
   

Revista da Escola de Enfermagem da USP

ISSN: 0080-6234

reeusp@usp.br

Universidade de São Paulo

Brasil

Pazetto Balsanelli, Alexandre; Kowal Olm Cunha, Isabel Cristina

Ambiente de trabalho e a liderança do enfermeiro: uma revisão integrativa

Revista da Escola de Enfermagem da USP, vol. 48, núm. 5, octubre, 2014, pp. 938-943

Universidade de São Paulo

São Paulo, Brasil

Available in: http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=361033338022

   How to cite

   Complete issue

   More information about this article

   Journal's homepage in redalyc.org

Scientific Information System

Network of Scientific Journals from Latin America, the Caribbean, Spain and Portugal

Non-profit academic project, developed under the open access initiative

http://www.redalyc.org/revista.oa?id=3610
http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=361033338022
http://www.redalyc.org/comocitar.oa?id=361033338022
http://www.redalyc.org/fasciculo.oa?id=3610&numero=33338
http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=361033338022
http://www.redalyc.org/revista.oa?id=3610
http://www.redalyc.org


934 Rev Esc Enferm USP
2014; 48(5):934-40

www.ee.usp.br/reeusp/

The work environment and leadership 
in nursing: an integrative review 
Balsanelli AP, Cunha ICKO

RESUmEn 
Objetivo: Verificar la relación entre el am-
biente laboral y el liderazgo del enfermero. 
Método: Revisión integrativa de la literatu-
ra cuyo inventario fue llevado a cabo en las 
bases de datos LILACS, PubMed, CINAHL y 
en el portal de revistas SciELO, en el perío-
do de enero a abril de 2013. Los criterios 
de inclusión fueron: indexación en el perío-
do de 2006 a 2013, que trabajase la relaci-
ón entre el ambiente laboral y el liderazgo 
ejercido por el enfermero en la conducción 
de su equipo y que estuviese disponible en 
los idiomas inglés, español y portugués. 
Resultados: La muestra se constituyó de 
12 artículos que atendieron a los criterios 
planteados. Conclusión: Los resultados 
muestran que el liderazgo causa impacto 
en el ambiente laboral. Sin embargo, no 
se encontraron estudios que mostrasen la 
influencia del ambiente laboral en el lide-
razgo del enfermero. 
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RESUmO 
Objetivo: Verificar a relação entre ambien-
te de trabalho e a liderança do enfermeiro. 
Método: Revisão integrativa da literatura 
cujo levantamento foi realizado nas bases 
de dados LILACS, PubMed, CINAHL e no 
portal de revistas SciELO, no período de ja-
neiro a abril de 2013. Os critérios de inclu-
são foram: indexação no período de 2006 
a 2013, que trabalhassem a relação entre 
ambiente de trabalho com a liderança 
exercida pelo enfermeiro na condução de 
sua equipe e que estivessem disponíveis 
nos idiomas inglês, espanhol e português. 
Resultados: A amostra constituiu-se de 12 
artigos que atenderam os critérios estabe-
lecidos. Conclusão: Os resultados mostram 
que a liderança causa impacto no ambiente 
de trabalho, entretanto, não foram encon-
trados estudos que mostrassem a influên-
cia do ambiente de trabalho na liderança 
do enfermeiro. 

DESCRITORES 
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Liderança
Enfermagem
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AbSTRACT 
Objective: To investigate the relationship 
between the work environment and lea-
dership in nursing. Methodology: An inte-
grative review of literature which was ba-
sed on data from LILACS, PubMed, CINAHL 
and  the SciELO portal for  journals cove-
ring the period from January to April 2013. 
The inclusion criteria were: the indexing of 
research covering leadership exercised by 
nurses over a team and whether the rese-
arch was available in English, Spanish or 
Portuguese. Results: The sample consisted 
of 12 articles that met the criteria. Conclu-
sion: The results showed that leadership 
had an impact on the work environment. 
However, no studies were found that sho-
wed the influence of the working environ-
ment on leadership in nursing.

DESCRIPTORS
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InTRODUCTIOn

Leadership is a skill that merits ongoing research. Se-
veral reasons contribute to this assertion. First of all, in 
the context of health services, this is due to the nature of 
the discussions which have been about the optimization 
of resources with the highest quality of services offered. 
Secondly, this is due to the expectations of organizations 
on the role of the leader in managing his team in pursuit 
of common objectives. In addition, as a consequence of 
the above, there is a need to satisfy the customer to ensu-
re a sustainable system.

