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With the current nursing shortage, it is crucial to

understand the aspects of the nursing work environment

that are related to turnover in new generation nurses. The

Practice Environment Scale of the Nursing Work Index

was administered to new nurses in Quebec from different

generations to determine what domains of the work

environment were related to turnover intention. Results can

help nurses in leadership and development positions target

interventions to retain new graduates.

P redictive modeling has revealed a warning that
the nursing profession in many countries will face
another serious shortage in the coming years

(Duffield & O’Brien-Pallas, 2003; Goodin, 2003; O’Brien-
Pallas & Hayes, 2008). This nursing shortage is occurring
in a work environment with increased patient acuity, high
patient loads, perception of limited management support,
and dissatisfaction among nurses (O’Brien-Pallas & Hayes,
2008). Fortunately, despite these difficulties, many young
people are still pursuing studies in nursing, and in the
midst of the chaos, the nursing profession is welcoming
a new generation of nurses, members of Generation Y,
born between 1981 and 2000 and also known as the Net
Generation, Millennials, Nexters, Bridgers, and Echo
Boomers (Stuenkel, Cohen, & Cuesta, 2005). Generation
X nurses are born between 1965 and 1980 (or between
1961 and 1980 depending on the definition; Boychuk
Duchscher & Cowin, 2004; Howe & Strauss, 2000). Health-

care organizations are now challenged to retain the new
Generation Y nurses and to understand why they are
leaving their nursing careers prematurely (Lavoie-Trem-
blay et al., 2008).

Although a variety of factors (e.g., individual person-
ality differences, physical work space) have been found
to influence turnover, the ‘‘nursing work environment’’ is
strongly related to turnover (Hayes et al., 2006; Irvine &
Evans, 1995). The relationship between turnover and
nursing work environment first emerged in the literature
in the Magnet hospital studies from the 1980s (McClure,
Poulin, Sovie, & Wandelt, 1983). Various aspects of the
work environment were related to decreased job turn-
over and increased employee satisfaction in Magnet
hospitals as compared with those without a Magnet desig-
nation. Magnet hospital studies have demonstrated that
work environment is associated with improved patient
care and nurse retention (Buchan, 1999; Fuszard, Green,
Kujala, & Talley, 1994). This evidence from the Magnet
hospital experience demonstrates the necessity of ex-
amining nursing practice environments (Friese, 2005).
However, few studies investigated the perception of
the work environment on the basis of Magnet hospital
factors and the intent to quit among the new generation
of nurses. In this article, the authors address this issue by
investigating the practice work environment and the in-
tent to quit among new nurses from Generation Y and
suggesting strategies to reduce nurses’ turnover.

LITERATURE REVIEW
It has been shown that new graduate nurses have a higher
turnover rate within the first year of practice (35%Y61%)
compared with the average reported turnover rate of
8.4% for registered nurses in 2007 (Halfer & Graf, 2006;
PricewaterhouseCoopers’ Health Research Institute,
2007) in one sample. Thus, there has been a call for inquiry
into the new graduate nurse experience that extends be-
yond the initial orientation phase. Several researchers have
examined the direct (Beecroft, Dorey, & Wenten, 2008) or
indirect (Beecroft et al., 2008; Halfer & Graf, 2006; Kovner
et al., 2007; Suzuki, Itomine, Saito, Katsuki, & Sato, 2008;
Wangensteen, Johansson, & Nordstrom, 2008) relation-
ships between work environment and turnover with new
graduate nurses.

Melanie Lavoie-Tremblay, PhD, RN, FRSQ Career Award Junior 1, is
Assistant Professor, McGill University School of Nursing, Montréal,
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Montréal, Québec, Canada.

Caroline Marchionni, MSc Admin, RN, is Knowledge Broker, McGill
University Health Centre, Montréal, Québec, Canada.
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In one study of new nurses, 22% of respondents cited
the work environment as the reason for leaving their first
job (Bowles & Candela, 2005). Specific aspects of the
work environment that led to a decision to leave were
the lack of support and guidance, concerns about hospi-
tal management, and being given too much responsibil-
ity too early. Halfer and Graf (2006) examined new
graduate nurses’ perceptions of the work environment
and job satisfaction in the first 18 months of employment.
There was a 20% turnover after 12 months. Scheduling
and staffing were integrally linked to job satisfaction
(Halfer & Graf, 2006). Beecroft et al. (2008), who per-
formed a multivariate analysis examining various aspects
of the work environment on new nurses’ intent to leave
work, included control over practice (autonomy, decision
making) and opportunities for advancement and promo-
tion (empowerment, job satisfaction) in their description
of the nurse work environment. Findings indicated that
within the work environment factors, overall satisfaction
with the job and with pay were related to decreased like-
lihood of job turnover.

