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ABSTRACT

Fostering employee well-being and creating pos-
itive workplace culture provides important com-
petitive advantages for recruiting workers. The
key factor influencing well-being at work is the
intrinsic motivation experienced by employees.
Ryan and Deci’s self-determination theory on
human motivation distinguishes intrinsic and ex-
trinsic motivation. Three basic psychological
needs that must be satisfied to foster intrinsic
motivation are autonomy, competence, and re-
latedness. The aim of the study was to describe
surgical nurses’ experiences with their intrinsic
work motivation. A descriptive qualitative study
was conducted at a single Finnish hospital. For
data collection, 12 nurses participated in three
focus-group interviews. Deductive and induc-
tive content analyses were used. The experience
with autonomy refers to the possibility of hav-
ing influence and a sense of control over one’s
work. The experience with competence arises
from meaningful work tasks, self-efficiency and
feedback. The experience with relatedness re-
lates to doing good for others and feeling a
sense of community and an appreciation of
one’s profession on a social level. Making man-
agerial appreciation visible in workplace com-
munities and developing methods for daily feed-
back could improve opportunities for nurses to
experience intrinsic motivation and thus in-
crease well-being at work.
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Tyontekijoiden hyvinvoinnin edistiminen ja po-
sitiivinen tyopaikkakulttuuri ovat merkittavid kil-
pailuetuja tyontekijoiden rekrytoinnissa. Keskei-
nen tyohyvinvointiin vaikuttava tekija on tyonte-
kijoiden kokema sisiinen motivaatio. Ryanin ja
Decin itseohjautuvuusteoria erottaa sisdisen ja ul-
koisen motivaation. Itseohjautuvuusteorian mu-
kaan sisdisen motivaation kehittymisen edellytyk-
send on ihmisen kolmen psykologisen perustar-
peen, autonomian, kyvykkyyden ja yhteisollisyy-
den, tyydyttyminen. Tidmin laadullisen tutkimuk-
sen tavoitteena oli kuvata kirurgisten sairaanhoi-
tajien kokemuksia sisidisestd tyomotivaatiosta. Tut-
kimus toteutettiin yhden sairaalan kirurgisella
osastolla. Aineisto kerittiin focus group -haastat-
teluilla (n = 3), joihin osallistui kaikki osaston 12
sairaanhoitajaa. Aineisto analysoitiin deduktiivi-
sella ja induktiivisella sisdllon analyysilld. Tulos-
ten mukaan autonomian kokemus viittaa mah-
dollisuuteen vaikuttaa omaan tydhon sekid tyon
hallinnan tunteeseen. Kokemus kyvykkyydesti
syntyy merkityksellisistd tyotehtdvistd, mindpys-
tyvyyden tunteesta ja palautteen saamisesta. Yh-
teenkuuluvuuden tunteen kokemus liittyy mah-
dollisuuteen tehdi hyvii muille ihmisille, yhtei-
sollisyyden tunteeseen sekid hoitotydon sosiaali-
seen arvostukseen yhteiskunnassa. Johdon tuki
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ja arvostus sekd jatkuvan palautteen saaminen
paivittdisestd tyostd ovat tarkeitd sairaanhoitajien
sisdisen tydmotivaation kokemisen kannalta. Tyo-
yhteisoissi tulisi kehittidd tapoja, joilla tyonteki-
joiden arvostaminen tehdiddn nikyviksi. Lisiksi
tyopaikoilla tulisi kehittid erilaisia pdivittdisen
palautteen antamisen menetelmii.

Asiasanat: kirurginen hoitoty0, tydmotivaatio, si-
sdinen motivaatio, autonomia, kyvykkyys, yh-
teenkuuluvuus

competence, and relatedness.

their work as well as feeling in control.

feedback in their day-to-day work.

What is already known about the research topic?

* Motivation plays an important role in the well-being of employees in the workplace.
* Basic psychological needs that must be satisfied to foster intrinsic motivation are autonomy,

* Nurses’ work motivation is influenced by both intrinsic and extrinsic motivational factors.