The Head Nurse is highly involved in these steps. As a 
leader he should seek to develop people so that the orga-
nization of which they are a part will be able to provide a 
good level of service.

However, leadership is a complex phenomenon, which 
should be looked at from three angles: the behavior/perso-
nality of the leader, the context in which this skill comes to 
the fore and who are the ones being led(1). Based on the afo-
rementioned assertion it is possible to identify the variables 
that influence leadership and impact strategic areas so that 
this skill can be exercised in an efficient and effective manner.

In this study, the focus of attention was on the place 
where the Head Nurse carries out his leadership role. The 
working environment is the place that allows this profes-
sional to demonstrate his knowledge, skills, and attitudes 
and to achieve pre-established objectives.

Interest in this area has existed since 1980, when the 
American Association of Nurses (ANA) noted that some 
hospitals had the ability to recruit and retain nurses, being 
referred to as magnets because of this ability. This attrac-
ted the interest of a number of researchers who wanted 
to know more about the organizational characteristics of 
these institutions. Autonomy, control over practices and 
collaborative relations were noted as crucial points in or-
der to keep professionals motivated(2).

The presence of the attributes mentioned above con-
tributed to the reduction in the mortality rates of pa-
tients, which tended to be 4.8% lower in magnet hospitals 
in comparison to others(3). However, the increase of one 
patient per nurse raised the burnout level to 23 %, dissa-
tisfaction to 15% and the mortality rate to 7 %(4).

Patients admitted to units that have nursing teams 
which have: a sufficient number of staff and an adminis-
trative structure which fosters good relations between 
doctors and nurses, resulted in high levels of satisfaction 
with reference to the care received and low levels of bur-
nout rates amongst employees(5). This positive assessment 
from the client was also related to the environment of job 
practices and with the leadership in nursing(6).

Based on this result, the relationship between the 
working environment and leadership should be investigated 

further. This is due to the fact that, at work, nurses are indu-
ced to use their competencies based on their own objectives 
and on what the organization expects of their performance.

Based on this perspective, a systematic review has 
shown that leadership style exerts a positive or negative 
influence on the work environment(7). Another study(8) 
showed that institutions with effective leadership obtained 
the benefits of increased ties amongst employees, lower 
employee turnover, fewer conflicts, a greater involvement 
of people in the work process and better use of resources.

Having studied the practices of leadership and the 
intention of nurses to remain in their current posi-
tions, what we saw was a positive relationship betwe-
en transformational leadership, working environments 
and the intentions of nurses to remain in their current 
positions(9).

The three reviews listed above(7-9) showed that lea-
dership produced impacts on the work environment. Ho-
wever, confirming whether this environmental influences 
the exercise of leadership by nurses constitutes a lacuna 
in the literature. Therefore, considering the experience 
of recent years, the problem raised by this study was as 
follows: What is the relationship between the work envi-
ronment and leadership in nursing?

The response to this question will allow managers to 
plan actions for the development of leadership, giving 
consideration or not to the variable working environment, 
as well as contributing to the development of the produc-
tion of knowledge in this area. 

Thus, this study aims to investigate the relationship 
between the work environment and leadership in nursing.

mETHOD

 The study adopted an integrative literature review, a 
method that facilitates the preparation of a synthesis of 
the results of studies with similar or identical themes in 
order to develop a comprehensive explanation of a speci-
fic phenomenon. The stages in this review were: problem 
formulation, data collection, evaluation, data analysis and 
interpretation; presentation of results and conclusions(10).

 The survey of cataloged publications was carried out 
in the period from January to April 2013, in the following 
databases: Latin American and Caribbean Literature in 
Health Sciences (LILACS); Publisher Medline (PubMed); 
Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health Literatu-
re (CINAHL); and the internet portal for journals of the  
Scientific Electronic Library Online  (SciELO).

 The search for articles in LILACS, PubMed, CINAHL 
and SciELO was performed using the health terminology 
defined in: the CINAHL Information Systems - List of Topi-
cal Subheadings; the Health Sciences Descriptors (DeCS/
BIREME); and the Medical Subject Headings (MeSH/
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PubMed), respectively, which identified the following des-
criptors:  health facility environment, work environment, 
nurse physician relations, job autonomy, organization and 
administration, leadership and nursing.

