for 9.28 years as a nurse, and 6.32 years
in this hospital. They worked on average 41.83 hours a week and
all the nurses work overtime at least 1 day of the week. Majority of
the nurses worked at the inpatient department (96.5%). The nurs-
es self-reported an average score of 3.09, 2.70 and 3.26 out of 5 for
feeling overworked, satisfied, and burnt out respectively. When rank-
ing the different aspects, majority of nurses (n=40, 70.2%) felt that
patient care could be made more efficient. Coordinating the care of
patients, communication, and answering/making phone calls were
the subsequent aspects that nurses felt could be made more efficient.
Preparing/clearing requisites was least able (n=11, 19.3%) to be
made more efficient by nurses. Similarly, majority of nurses (n=37,
64.9%) felt that patient care burned them out the most. Answering/
making phone calls, coordinating the care of patients, and communi-
cation were the next few variables that nurses felt burned them out
the most. Likewise, preparing/clearing requisites was the task that
least (n=7, 12.3%) burns them out. Table 2 presents the ranking of job
scope aspects that can be made more efficient, and factors that impact
nurses’ burnout.
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Table 1: Demographics of Nursing Population (N = 57).

Variable Number (%)/ Mean Range
Female 49 (86.0%)
Male 6 (10.5%)
Missing data 2 (3.5%)
Job Role
Enrolled Nurse 14 (24.5%)
Staff Nurse 43 (75.5%)
Department ‘
Inpatient 55 (96.5%)
Emergency 2 (3.5%) ‘
How often do you work overtime in a week?
Never =0 0(0%) |
1-2 times =1 36 (63.2%)
3-4 times =2 14 (24.6%)
5-6 times =3 5(8.8%)
More than 6 times =4 2 (3.5%)
Age (years) 32.23+6.6 23-53
Duration (as nurse) in years 928 +54 28-Feb
Duration (in hospital) in years 6.32+3.1 14-Jan
Hours worked in a week 4183 £6.6 Aug-60
Hours overtime in a week 3.06 £3.2 0-15
Overworked (on a scale from 0 to 5, with 5 being extremely over- 309+15 0-5
worked)
Satisfaction (on a scale from 0 to 5, with 5 being highly satisfied) 270+14 0-5
Burnout (on a scale of 0 to 5, with 5 being extremely burnout) 326+14 0-5

Table 2: Aspect of job scope that can be made more efficient, and factors impacting nurses’ burnout.

Variable Number (%)
Aspect can be made more Efficient
Patient Care 40 (70.2%)
Coordinating care of patient 24 (42.1%)
Communication 20 (35.1%)
Answering/Making phone calls 20 (35.1%)
Documentation 18 (31.6%)
Transportation 17 (29.8%)
Preparing/Clearing requisites 11 (19.3%)
Burnout Factors
Patient Care 37 (64.9%)
Answering/Making phone calls 21 (36.8%)
Coordinating care of patient 16 (28.1%)
Communication 16 (28.1%)
Transportation 12 (21.1%)
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Documentation

11 (19.3%)

Preparing/Clearing requisites

7 (12.3%)

Nurses’ Perception and Experiences Regarding Work Re-
lated Issues

Work Efficiency: The results showed that the participants per-
ceived manpower shortage (n=10, 22.7%) as the main factor that
impacted their work efficiency. Tasks which take time away from pa-
tient care, (n=9, 20.5%) as well as miscommunication (n=7, 15.9%)
were the next two perceived causes of work inefficiency. The nurses
suggested increasing manpower (n=18, 34.0%) and having dedicated
staff (n=17, 32.1%) in the areas of administration, discharge planning
and care appointment, transportation, serving meals, and making
calls. Better communication between healthcare teams (n=7, 13.2%)
was also suggested.

Burnout: High workload (n=20, 14.9%), manpower shortage
(n=14, 20.9%), and unreasonable demands from patients and family
(n=10, 14.9%) were listed as the three main causes of burnout. The
nurses suggested increasing manpower (n=26, 53.1%) , increasing
and enforcing rest (n=7, 14.3%), as well as re-examining workflows
(n=4, 8.2%) to be helpful for reducing burnout.

Table 3: Nurses’ perception and suggestion on work related issues.

Workload: Suggestions on better workload management besides
hiring more manpower included better teamwork (n=11, 23.9%), re-
duced job scope (n=10, 21.7%), as well as a better work life balance
(n=5,10.9%).