What new information does the article bring?

* The autonomy experienced by nurses is affected by the ability to have an influence on

* Nurses’ experience with competence arises from having meaningful work tasks, feeling a
sense of self-efficiency, and receiving feedback.

* Nurses’ experience with relatedness emerges from the opportunity to do something good
for other people, and to feel a sense of community and social appreciation of the profession.

What is the significance of the research for nursing, nursing education and management?

* In healthcare management, more attention could be paid to promoting nurse autonomy.
This may help enhance patient safety and decrease nurse turnover.
* Workplace communities should develop standard practices of giving nurses continuous

* Healthcare management should be encouraged to give nurses recognition for their work,
since this may lead to an increase in well-being at work and decrease burnout.

Introduction

The world currently faces a shortage of
nurses, and many employers are finding it
challenging to recruit enough skilled and
motivated healthcare workers (World Health
Organization [WHO] 2020). It’s estimated
that 35%-60% of nurses leave the profes-
sion in their early careers (Eckerson 2018),
which is especially worrying for the sub-
stantial reduction this means for the global
health workforce, especially in developed
countries (WHO 2020). Employing motivat-
ed nurses is highly important; intrinsically

motivated nurses provide safe patient care
(Toode et al. 2015). The quality of care is
associated with high-ranking hospital work
environments (Aiken et al. 2012). The mo-
tivation experienced by employees is a key
factor influencing workplace well-being
(Deci & Ryan 2008). Of great concern at this
time is hospital nurses—even more than
community nurses—experiencing emotion-
al exhaustion and depersonalisation. For
hospital nurses, motivation and empathy are
strongly correlated, and a significant miti-
gating factor for these is burnout. (Dor et
al. 2021.) Globally, hospitals cannot afford
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to lose any nurses from burnout or any other
condition. Nurse turnover is a major finan-
cial problem that causes direct and indirect
costs for healthcare organisations (Roche et
al. 2015). Fostering employee well-being
and creating positive workplace cultures
present important competitive advantages
when recruiting workers and making sure
they remain in the nursing field (Hahtela et
al. 2015, Li et al. 2019).

Ryan and Deci’s (2000) self-determina-
tion theory (SDT) on human motivation
makes a distinction between two types of
motivation: intrinsic and extrinsic motiva-
tion. Intrinsic motivation refers to the de-
sire to do an activity for its own sake and
the inherent satisfaction it generates. Extrin-
sic motivation refers to the performance of
an activity to gain some external outcome.
In self-determination, three main intrinsic
needs are involved: autonomy, competence,
and relatedness. When these three innate
psychological needs are satisfied, self-mo-
tivation is enhanced. (Ryan & Deci 2000).
Autonomy refers to an individual’s ability
to act of their own will and control their
lives and behaviour. Competence refers to
the development of knowledge and skills,
and mastery over tasks important to indi-
viduals and society in general. A sense of
relatedness arises when individuals feel con-
nected to others and are able to do good
for others through their actions.

The three psychological needs mentioned
above act as predictors of employee well-
being (Ryan & Deci 2008). Employees whose
basic psychological needs are satisfied are
more committed to their organisations and
less prone to change jobs (Van den Broeck
et al. 2010). Of particular importance is au-
tonomous motivation, which ‘involves be-
having with a full sense of volition and
choice’ (Deci & Ryan 2008). Intrinsically mo-
tivated individuals feel enthusiasm for their
work, not just the external rewards from
their jobs (Gagne & Deci 2005). Autono-
mous motivation fosters nurses’ proactive