Recently, researchers have examined the relationship
between practice environment and nurse job turnover,
specifically from a generational perspective. Generation
Y was raised in the ‘‘Era of the Child’’ (Kupperschmidt,
2006), with parents who nurtured and structured their lives
(Sherman, 2006). They are characterized as being self-
sufficient, inquiring, and technologically advanced (Walker
et al., 2006). Their older peers from Generation X born be-
tween 1965 and 1980 (or between 1961 and 1980) are
‘‘skeptical, cynical, anti-institutional, nonconformist, and
radically individualistic’’ (Boychuk Duscher & Cowin,
2004, p. 496). They were raised in families where parents
were often preoccupied with work; thus, these children
became self-reliant from an early age (Weston, 2001).

The way individuals from each generation act at work
depends not only on their perceptions of the practice en-
vironment but also on whether their distinct generational
values are supported in that environment (Farag, 2008).
Perceptions of the work environment vary between
generations and consequently may differentially affect
turnover. Stuenkel et al. (2005) examined generational dif-
ferences in perceptions of the practice environment among
Baby Boomers and Generation X nurses. Generation X
nurses perceived more support from superiors than did
Baby Boomers. These findings were in contrast to a study
by Farag (2008) performed with nurses from three non-
Magnet community hospitals in the United States. There
were statistically significant differences between nurses
from two age groups in the study by Farag in the nurses’
perceptions of administrative support and warmth and be-
longing. Older nurses weremore likely to perceive that the
practice environment promoted a sense of belonging, and
they also felt well supported by hospital administration.

With regard to turnover per se, nurses born after 1975
most often expressed dissatisfaction with the organiza-
tional system and reported this as another reason they
would leave a job as reported by Takase et al. (2009). Spe-
cifically, they reported a perceived lack of opportunity for
professional improvement and inadequate working con-
ditions, including excess workloads and stressful interac-
tions with nurse and physician colleagues.

NURSING PRACTICE ENVIRONMENT
Nursing job turnover has been conceptualized by a vari-
ety of models (Hinshaw, Smeltzer, & Atwood, 1987; Price
& Mueller, 1981). Clearly, certain scholars believe that the
practice environment may have a stronger relationship to
job satisfaction and intent to stay for nurses than personal
variables such as experience, length of tenure, or age
(Irvine & Evans, 1995). This current study used the
Practice Environment Scale of the Nursing Work Index
(PES-NWI) as a framework for examining the work envi-
ronment and how it influences turnover in Generation Y
nurses. The PES-NWI provides a profile of five key do-
mains in the nursing practice environment of the Magnet
Hospitals and includes (a) nurse participation in hospital
affairs, (b) nursing foundations for quality of care, (c) nurse
manager ability, leadership, and support of nurses, (d)
staffing and resource adequacy , and (e) collegial nurseY
physician relations (Lake, 2002).

THE STUDY
Aim
The aim of this correlational descriptive design study
was to investigate which domains of the nursing practice
work environment influence the intent to leave a job
among Generation Y new nurses.

Participants
In April 2007, the principal researcher and the research as-
sistant contacted all the directors and deans of the English
and French language colleges and universities in Quebec,
Canada, by telephone or e-mail. In Quebec, students have
the option of pursuing a technical college diploma in nurs-
ing (a 3-year postsecondary program) or completing a
2-year college science preparatory program and then
a 3-year bachelor of nursing degree. The objective of
the study was explained, and the directors who agreed
to participate named a key resource person. The research
assistant contacted the resource people to determine if they
would be amenable to distributing the questionnaires in
their classes. If they agreed, questionnaires, information
and consent forms, and a return envelope were pro-
vided. Students who agreed to participate were offered
time in class to complete the documents, which were
then collected and returned via courier. In some cases,
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questionnaires were distributed directly to students (when
the examination period had started for example). The
10-minute questionnaire was developed by the Nursing
Health Services Research Unit (2004) and included
questions about the students’ actual and future career
plans, the preferred work environments, and the chal-
lenges faced as they were to enter the workforce. The
last question on the questionnaires asked the students
to provide their e-mail addresses so they could be in-
vited to participate in a follow-up study 8 months later
about their retention in their new nursing jobs. Thirty-
three colleges and one university in Quebec, Canada,
participated in this study. A total of 1,005 graduating
nurses completed the first questionnaire in class and
485 students provided their e-mail addresses.