Time Spent: Nurses wished to spend less time on documentation
(n=12, 32.7%), answering phone calls (n=7, 18.9%), and communi-
cation with patient’s family (13.5%), while a large majority of them
wished to spend more time on patient care (n=37, 74.0%) and self-
care (n=9, 18.0%).

Accomplishment: Completing daily tasks (n=15, 22.7%), ending
work on time (n=14, 21.2%), and patient recovery (n=9, 13.6%) were
the three main reasons for nurses to feel accomplished at the end of
the day. A comfortable working environment (n=10, 20.0%), good
colleagues (n=9, 18.0%), and salary (n=8, 16.0%) were influencing
factors for nurses to stay at their job. Table 3 presents nurses’ percep-
tions and suggestions on work related issues.

Category Nurse Perception (Number, %) Suggestion (Number, %)
Work efficiency - Manpower shortage (10, 17.5%) - Increase manpower (18, 31.6%)
- Tasks which take time away from patient care (9, 15.8%) - Dedicated staff to:(17, 30.0%)
- Miscommunication (7, 12.3%) - Administrative matters (2, 3.5%)
- Inefficient patient transport (3, 5.3%) - Discharge planning and care appointment (3, 5.3%)
- Repeated documentations (3, 5.3%) - Patient transport (6, 10.6%)
- Schedules keep changing (3, 5.3%) - Serving and clearing diets (1, 1.8%)
- Others (9, 15.8%) - Picking up calls (3, 5.3%)
- Better communication between healthcare teams (7, 12.3%)
- Others (11, 19.3%)
Burn out - High workload (20, 35.1%) - Increase manpower (26, 45.6%)

- Manpower shortage (14, 24.6%)

- Increase and enforce rest (7, 12.3%)

17.5%)

- Unreasonable demands from patients and family (10,

- Re-examine workflows (4, 7.0%)

- Poor work efficiency (6, 10.5%)

- Better teamwork with healthcare team (3, 5.3%)

- Unnecessary tasks (5, 8.8%)

- Decrease workload (3, 5.3%)

- Phone calls

- Others (6,10.6%)

- Documentation

- Meal delivery

- Portering

- Others (12, 21.0%)
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Suggestions to better manage workload (apart from hiring

Workload
more manpower)

- Better teamwork (11, 19.3%)

- Reduce job scope (10, 17.5%)

- Better work life balance (5, 8.8%)

- Dedicated staff for

- Administrative matters (4, 7.0%)

- Others (16, 28.1%)

Time Spent

Wishes to spend lesser time on: Wishes to spend more time on:

- Documentation (12, 21.1%) - Patient care (37, 64.9%)

- Answering phone calls (7, 12.3%) - Self-care (9, 15.8%)

- Communication with patient’s family (5, 8.8%) - Others (4, 7.0%)

- Following up on discharge queries (4, 7.0%)

- Accompanying patients to procedures (4, 7.0%)

- Others (5, 8.8%)

Accomplishment

- Completing daily tasks (15, 26.3%)

- Ending work on time (14, 24.6%)

- Patient recovery (9, 15.8%)

- Patient care (8, 14.0%)

- Appreciative patient (6, 10.5%)

- Others (14, 24.6%)

Influencing factor to
staying

- Comfortable working environment (10, 17.5%)

- Good colleagues (9, 15.8%)

- Salary (8, 14.0%)

- Bonded (5. 8.8%)

- Others (18, 31.6%)

Discussion and Nursing Implications

In this study, we explored nurses’ perceptions towards work effi-
ciency, workload, and burnout issues.

Work Efficiency

The results showed that the top three main inefficiencies were
attributed to a manpower shortage, tasks which take time away from
patient care, and miscommunication between healthcare profession-
als. The problem of a nursing shortage in Singapore is not new (Chua
[9]) and the COVID-19 pandemic has only accentuated it (Chia [10]).
Manpower shortage made many nurses experience burnout amidst
other issues such as alack of recognition and protection against abuse
(Yip, et al. [11]). With insufficient supply to meet the demands in hos-
pitals, it is unsurprising that there are work inefficiencies. The logi-
cal solution that was suggested by those surveyed was to hire more
nurses. Despite the demand for nurses, these vacancies are still not
filled due to the hardships of the job and the reduced influx of foreign
nurses (Begum [12]). Thus, the root of the problem that needs to be

tackled is how to improve nurses’ working conditions to make the job
more desirable. The nurses surveyed also reported that they were of-
ten preoccupied by non-patient care centred tasks such as documen-
tation, transportation of patients, and answering calls. The nature of
these tasks dictates that nurses spend a significant amount of time
away from essential patient care (Yen, et al. [13]) and thus they feel
it is inefficient.