work behaviour, such as monitoring patient
status. Workgroup commitment enhances
nurses’ self-determination in pursuing their
nursing activities. (Galletta et al. 2019.) Au-
tonomous motivation is especially impor-
tant in preventing nurses from leaving the
profession (Fernet et al. 2017). Working
then, under that type of external motiva-
tion, causes fatigue at work, especially for
new nurses. This leads them to develop sub-
optimal motivation towards their work and
thus may impair their well-being at work.
(Austin et al. 2020.) On the other hand, the
same factor can act as an intrinsic or extrin-
sic motivator. For example, feedback given
by the management can be perceived dif-
ferently depending on the situation: if feed-
back is given to improve the quality of care
or the well-being of nurses, then it has a
positive effect on work engagement, where-
as giving feedback that emanates from rules
and regulations is perceived as negative. Re-
garding the latter, that feedback can become
one of the factors leading to burnout. (Gies-
bers et al. 2021.)

Appreciation has been ranked by nurses
as the most effective motivational factor
(Kantek et al. 2015). Other motivational fac-
tors include personal values and character-
istics (Koch et al. 20106), training (Perreira
et al. 2016), financial incentives (Perreira et
al. 2016, Deressa & Zeru, 2019), good col-
laboration (Perreira et al. 2016, Ahlstedt et
al. 2019), suitable working hours (Toode et
al. 2011), opportunities to help others (Koch
et al. 2014, Ahlstedt et al. 2019), interper-
sonal support and respect among colleagues
and physicians (Ahlstedt et al. 2019) and
meaningful work (Perreira et al. 2016, Ahl-
stedt et al. 2019). For younger nurses, work
motivation and autonomy are important
contributors to work satisfaction, but, for
them, supportive leadership is especially
significant (O’Hara et al. 2019).

This study was part of a larger project to
develop a gamification intervention and
evaluate its effects on nurses’ work motiva-



tion. The results of the intervention study
are described in another article. As for the
success of the intervention implementation
in a hospital setting, it was important to un-
derstand the motivation experienced by par-
ticipating nurses in the development and
implementation of the intervention. Thus,
the aim of this study was to describe surgi-
cal nurses’ experiences with their intrinsic
work motivation.

Method
Data Collection

This qualitative descriptive study was
conducted in one surgical ward at a central
hospital in Finland. Purposive sampling
(Burns & Grove 2005) was used to recruit
nurses. Participation was intended for the
entire nursing staff of one ward since the
purpose was to involve all the nurses in the
development of the gamification interven-
tion. A ward with a small number of staff
members was selected. All the nurses (n =
12) working in the ward participated in the
study. In December 2017, three focus group
interviews were conducted, each with four
nurses, in a room in their workplace, with-
out interference from other participants
(Doody et al. 2013). The nurses were asked
to describe their intrinsic work motivation.
The audio-recorded interviews lasted for a
total of 134 minutes and were transcribed
verbatim. The researcher who collected the
data was a person from outside the ward
who did not know the ward nor any of the
nurses prior to the study.

Analysis

The data were analysed by using deduc-
tive and inductive content analysis (Elo &
Kyngis 2008). First, one researcher (JMK)
carefully reviewed the interview transcripts
several times to become familiar with the
data. Second, a categorisation matrix was cre-
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ated for deductive analysis, based on Ryan
and Deci’s (2000) SDT on three innate psy-
chological needs (autonomy, competence
and relatedness). Third, original phrases and
sentences, and reduced expressions of orig-
inal phrases and sentences, were identified
and coded into the matrix. Fourth, the codes
were inductively synthesised into subcatego-
ries. At this point, the research group criti-
cally assessed the analysis and reached con-
sensus on refining the subcategories.

Ethical Considerations

The study followed accepted scientific
practice (Finnish Advisory Board on Re-
search Integrity 2012). Permission to con-
duct the study was obtained from the chief
physician at the central hospital. Ethical ap-
proval was obtained from the Ethics Com-
mittee of Satakunta Higher Education Insti-
tution on 27 December 2017. The partici-
pants gave their consent to participate after
they were informed about the procedures
involved in the research and the length of
time of participation. They were told that
participation was confidential and voluntary
and that refusal to participate would not re-
sult in any consequences or affect their work
in any way. Further, they were informed that
they could withdraw from the study at any
time without consequences.