Data Collection
The 485 participants who provide their e-mail addresses
were invited via e-mail to log on to an online survey
Web site to complete the questionnaire created by the
research team. Questions addressed the work environ-
ment, the turnover intentions, and the demographics. A
reminder e-mail was sent 2 weeks after the first one to
maximize the response rate. A total of 150 participants
completed the survey, and all questionnaires were com-
pleted adequately. Thus, the response rate was 31.3%.
However, only 145 participants were selected to be a
part of the study. Five participants were excluded. Four
participants actually represented the Baby Boomer gen-
eration and were consequently too old. One participant
neglected to give his or her age.

Study Instruments

Sociodemographic variables
Sociodemographic data were collected from all partici-
pants. Participants were asked to report their age, gender,
and academic background. Participants were grouped
into age categories that were established by the provincial
nursing licensing board. The category 24 years old or less
represented Generation Y (born after 1981/1984); the cat-
egory 25 to 44 years old represented Generation X (born
between 1961 and 1965Y1980). Respondents also indi-
cated the type of institution for which they currently
worked, their job title and department, and their employ-
ment status and usual schedule type.

Practice environment scale of the nursing work index
The 31-item PES-NWI (Lake, 2002) was used in this
study. This is a revised version of the original 65-item
tool. The PES-NWI contains five subscales that measure
key domains in the hospital environment that support
professional nursing practice: nurse participation in hos-
pital affairs, nursing foundations for quality care, nurse

manager ability, leadership and support of nurses, and
collegial nurseYphysician relations (Lake, 2002). Items
are rated on a 4-point Likert-type scale, with anchors rang-
ing from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). The
neutral midpoint of the scale is 2.5. The PES-NWI has
been examined and compared with other tools measuring
the nursing practice environment (e.g., Revised Nursing
Work Index, Work Environment Scale, and Job Character-
istics Inventory) and has been proposed as the most useful
of these tools (Lake, 2007). As an indicator of reliability,
Cronbach’s alphas were calculated for each subscale. The
researchers obtained an alpha of .82 for ‘‘nurse participa-
tion in hospital affairs,’’ .73 for ‘‘nursing foundations for
quality care’’ and ‘‘nurse manager ability,’’ .79 for ‘‘leader-
ship and support of nurses’’ domain, and lastly .87 for
‘‘collegial nurseYphysician relations.’’ This is similar to the
values obtained in other studies (Lake, 2007). For turnover
intention, a global measure of an individual’s intention to
leave his or her employment or profession was a single,
dichotomous, yes/no question.

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
The study was approved by the institutional review board
at McGill University. All participants received an e-mail
explaining the purpose and the procedures of the study.
Consent to participate was assumed by the respondents’
choice to complete the questionnaire on the Web site. Re-
spondents’ participation remained strictly confidential. All
data gathered from the Web survey were coded into a
database separate from the e-mail addresses that could
identify participants.

DATA ANALYSIS
First, descriptive statistics were calculated for all vari-
ables. Then, univariate analyses of variance were done
to evaluate if there were differences on the PES-NWI
subscales scores. To address the aim, the researchers
performed point-biserial correlation analysis to assess
the degree of association between the five PES-NWI sub-
scales and intent to leave the current position or the
profession. The researchers performed cross-tabulations
with chi-square tests (p = .05) to describe the association
between the age groups and both intent to quit variables.
All the aforementioned analyses were conducted using
the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (Version 16;
SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL).

RESULTS
Of the 145 final participants, the majority were women
(n = 124; 85.5%). A total of 86 participants were 24 years
or younger (58.3%), thereby making them members of
Generation Y. Fifty-nine were between 25 and 44 years
old (40.7%), members of Generation X. In terms of edu-
cational preparation, 64.8% (n = 94) had attended a
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college-level nursing program, 34.5% (n = 50) were at-
tending or had graduated from a university program,
and 0.7% (n = 1) had a master’s degree. With regard to
employment status, 22.4% (n = 32) were full-time em-
ployees, 35.7% (n = 51) worked part time, and 42.0%
(n = 60) had part-time occasional status. More than half
(n = 79; 55.3%) worked on rotating shifts, 28.0% (n = 40)
on evening shift, 10.5% (n = 15) on night shift, and 6.3%
(n = 9) on day shift. The majority were working in a
teaching hospital (n = 71; 49.0%) or in a health and social
services center (n = 63; 43.4%). A few were working in
a university-affiliated hospital (n = 187; 11.7%). Note that
it was possible for a single respondent to work differ-
ent shifts in more than one hospital or organization at
a time. Although almost half of the participants intended
to quit their current position (n = 71; 49.0%), few intended
to quit the profession as a whole (n = 14; 9.7%). Scores for
each of the PES-NWI subscales are presented in Table 1.
For the whole sample, results are slightly positive for
‘‘nurse participation in hospital affairs,’’ ‘‘nursing founda-
tions for quality care,’’ ‘‘nurse manager ability,’’ and ‘‘col-
legial nurseYphysician relations’’ domains. Participants
reported slightly negative impressions of ‘‘leadership
and support of nurses’’ as indicated by the mean response
below the median value. Analyses of variance revealed
that there are no significant differences on the PES-NWI
on the basis of age group category.

