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Staff Empowerment Training

WHY

Nursing in the new millennium requires an increasing amount of inner resources from the staff. Higher professional qualifications are expected, both as regards basic skills and more specialised qualifications. Having an old diploma simply is not adequate any more.

Our human relation skills are put to the test in interaction with our clients and colleagues. High quality outcomes are expected from us at a low cost and quick pace. We are, both as individuals and as team members, required to keep our skills and knowledge up-to-date, which calls for a great deal of energy, enthusiasm, innovation, quality assurance and continuous training.

These challenges can corrupt or exhaust the working community’s resources. Sometimes it is an individual, sometimes the whole community that becomes exhausted. Those responsible for management and leadership need to tackle complex challenges if they want to retain the staff’s job satisfaction and high standard qualifications, enthusiasm and commitment to the commonly agreed aims.

HOW

This work, rediscovering job satisfaction, enthusiasm and motivation, was initiated in our hospital district by the occupational health service and by myself as a Health promotion coordinator at the beginning of the year 2002. The age profile of the workforce was one reason for this undertaking. During the next 5 years, a great proportion of our staff will retire. Furthermore, the sick leave statistics indicate that we can anticipate early retirement in many cases. Many of the baby boomers (born after the wars,  between 1944 and 1948) whose expected retirement age is from 61 to 65 years, seem to retire at the age of 58. We can expect a shortage of labour force, not only in nursing but in other fields as well. This is already a problem in elderly care, for example. Research has shown that young people are not interested in work with the elderly.

One purpose of the staff empowerment training organised in our hospital district is to support working communities so that the staff members want to and have the necessary resources to continue working. In this undertaking, the immediate management has a decisive role.

The methods used

The working communities involved in this project completed an enquiry (Leenamaija Otala) designed to explore the significance of the following factors:

1. Values and business culture

2. Equality and its implementation

3. Working atmosphere and sense of community

4. Commonly agreed aims and the significance of one’s work

5. Possibility to partake and influence decision-making

6. The pay and reward policy

7. Career and development opportunities

8. Access to information

9. Work circumstances

10. Combining work and family 

Besides the enquiry, each team attended a future workshop with the task to describe an ideal healthy working community. Lectures were offered with a focus on peer relationships, openness, justice, honesty and especially, management practices. The lectures included a video associated with feedback discussions.

After these stages each team, together with their managers, selected a few issues to be developed in their own working communities. The teams agreed on common aims, strategies and schedules. A follow-up plan was designed to monitor the progress of the development projects. One year after the training period, the teams met with the me to reflect on their progress. In the meanwhile, I kept contact with the managers to support them in the undertaking.

The teams dealt with various problematic situations for example by means of group work and by working through symbols and their world of values. As regards methods, we used NLP (neurolinguistic programming), a solution-focused approach and an analytic method.

Currently there are 9 development projects of various lengths and at various levels in the working communities of our hospital district.

The target groups are

1. Central office

2. Nursing assistants

3. Orderly services

4. Cardiovascular diseases unit

5. Gynaecology

6. Ward managers/surgical nursing

7. Children’s infectious diseases

8. Intensive care unit

9. Archives

10. Neonatal intensive care unit

11. Acute psychiatric unit

In the next few years, the emphasis will be on age management on which the managers will receive further training.

The videos shown during the empowerment training had the following themes:

1. Personal professional development discussions between staff members and their managers (see appendix x for the two forms developed in the hospital district for this purpose)

2. Problematic relationships in the working community

3. Job satisfaction

4. Stress and burnout

5. Creative feedback

6. Teamwork

7. Quality management

The role of supervision

Supervision, and its importance in supporting the resources of teams and individuals, is another important topic in this training. Supervision is used surprisingly little, and its significance has not been generally recognised. 

Outcomes of the training

During the 1.5 years of empowerment training we have observed positive responses in the working communities and individuals. The best results and most serious efforts have been reached in the units, in which the need to stop and reflect on the situation arises from the staff members themselves. In these cases, the dedication of the whole community has resulted in rapid progress. In some cases, a couple of ardent developers have initiated the process, whereas in other cases the participants’ body languages seems to say “we came because we were told to come, I am not going to start anything new”. Sometimes the message seems to be “The others can do it, I do not have to”. (Still, the only person we can change is ourselves  - that is the only way to affect other people.) 

In my role as the educator, I have found this form of work very meaningful, challenging and also fruitful from the viewpoint of the employer and the teams. The management of the hospital district has a crucial role on the basis of their authority and influence. It is also useful if the immediate managers can attend the training and set out a clear position on the issues discussed.

