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SUMMARY

Background: European nurses manifest a significant tendency to leave nursing, with Italy in second place after the
United Kingdom. It is therefore necessary to address the problem in national and local settings and to identify possi-
ble areas of intervention. Objectives: This paper discusses the results of a survey carried out in a major hospital in
Milan (Italy) aimed at finding solutions to the above problem. Methods: In 2004 a questionnaire was adminis-
tered to the entire nursing staff. Associations between intention to quit, socio-demographic variables and job charac-
teristics were verified by means of Mann-Whitneys’s and Kruskall-Wallis’ tests, Spearman’s correlation coefficients
and logistic regression. Results: Nearly 60% of nurses considered leaving, at least every now and then. The tenden-
cy to quit was associated with job dissatisfaction, burnout symptoms and the job market situation. For those for
whom nursing had a moral value, the tendency to quit was less marked. Characteristics such as regularity of shifts,
type of ward, type of contract and number of working hours did not show any statistically significant association
with tendency to quit. Conclusions: There are many organizational aspects that may be of importance in influenc-
ing nurses’ intention to leave the profession. Efforts are needed to re-define the role of nurses in healthcare organi-
zation, adjusting salaries to the actual cost of living and preventing conditions that could lead to psychological ex-
haustion. Mentorship could also be useful for a better integration of nurses in hospital wards.

RIASSUNTO

«L’intenzione di abbandonare la professione infermieristica in un grande ospedale di Milano: situazione e
prospettive». Nella classifica dei Paesi europei in cui la propensione all’abbandono della professione infermieristica è
elevata, l’Italia si colloca al secondo posto immediatamente dopo il Regno Unito. Questo studio è stato condotto al-
l’interno di un grande ospedale di Milano allo scopo di valutare le origini del fenomeno ed individuare possibili
soluzioni. La raccolta dei dati è iniziata nel 2004, con  la somministrazione di un questionario a tutto il personale
infermieristico dell’Ente. Le associazioni tra intenzione di abbandonare la professione infermieristica, le caratteris-
tiche socio-demografiche e quelle lavorative sono state verificate mediante i test di Mann-Whitney, Kruskal-Wallis,
il calcolo dei coefficienti di correlazione di Spearman e la regressione logistica. Nel nostro campione l’intenzione di
lasciare la professione infermieristica è risultata elevata: circa il 60% degli infermieri ha riferito di aver preso in
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INTRODUCTION

Over the last few years major multi-centre sur-
vey, “Nurses’ Early Exit Study” (NEXT) was car-
ried out in Europe, which officially drew attention
to a  widespread dissatisfaction among Italian nurs-
es, especially in terms of: i) insufficient indepen-
dence, intended as the possibility of professional
decision-making in all activities involved in nurs-
ing; ii) imbalance between efforts made and goals
achieved; iii) physical and psychological overload;
iv) poor flexibility of working hours v) limited
chances of attending training courses due to job
demands (6).

All these conditions profoundly affect nurses’
job satisfaction and very often lead them to quit
the profession. The situation is critical since the
Italian Federation of Nurses has estimated a short-
age of 40,000 nurses (8).

Quitting the nursing profession is an event that
profoundly affects health care systems, because a
high level of staff turnover prevents the accumula-
tion of the required amount of know-how and ex-
pertise and brings about a significant loss in the
economic and human resources employed to pro-
vide education in the nursing field. The literature
shows that low job satisfaction, lack of professional
commitment and burnout precede job turnover (3,
4, 9).

There is thus a great need for a better under-
standing of the phenomenon in order to correctly
address the problem and identify appropriate solu-
tions. In 2004, the management of the San Paolo
Hospital in Milan, which was aware of the difficul-
ties in covering the requirements of assistance in
various wards and shifts, commissioned a local sur-

vey to analyze the situation among nurses; this pa-
per presents the results of the survey, discusses the
problems and reports the strategies proposed by
the nursing staff to improve the situation. The hos-
pital was not at the time affected by turnover prob-
lems, but the management deemed it necessary to
collect data on this problem in view of the increas-
ing number of requests for part-time work and
transfer to other Regions (which is foreseen in the
national work contract for nurses). The general aim
was to improve commitment to the hospital among
nursing staff, discourage  requests for transfer to
regions of origin (located especially in the south of
Italy) after receiving education and training in the
Milan hospital.

METHODS

Study population

The study was carried out at the San Paolo Hos-
pital in Milan (635 beds). At the time of the sur-
vey, the hospital staff consisted of 374 physicians,
42 head nurses, 589 registered nurses, 15 paediatric
nurses, 30 midwives, 16 children’s attendants, 179
aides and 31 employees with other duties. At the
time of the study, each ward had 14 nurses for
every 30 patients. In 2004, the hiring rate of nurses
was 23.0% and the leaving rate was 13,7%.

Measurements 

Some scales used by the NEXT questionnaire
were inserted as the core of our data collection
tool, in order to have validated instruments for
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considerazione almeno saltuariamente la possibilità di abbandonare la professione. L’intenzione di lasciare il lavoro
è risultata associata a condizioni favorevoli del mercato del lavoro e ad indicatori di disagio psicologico nell’attuale
posto di lavoro (insoddisfazione lavorativa e sintomi di burnout). Tra gli infermieri, quelli che attribuiscono una
valenza morale e di crescita personale alla professione infermieristica minore sono meno propensi ad andarsene. Al-
tre caratteristiche dell’ambiente di lavoro quali: modalità e regolarità della turnazione, reparto di appartenenza,
tipo di contratto e  tipologia dell’orario di lavoro (part-time o full-time) non sono risultate associate, in maniera
statisticamente significativa, all’intenzione di abbandonare la professione.

 