Results of the point-biserial correlations analyses per-
formed between the PES-NWI domains and the various
intent to quit groups are shown in Table 2. The coding for
intent to quit data was ‘‘0’’ for the participants who wanted
to quit and ‘‘1’’ for the ones who wanted to stay. Thus, a ne-

gative correlation means that when the PES-NWI score is
low, there is a relationship with intent to quit. With regard
to intent to quit the current position, statistically significant
associations were obtained for ‘‘nurse participation in hos-
pital affairs,’’ ‘‘nursing foundations for quality care,’’ and
‘‘collegial nurseYphysician relations.’’ Significant results
were obtained for all five domains when they were as-
sociated with the intent to quit the profession category.
Significant correlations ranged between j.15 and j.24,
thus indicating weak relationships between variables.

TABLE 1 Mean Differences Between Age Groups on Each of the PES-NWI Subscales and
Overall Sample Results

Nurse Participation in
Hospital Affairs

Nursing Foundations for
Quality Care Nurse Manager Ability

Age Group (years) M SD F M SD F M SD F

15Y24 2.74 0.45

G1

2.89 0.42

G1

2.82 0.49

G125Y44 2.76 0.42 2.89 0.35 2.80 0.52

Total 2.75 0.44 2.89 0.39 2.81 0.50

Leadership and Support
of Nurses

Collegial NurseYPhysician
Relations

15Y24 2.28 0.64

G1

2.90 0.60

G125Y44 2.22 0.55 2.84 0.58

Total 2.26 0.60 2.88 0.59

Note. PES-NWI = Practice Environment Scale of the Nursing Work Index.

TABLE 2 Point-Biserial Correlations Between
the PES-NWI Subscales and the
Intent to Quit

Intent to Quit
Current

Position (rpb)

Intent
to Quit

Profession (rpb)

Nurse participation in
hospital affairs

j.17* j.19*

Nursing foundations for
quality care

j.15* j.24**

Nurse manager ability j.09 j.24**

Leadership and support
of nurses

j.09 j.23**

Collegial nurseYphysician
relations

j.16* j.16**

Note. PES-NWI = Practice Environment Scale of the Nursing Work Index.
*p G .05.
**p G .01.
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The chi-square analyses between age groups and the in-
tent to quit categories revealed no statistically significant
relationships (see Table 3).

DISCUSSION
Generational Perspectives on Practice
Environment and Turnover
The current study foundnodifference between newnurses
from Generations Y and X in terms of intentions to quit the
nursing profession or their current position, similar to re-
ports by Chan and Morrison (2000). This is contrary to
the inverse relationship between age and turnover that
has been documented for many years in the past (Kiyak,
Namazi, & Kahana, 1997; Lowery & Jacobsen, 1984). This
previous finding was attributed to the fact that older nurses
had increased job satisfaction and organizational commit-
ment compared with their younger peers (McNeese-Smith
& van Servellen, 2000). However, given the fact that all
nurses in this sample were novices with approximately
the same length of service, comparisons cannot be made
directly. In this study, statistically significant correlations
were found between low scores on the subscales of the
PES-NWI (‘‘nurse participation in hospital affairs,’’ ‘‘nurs-
ing foundations for quality care,’’ and ‘‘collegial nurseY
physician relations’’) and intention to quit the current
nursing position. Significant results were obtained for all
five subscales when they were associated with the intent
to quit the profession. However, there were no differences
as a function of age in this study.

The fact that there were no differences as a function
of age is an important finding. Farag (2008) reported dif-
ferences in the way nurses of varying ages perceived the
practice environment. Older nurses perceived their envi-
ronments as one of warmth and belonging, and they felt
they were well supported by hospital administration. To
support this, there were statistically significant differences

between the older and the younger nurses in their per-
ceptions of administrative support and warmth and be-
longing. These two aspects of the work environment
explained approximately 27% of the variance in nurses’
intention to quit. However, the Farag study did not control
for years of work experience as a nurse. That is, the added
years of experience rather than age per se may be the
mediating factor that explained these differences.