Findings

All participants were registered nurses
with at least one year of work experience
in surgical nursing. Most of the nurses were
permanently employed, while some had
fixed-term contracts.

The nurses’ experiences with intrinsic
motivation in their day-to-day work were
described through three main categories:
Experience with autonomy, experience with
competence and experience with related-
ness (Figure 1).
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Possibiliy to influence

Experience with autonomy

one’s work

Sense of control

Meaningful work tasks

Nurses’ intrinsic
work motivation

Experience with competence

Self-effiency

Feedback

Doing good for others

Experience with relatedness

A sense of community

Social appreciation
of the profession

Figure 1. Nurses’ experiences with intrinsic motivation in their day-to-day work

Experience with Autonomy

The experience with autonomy consisted
of the possibility of having an influence and
a sense of control over one’s work (Figure
1). First, the possibility of having influence
over one’s work refers to the ability of cont-
ributing to a workplace culture and influen-
cing the ways things are done, as well as
what decisions are made and how work
shifts are decided. The nurses felt that they
had opportunities to change the ward’s prac-
tices and had been able to influence how
work was done. Scheduling their shifts was
important, as it increased equality among
the nurses. There were some negative com-
ments related to management culture.

‘We actually bave our own workplace
culture and habits bere that are a bit dif-
[ferent from bhow things used to be’. [FG2]

‘Work is managed from above, and you
will not get a moment of peace to do
work because the operation of the ward
is changing all the time’. [FG2]

Second, a sense of control refers to cer-
tainty about the future of the ward and the
continuation of work. The nurses expressed
concerns about disruptions to their sense
of control and changes to the national
healthcare sector. Overall, the participants
claimed that management’s decisions were
not far-reaching enough, and no one knew
about upcoming operational changes in the
ward. Work could not be done properly with
it constantly changing.

T know, however, that there will be work;
the work will continue. It's a different
matter with how it will continue’. [FG3]

Actually, that [continuation of work] is
where the uncertainty about the future
comes from; it has really reduced the joy
of work’. [FG3]

Experience with Competence

The experience with competence consist-
ed of meaningful work tasks, self-efficien-



cy and feedback (Figure 1). First, meaning-
ful work tasks refer to work engagement,
the versatility of work tasks and the chal-
lenges of work. Variations in work tasks af-
fect the meaningfulness of work. Challeng-
ing patient cases that demand strong exper-
tise created interest in work, while simple
patient cases reduced motivation. The chal-
lenge for the nurses was to manage a vari-
ety of factors related to different medical
specialties, and, importantly, keeping up to
date with new information. The nurses felt
that time passed quickly when they were
excited about the job.

1 feel it comes from this variety. We have
so mamny specialties and I like that. There
is not one that is the same. That’s what
makes it meaningful.’ [FG1]

Yes, in that way, it becomes interesting
when there are somewhat bigger and
more special issues, when something re-
ally needs to be taken care of and re-
quires a little change in thinking’. [FG2]

Second, self-efficiency consists of having
expertise, managing challenging situations
and creating routine. The nurses reported
that they had good knowledge of their field
and rarely faced situations when they did
not know what to do. They described ex-
pertise as understanding to which special-
ists they needed to turn. A sense of satis-
faction arises from managing numerous sick
patients with few resources. Creating rou-
tine aided the performance of daily tasks.

T know a lot of things in this area, and
I rarely bave situations where I do not
know how to act’. [FG3]

Third, feedback referred to having posi-
tive, negative and no feedback. Praise from
colleagues, patients, and their relatives mo-
tivated the nurses. A common view among
the interviewees was that they did not get
any praise from management and, indeed,
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no longer even expected it. At ward meet-
ings, patient complaints were always men-
tioned, while positive issues were never dis-
cussed. A job well done went unnoticed. In-
terviewees suggested that a negative thing,
such as a patient complaint, could be said in
a more positive manner. In general, the par-
ticipants expressed that small salaries did not
reward nurses, and they did not believe that
their wages would ever improve.