The inclusion criteria defined were: articles indexed 
in the last seven years (from January 2006 to December 
2013), that addressed the relation of the work environ-
ment to the leadership provided by nurses in the mana-
gement of their teams and which were available in the 
languages: English, Spanish and Portuguese.

 The study identified 127 articles, of which 53 were 
excluded because they were duplicated in PubMed and 
SciELO when compared to those contained in CINAHL. In 
addition, 36 were excluded because abstracts were not 
available. After reading the abstracts of the remaining ar-
ticles, a further 25 were eliminated due to their not me-
eting the inclusion criteria for the study. Although they 
addressed the work environment it was only from the 
point of view of physical and ergonomic structure. Also 
rejected was research that addressed the work environ-
ment, but not the relationship with the Head Nurse’s le-
adership role. Following this the remaining articles were 
read carefully in full. Finally, the corpus of the integrative 
review consisted of 12 articles.

The analysis was carried out considering:

1. Name of Publication, year and language;

2. Sub-categories of original articles, as shown in Figure 1

RESULTS

Chart 1 lists the 12 articles, classified by author, journal 
of publication, year, language and classification subcategory.

 In the following paragraphs the studies will presented 
and discussed, according to the classification used (Figure 
1). Considering the issues involved, three subcategories 
emerged: tests of leadership models (n = 6), that observed 
the influence of the leader’s behavior on the work envi-
ronment (n = 3) and the influence of leadership style on 
the work environment (n = 3), which are shown below.

Figure 1 – Sample Analysis - São Paulo, SP, Brazil, 2013.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Problem: "What is the relationship between the work environment and the 
Head Nurse's leadership role?" 

Integrative Review

Original

n = 12

Leadership 
model test

n = 6

Impact of the leader on 
the work environment

n = 3

Influence of leadership style on 
the work environment

n = 3

Chart 1 - Distribution of references included in the integrative review - São Paulo, 2013 

Authors Name of publication Year Language Sub-category 
Wong CA, Laschinger HKS(11) Journal of Advanced Nursing 2012 English Leadership model test
Laschinger HKS, Smith LM(12) Journal of Nursing Administration 2013 English Leadership model test
Laschinger HKS, Finegan J, Wilk P(13) Journal of Nursing Administration 2009 English Leadership model test
Laschinger HKS, Finegan J, Wilk P(14) Nursing Research 2011 English Leadership model test
Greco P, Laschinger HKS, Wong C(15) Nursing Research 2006 English Leadership model test
Bobbio A, Bellan M, Manganelli AM(16) Health Care Management Review 2012 English Leadership model test
Lankshear S, Kerr MS, Laschinger 
HKS, Wong CA(17) 

Health Care Management Review 2012 English Impact of the leader on the work environment

McGilton KS, Hall LM, Boscart V, 
Brown M(18)

Nursing Research 2007 English Impact of the leader on the work environment

Hall DS(19) Nursing Administration Quarterly 2007 English Impact of the leader on the work environment
Alimo-Metcalfe B, Alban-Metcalfe J, 
Bradley M, Mariathasan J, Samele C(20)

Journal of Health Organization and 
Management

2008 English Influence of leadership style on the 
work environment

Lee D, Coustasse A, Sikula A(21) Health Care Management Review 2011 English Influence of leadership style on the 
work environment

Casterlé BD, Willemse A, Verschueren 
M, Milisen K(22) 

Journal of Nursing Management 2008 English Influence of leadership style on the 
work environment

Leadership model tests (n = 6)

 A model was tested that linked the real-life leadership 
of managers with the staff nurses’ perception within a struc-
ture of empowerment, performance and job satisfaction(11). 
The sample consisted of 280 staff nurses who responded 
to the data collection questionnaires for each of the varia-

bles being studied. There was a positive, and significantly 
proven, influence of real-life leadership on the structure of 
empowerment, performance and job satisfaction(11).

 Therefore, it was proven that leadership style played a key 
role in job satisfaction(11); and that empowerment is a strategy 
that can create positive working environments in nursing(12).
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 The perception of recently graduated staff nurses was 
also a focus of analysis. This study aimed to investigate the 
integration of real-life leadership, empowerment and in-
ter-professional collaboration from the perspective of this 
group of professionals(12). The results suggested that real-
life leadership and the structure of empowerment could 
promote inter-professional collaboration in the work prac-
tices of these employees(12).