To address this, those surveyed suggested hiring dedicated staff
to handle these tasks. This would free up nurses for tasks that make
better use of their skill sets (Goh [14]). Lastly, the nurses surveyed
attributed a significant amount of inefficiencies to miscommunication
between healthcare professionals, particularly with doctors. Miscom-
munication leads to, in the best case, time wasted, and in the worst
case, medical errors that severely affect patients (Tjia, et al. [15]).
Those surveyed suggested improving the communication framework
between healthcare professionals (Matziou, et al. [16]) as this would
improve relations between nurses and doctors, and ultimately in-
crease the level of patient care.
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Burnout

The study found that the most pressing factors impacting burn-
out were the high workload, a manpower shortage, and unreasonable
demands from patients and their family. The top two factors of a high
workload and a manpower shortage are closely related. Nurses sur-
veyed commented that the volume of work that had to be done greatly
exceeded the current nurse staffing levels. They remarked that there
were “too many things to do at the same time” and that “they can-
not possibly be everywhere at once”. These result in insufficient rest,
and a long-term high-stress environment which drastically increases
burnout rates among nurses (Tan, et al. [17]). Nurses also often faced
unreasonable demands and abuse from patients and their families,
and this was worsened during the COVID-19 pandemic when nurses
had a higher workload. Abuse can come in both the physical and ver-
bal forms and can result in nurses being psychologically traumatised
and emotionally drained (Chua [18]). To tackle these issues, the nurs-
es surveyed suggested once again increasing manpower, increasing
and enforcing rest times, as well as re-examining workflows. As men-
tioned previously, increasing manpower is a complex process, and the
root of the problem should be targeted instead (Begum [12]).

The nurses highlighted that rest should be increased and en-
forced, and this was related to their other suggestion of workflows
having to be re-examined. They identified poor scheduling of staff
which caused many nurses to have to be called back to work on their
designated rest days, thus decreasing much needed rest and relax-
ation, and increasing the incidence of burnout. Having sufficient time
to rest and relax is essential in preventing burnout (Demerouti [19]),
and thus this offers an alternative to help nurses while manpower
shortages cannot be adequately dealt with.

Workload

Our study found that nurses perceived their workload to be high,
which was closely related to the manpower shortage and burnout
they face. The majority of nurses in the study felt that better team-
work would help better manage their workload while hiring more
manpower remains challenging. The finding was in congruence with
studies (Yanchus, et al. [20,21]) that have addressed how good team-
work is an antidote to high workload and inadequate staffing. Benefits
of effective teamwork include improved coordination of care, efficient
use of healthcare services and enhanced communication (Babiker, et
al. [22]). Nurse leaders can benefit from these findings by recognizing
the importance of creating a work environment that promotes collab-
oration and teamwork among nurses, and the multidisciplinary team
they work with (Nutter [21]). In particular, good communication,
trust and mutual respect, and accountability are aspects that would
aid in the development of a more effective team (Yanchus, et al. [20]).
Creating such an environment would enhance the quality of health-
care, improve patient safety, and better engage nurses who want to
remain part of a thriving unit (Nutter, [21)).

However, a significant number of nurses felt that better work-life
balance, a reduced job scope, and increasing manpower were still
the best way forward in managing their workload. This suggests that
while increasing teamwork among nurses may be a promising strate-
gy, itis equally imperative to investigate and adjust nurses’ workloads
accordingly to safeguard them from possible fatigue (Cho, et al. [23]).

Time Spent

Documentation was the most frequently mentioned task that the
nurses wished to spend less time on. Various literature has attributed
this to firstly, documentation compromising on patient care (Mome-
nipour, et al. 2019). This is in line with our findings where 65% of the
nurses wished to spend more time on patient care instead. Secondly,
the perception that the amount of time spent on documentation is
disproportionately high (Momenipour, et al. 2019). Lastly, concerns
regarding the amount of time invested into documentation in propor-
tion to its utility (Momenipour, et al. 2019). An observational study
(Lim, et al. [24]) has shown significantly less time was spent on pa-
tient care activities, but more time on documentation by nurses. It
has been suggested that efforts should be made to look into how time
spent on documentation can be reduced, such as eliminating dupli-
cate documentation so that nurses can devote more time to patient
care (Lim, et al. [24]).