‘No one says that I've discharged that pa-
tient well, or “Thank you. Good work”.’
[FG2]

‘Good feedback motivates you. You get it
too rarely. But it motivates you'. [FG3]

Experience with Relatedness

The experience with relatedness consists
of doing good for others, a sense of com-
munity and social appreciation of the pro-
fession (Figure 1). First, doing good for oth-
ers refers to the ability to help patients and
to interact with different people. The nurs-
es felt that it was important that they could
do good for others and reported that help-
ing patients felt special.

‘Well, for example, you can really do
something for another person.’ [FG1]

It is a good feeling if you have done
something to improve their quality of
life’. [FG1]

Second, a sense of community refers to
a good atmosphere in the ward and confi-
dentiality in the workplace community. The
relationships between all the staff members
were described as good. A good atmosphere
motivated the respondents to make their
best contributions to the work community.
The interviewees felt that they were com-
mitted to asking for help from each other
and could seek out information together.
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All the participants described that they sin-
cerely desired to help others in everyday
tasks. An atmosphere of confidentiality also
made it possible to share knowledge and
skills with others.

‘And we have a terribly good working
community. It's good to be here.” [FG1]

‘Everyone is always ready to help each
other’ [FG2]

It helps to get practical knowledge from
them, from colleagues’. [FG3]

Third, social appreciation of the profes-
sion refers to the valuing (or lack thereof)
of professional competence, recognition of
professional skills and recognising profes-
sionals’ voices. The participants unanimous-
ly expressed that the nurses’ professional
skills were not appreciated. Some suggest-
ed that nurses’ voices were not heard. Par-
ticipants expressed their feelings that man-
agement did not show appreciation for the
nurses’ work. They also expressed concerns
about the poor reputation of the nursing
profession in society. However, some be-
lieved that doctors appreciated nurses’ work.
One participant stated that better wages
would show some sign of appreciation.

T wonder about the bad reputation of
our profession in the hierarchy of work
and in society’. [FG3]

‘This is something that you bear: [nurses’
work] is hard to measure. Only neglect
and deficiencies are noticed. This is a lit-
tle bit like a cleaner’s job: it is only visible
when it stops being done’. [FG3]

Discussion

The aim of this study was to describe sur-
gical nurses’ experiences with their intrin-

sic work motivation. The results showed that
employees’ well-being can be ensured by
satisfying their needs for autonomy, com-
petence and relatedness in the workplace,
which fall in line with previous studies (Van
den Broeck et al. 2010, Fernet et al. 2017).
From the perspective of the autonomy they
experienced, the surgical nurses felt that
they had the opportunity to influence their
ways of working, and they found that mo-
tivating. Consistent with previous literature
(Deci & Ryan 2008, Toode et al. 2011, Fer-
net et al. 2017), this study found that a
nurse’s need for autonomy is satisfied when
they have control over their tasks and work-
related decision-making. This autonomy ex-
perienced by nurses is significant for pa-
tient safety: autonomous motivation fosters
proactive behaviour (Galletta et al. 2019).
This is evident in surgical nursing when, for
example, a nurse recognises a deteriorating
patient, an element at the core of postop-
erative care. On the other hand, the nurses
felt that work was being managed from
above, which diminished their sense of con-
trol. According to the results, continuous
changes in the ward somewhat disturbed
the nurses’ experience with autonomy. Not
being informed about changes early enough
reduced nurses’ motivation and sense of
well-being in the workplace. This is an im-
portant observation, since previous results
have shown that autonomous motivation
prevents nurses from leaving the profession
(Fernet et al. 2017).