 Power was the subject of another investigation(13), 
that proposed to test a leadership model at two levels:  
1) Individual level – in which psychological empowerment 
is central, being positively related to organizational com-
mitment and influenced by self-assessment; 2) Work unit 
level – the switching of positions between the leader and 
his subordinate favored an empowerment structure and 
these two variables influenced psychological empower-
ment and organizational commitment.

 This study had the participation of 3,156 nurses from 
217 hospitals in Ontario, Canada. The results showed that 
both constructs, a switch between the leader and his su-
bordinate and the empowerment structure, had a signifi-
cant and positive effect on psychological empowerment 
and organizational commitment. It also highlighted the 
importance of leadership in creating conditions that resul-
ted in committed work environments(13).

 Another study tested a model to examine the effect of 
leadership and empowerment structure on occurrences of 
burnout and the nurses’ job satisfaction, considering perso-
nal disposition and self-assessment of these individuals(14). 

 The sample consisted of 3,156 nurses from 217 hos-
pitals in Ontario, Canada, who answered questionnaires 
which had been validated for the investigated variables 
(switch between leader and subordinate, empowerment 
structure, burnout, self-evaluation and job satisfaction 
nucleus). The results showed that the possibility of a swi-
tch between the leader and his subordinate positively in-
fluenced the empowerment structure, which significantly 
increased job satisfaction. Furthermore, the occurrence of 
burnout was lower in this situation(14).

 Another study sought to examine a model that re-
lated the behavior of the leader’s power (characterized 
by involvement in decision making, expressed confiden-
ce, facilitation of targets and promotion of fairness); the 
team’s perception of the empowerment structure (infor-
mation, research, support, opportunity, formal and in-
formal power), areas of life at work (workload, control, 
reward, community, fairness and values) and burnout/
engagement or organizational commitment (emotional 
exhaustion/energy)(15). The study had the participation of 
322 nurses from various hospitals in Ontario, Canada. The 
analysis of the results supported a model in which the im-
pact of the leader’s attitude to power on burnout/engage-
ment was fully mediated by the empowerment structure 
and the six areas of life at work (15). 

 The last study(16) in the group aimed to verify the re-
lationship between the supervisor’s leadership style, the 
perceived organizational support, trust in the leader, trust 
in the organization and burnout for 273 nurses in a public 
hospital in Italy.

 The leadership style of the supervisor and the percep-
tion of organizational support by nurses correlated positi-
vely. There was a negative effect of the first variable with 
burnout through the mediation of trust in the leader and 
trust in the organization (16).

 This finding suggested that, for the leader to exerci-
se his role well, he needed followers, that is, people who 
were inspired to pursue the same goals. To achieve this, 
trust was paramount. This is a value which was earned on 
a day-to day basis. However, there was a relationship be-
tween this practice and the satisfaction of the employees 
who worked with him.

Impact of the leader on the work environment (n=3)

For this subcategory, the studies that stood out 
were those that sought to examine how the leader in-
fluenced the work environment, that is, whether his 
personal characteristics contributed to a healthy work 
climate, or not, for the development of nursing work 
practices.

The first article(17) aimed to examine the role of organi-
zational power and personal influence on the creation of 
high quality environments for nursing job practices. Sub-
jects from 45 hospitals participated in the survey.

The results indicated that there was a direct rela-
tionship between the professional practice of leadership, 
organizational power, the exercise of this function by the 
leader and healthy work environments(17). 

The evidence generated in this work showed the im-
portance of organizational power and personal influence 
in contributing to the ability of these job practice leaders 
to achieve the desired results(17).

A multi-center study(18) examined the relationship 
between the support of the directors, the stress level of 
nursing supervisors and job satisfaction. It was found that 
45% of the nurses’ job satisfaction was explained by the 
supervisor’s support and, the higher the level of support, 
the lower the level of work stress.

The connection between the supervisor’s support 
and the nurses’ work performance was investigated at 
three units of a teaching hospital(19). Nurses with a hi-
gh level of supervisor support achieved better results 
at work, with less stress, low turnover, fewer somatic 
complications, particularly related to gastrointestinal 
complaints, and a low level of absenteeism. The evi-
dence from the studies presented(17-19) showed the de-
gree to which the leader was a good or bad influence 
on his team.
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Influence of leadership style on the work environment 
(n=3)

The first study(20) of this subcategory sought to test the 
following hypothesis: high quality leadership can be posi-
tively associated with positive attitudes and well-being of 
the team at work, and also with the achievement of orga-
nizational goals. 