Takase et al. (2009) studied nurses in two different age
cohorts that roughly parallel the Generations X and Y di-
vide. For nurses born after 1975, losing the ‘‘confidence to
care’’ made them consider job turnover. Their specific dis-
satisfaction was attributed to a lack of opportunity to grow
and conflict or concerns about management interven-
tions. In this current study, both younger and older new
graduates who reported low scores on the PES-NWI were
more likely to state they would leave the profession.
These findings suggest that generational differences may
be less important than the actual work environment that
the new nurses experience in explaining turnover inten-
tion. Thus, interventions to retain new nurses might not
necessarily need to be created with specific generations
in mind. Interventions to improve the work environment
as a whole by addressing the specific needs of new nurses
regardless of their ages may be what are needed to retain
Generations Y and X.

Interventions to Promote Retention in New
Graduate Nurses
In this study, characteristics of the work environment affect
turnover intentions in newgraduates regardless of their age.
Nurses in staff developmentwho can focus interventions on
the work environment by creating more Magnet-like envi-
ronments are likely to reduce turnover intention in all new
hires. For example, nurses in this study reported through
their responses on the questionnaire that the absence of
foundations for quality of care was related to their decision
to leave their current position. Other studies have indicated
similarly the importance of providing new graduates with
the opportunity to develop as nurseswho can provide qual-
ity care through professional development activities and
adequate supervision (Lavoie-Tremblay, Leclerc, Marchionni,
& Drevniok, 2010; Wangensteen et al., 2008). The use of
orientation and preceptorship programs that extend be-
yond an initial few weeks are key to retaining new gradu-
ates (Halfer & Graf, 2006; Lavoie-Tremblay et al., 2010).
The need for professional development opportunities is
related to the finding that low levels of perceived social
support in Generation Y nurses contributes to psychologi-
cal distress (Lavoie-Tremblay et al., 2008). New nurses
reported that they need positive experiences and social
support (Wangensteen et al., 2008).

Furthermore, a culture of collegial nurseYphysician re-
lationships that result in a perception of teamwork and a

TABLE 3 Cross-table and Chi-square Tests
Between Age Groups and the
Intent to Quit

Age Group
(years)

Intent to Quit
(Position)

Intent to Stay
(Position)

#2 dfn N

15Y24 45 41 G1 1

25Y44 29 30

Intent to Quit
(Profession)

Intent to Stay
(Profession)

15Y24 6 80 G1 1

25Y44 8 50
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nonthreatening work environment, for example, may be
an important precursor to increasing perceived social
support in new nurses. Opportunities for recognition
and reward above and beyond salary are important for
Generation Y nurses in particular (Lavoie-Tremblay
et al., 2010). The lack of perceived rewards is a source
of distress (McVicar, 2003), especially because Genera-
tion Y nurses, who will be making up the greatest
proportion of new hires in future years, want to work
in organizations where they feel they are valued and re-
warded (Glass, 2007). This underscores the need to
involve new nurses in unit and hospital-wide commit-
tees, for example, where they have the opportunity to
make their voices heard. Empowering and valuing new
nurses promotes a sense of belonging from the begin-
ning to reduce turnover as indicated in this study.
Nursing students, before even entering the profession,
are aware of the shortage of registered nurses and be-
lieve that this shortage will decrease the quality of care
and working conditions while increasing nurse stress
(Buerhaus, Donelan, Norman, & Dittus, 2005). Clearly,
with these beliefs in place before even entering the
workplace, interventions to improve the psychosocial
work environment are critical for these new hires. These
interventions should not be targeted at one generation
alone and will be most influential when deemed to
be an institutional priority (Bourbonnais, Brisson, Vinet,
Vezina, & Lower, 2006).

STUDY LIMITATIONS
The study was limited by a small response rate. It would
be pertinent to replicate this study with a larger sam-
ple that includes nurses from different academic back-
grounds and geographical jurisdictions. This study was
also limited by the fact that only members of Generations
Y and X participated. The Baby Boomers, who make up
a large proportion of the nursing workforce (Canadian
Institute for Health Information, 2007), were not in-
cluded. This limited the analysis on the basis of genera-
tional differences.

CONCLUSIONS
Understanding the factors that contribute to turnover in-
tentions in new graduates is essential for nurses in staff
development who want to increase employee retention.
This study found there were no differences in Genera-
tion Y and X nurses with respect to their perceptions
of the nursing work environment and their intention to
leave their position or the profession. Studies to test in-
terventions to promote the retention of Generation Y
nurses, by improving the work environment to meet
their needs, for example, must now be done to ensure
that this cohort is not lost before these nurses have found
their niche in nursing.
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