Based on these results, managing diverse
situations and having challenging patient
cases made nurses feel that they were com-
petent in their work, with this experience
of competence enhanced by positive feed-
back from colleagues and patients. Very lit-
tle information was found in the previous
literature on the importance of feedback in
nurses’ work motivation. Positive feedback
may not have been considered an impor-
tant motivational factor. An important find-
ing of this study was that work that was



done well was not praised by management.
A possible explanation for this might be that
managers are not used to giving constant
or daily feedback on the work they expect
employees to do well. Another explanation
may be that ward managers fail to provide
feedback in such a way that nurses under-
stand the reason why it’s being given, e.g.,
quality of care or regulations (Giesbers et
al. 2021). Failing to receive recognition for
one’s work may decrease motivation and
have serious effects on well-being at work
(Ahlstedt et al. 2019), and at worst cause
burnout (Giesbers et al. 2021).

One obvious finding to emerge from the
analysis was that their contributing to the
improvement of patients’ quality of life was
a significant factor in nurses’ intrinsic work
motivation. Another important finding was
that support and respect between colleagues
had a positive impact on work motivation,
while lack of support and appreciation from
management reduced well-being at work.
The study’s results confirm previous find-
ings of the importance of appreciation for
the profession as a motivational factor
(Kantek et al. 2015). Employers, therefore,
should invest in developing supportive hos-
pital-practice environments in which nurs-
es can feel appreciated for their profession-
al competence and for providing the best
possible patient care. Doing so could de-
crease turnover (Li et al. 2019) at a relative-
ly low cost. Maintaining good work motiva-
tion in hospitals is also economically im-
portant, as nurse turnover is expensive
(Roche et al. 2015). Organisations cannot
afford this on top of other financial burdens
in health care, such as increasing workforce
shortages and ageing populations. Improv-
ing workers’ intrinsic work motivation could
increase the attractiveness of the nursing
field, helping to ensure the availability of
skilled labour.

Koivisto, Multisilta, Haavisto 109

Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness is assessed by address-
ing its credibility, dependability and trans-
ferability (Burns & Grove 2005). When con-
sidering credibility, appropriate data collec-
tion as well as appropriate selection of par-
ticipants and data analysis is essential
(Graneheim & Lundman 2004). In this study,
the focus-group interview was selected as
the best data collection method for obtain-
ing in-depth information on the perspec-
tives of nurses. In addition, focus-group in-
terviews can expect to provide richer data
than an individual approach (Doody et al.
2013). Purposive sampling allowed for the
study to have informants with the best
knowledge. The limited amount of research
material and the low number of informants
can be seen as a limitation. However, the
nurses provided a comprehensive perspec-
tive on the intrinsic motivation, and data
saturation was achieved. The strength of the
study was having two researchers (JKM, EH)
conduct the analysis. Objectivity was con-
sidered, as the researchers actively sought
to be aware of their attitudes and beliefs to
prevent them from affecting the research.
The careful reporting of results and the use
of original quotations from the participants
enhanced its credibility (Lincoln & Guba
1985). Dependability refers to the consist-
ency of the research process and method
(Lincoln & Cuba 1985). The question was
the same in all focus groups. Dependabili-
ty was verified through exact description of
the research process. Context description
allows for an assessment of the transfera-
bility of the results (Graneheim & Lundman
2004). The results can be transferred to sim-
ilar nursing contexts. In addition, transfer-
ability will be confirmed later by an inter-
vention study.
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Conclusion

Overall, the results showed that nurses
experienced intrinsic motivation, while a
need for autonomy, competence, and relat-
edness were satisfied. However, issues
emerged that reduced motivation. This study
highlights the importance of managerial
support and appreciation in nurses’ work
motivation. The practical implication of the
results is that workplace communities
should develop ways of making mutual re-
spect and appreciation visible. Another sig-
nificant finding to emerge from this study
is the importance of getting continuous
feedback on day-to-day work; it is recom-
mended that various methods of giving daily
feedback in the workplace be developed.
Further research should be conducted to
develop and explore different ways of mak-
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