Based on our findings, more than three-quarters of the nurs-
es wanted to spend more time on patient care, but they were over-
whelmed by other aspects of their job. Being overwhelmed by aspects
of their work that are unrelated to patient care can lead to emotional
exhaustion and burnout, hence contributing to lower effectiveness
(Dyrbye [25]).

Emotional exhaustion can also damage the hospital’s and nursing
staff’s reputation from the patient’s point of view (Aiken [26]). While
being able to help others was the top reason for students choosing
to undertake a nursing degree (Wilkes, et al. [27]), the inability to
perform up to their personal expectation could lead to burnout and
decreased job satisfaction (Dyrbye [25]). It is important for nurs-
ing managers and hospital administrators to adjust the workload of
non-patient care items and allow nurses to devote more time to pa-
tient care. Self-care was the second most mentioned item that nurses
wanted to spend more time on. With Singapore already facing a nurs-
ing shortage (Chua [9]) before the COVID-19 pandemic, the nursing
manpower shortage was felt even more acutely during the pandemic,
further straining the already stretched nursing resources (Chia [10]).
Several new initiatives to support the mental well-being of nurses
were then launched, which included mental wellness training, self-
care and research programmes, online chat bots, peer-support net-
works, and counselling services (MOH [4]). However, for nurses that
mentioned self-care, they wanted enforcement of sufficient break
times and mandatory rest days. Hence, it is instrumental to support
the mental well-being of nurses, and this includes sufficient break
times and mandatory rest days as well.
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Accomplishment

Based on our results, completing daily tasks was the greatest
self-reported factor for feeling a sense of accomplishment, followed
by ending work on time, and subsequently patient recovery. Complet-
ing daily tasks has been linked to personal accomplishment, and it
has an effect on the well-being of an individual (Donaldson [28]). A
sense of accomplishment has an effect on the reward system path-
way in the body, and tasks with intermediate difficulty induces the
greatest sense of achievement (Nakai [29]). This result may be of in-
terest to nurse managers and hospital administrators in understand-
ing the perspective and mindset of their nurses. Understanding and
creating a manageable set of daily tasks would be critical in defining
the nurses’ perception of their ability, as well as promoting a sense of
accomplishment. Ending work on time was the second most self-re-
ported factor for accomplishment. We postulate that this could be due
to the intense workload the nurses face on a daily basis. Moreover,
all the surveyed nurses reported working overtime weekly. Several
possible reasons for working overtime include pressure to conform,
a high workload, enhancing self-development (Watanabe [30]), and
extra overtime income (Stimpfe [31]). Working overtime involuntari-
ly demonstrated a detrimental effect on mental health and work en-
gagement at both the ward and personal level (Watanabe [30,31]).
Nursing managers and hospital administrators could take extra steps
to investigate this issue.

Influencing Factor to Stay

The greatest factors for nurses staying on in the hospital were a
comfortable working environment, followed by good colleagues, and
the salary. Having a comfortable working environment is essential
for the psychological health of nurses, and the work environment is
a significant factor for the retention of nurses (Wei [32]). Research
has shown that a comfortable working environment provides nurs-
es with perceptions of autonomy, control over their practice, good
nurse-physician relationships, as well as organisational support
(Cortelyou-Ward [33]). Nursing managers and hospital administra-
tors could take into consideration how nurses are coping with their
working environment and colleagues on a regular basis. Retention
rates for newly graduated nurses were significantly higher in work-
ing environments that were rated healthy or very healthy compared
to working environments that needed improvement (Kramer [34]).
Quarterly review of the nurses’ working environment could be im-
plemented to promote a comfortable working environment as well as
improve the retention of nurses [35-39].

Limitations

Our study consisted of nurses from one hospital and might not
be representative of the situation at other hospitals in Singapore.
Only enrolled and staff nurses were involved in this study while other
healthcare professionals were not accounted for.

Conclusion

Patient care is at the heart of nursing but the high workload, man-
power shortage and workplace inefficiency have contributed to burn-
out and less time spent on patient care. Nursing managers and hospi-
tal administrators must examine what influences nurses to stay, and
what gives them a sense of accomplishment in order to retain nurses.
Developing retention strategies and interventions, along with exam-
ining their effectiveness, are highly recommended for future research.
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