The study found that there was a differential relationship 
between the quality of leadership and the attitudes of his 
team at work and its sense of well-being; and there was a 
predictive association between the quality of leadership and 
organizational performance(20). It is worth noting that even 
though there was not a direct relationship with the work 
group, the study(20) showed that the institutional results we-
re achieved depending on how leadership was exercised. In 
fact, companies are made of people imbued by common as-
pirations that must converge to the same end.

Moreover, when the association of transformational 
leadership with accidents and absenteeism among 2,882 
nursing assistants was analyzed, it was found that the 
adoption of this style of leadership led to an improvement 
in these indicators(21).

In this same vein, when describing the development of 
a transformational leadership program and its impact on 
the clinical leader, on the nursing team and on the provi-
sion of care, the authors(22) reported that this was an on-
going and interactive process between the clinical leader 
and his fellow work colleagues. Based on a focus group of 
17 nurses, it was noted that they became more effecti-
ve in the areas of self-assessment, communication skills, 
performance and vision. The nursing team gained from 
this, because leadership development promoted effecti-
ve communication, greater responsibility, empowerment 
and transparency at work. Improving the clinical leader-
ship influenced patient-centered communication, conti-
nuity of care and interdisciplinary collaboration(22).

DISCUSSIOn

The analysis of the data showed that all the arti-
cles(11-22) were published in English, and were carried out 
in research environments outside Brazil. This should insti-
gate Brazilian researchers as to the importance of addres-
sing the subject in the national context.

The review enabled the identification of some impor-
tant findings that influence the nursing working environ-
ment and these are presented in the following paragraphs.

Leadership model tests have been an area of interest 
for researchers. In fact,  investigating how a certain lea-
dership style supports the exercise of leadership and the 
comparison with the intervening variables comprise a 
way to make the exercise of leadership more consolida-
ted and structured.

 The personal attributes of the leader imprint a special 
character on his style of leadership. The models indicated a di-
rection, but the manner in which each one performed his ma-
nagement role was also influenced by his personal attributes.

The leader should always seek to share the manage-
ment role, that is, facilitate the development of his team 
so that his subordinates can execute their tasks with a fe-
eling of confidence, thereby making it possible to achieve 
their self-realization.

 It is important that the nurse in a leadership position 
provide a structure that assists his group of subordinates 
to carry out their activities with autonomy and power. The 
relation with the interdisciplinary team, therefore, will fo-
cus on the customer and, as a result, the establishment of 
a good working environment.

 This outlined the need for the Head Nurse to be con-
cerned about his succession. When a subordinate takes 
on a strategic position, there is a great opportunity for 
professional development and growth. Thus, a vision of 
the future is created and one of the major goals of the 
leader has been reached, that is, that his working group 
surpass his own performance. 

 This fact was corroborated in two studies(13-14) in which 
the switch between leader and subordinate showed positi-
ve results. This provided evidence, once again, to support 
the hypothesis that leadership, in general, had an influence 
on the organizational climate, guiding behavior and provi-
ded conditions for the group of employees to exercise their 
activities with commitment and strategic alignment.

Thus, the needs for the leader to promote ethical prin-
ciples in daily work and to concern himself with the peo-
ple in his team are indispensable conditions for his survi-
val in the organization.

 It is impossible to evaluate whether a work environment 
is healthy without analyzing the role of the manager. The-
refore, equipping managers with the means to exercise le-
adership is increasingly necessary. Only when we devote our-
selves to this end on a daily basis will we be able to achieve 
the proposed targets and, above all, provide employees with 
conditions conducive to the performance of their activities.

 Influence of leadership style on the work environment 
is well-known. Its impacts can promote synergy or the di-
sintegration of the team. Therefore, it is up to leaders to 
rethink the way they conduct their teams. Their attitudes 
are critical to the professional careers of their subordina-
tes and also to the organization to which they belong

COnCLUSIOn

This review showed that leadership had an impact on 
the work environment, that is, it produced positive or 
negative results, depending on how this skill was exerci-
sed and practiced. 
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However, the review did not confirm the existence of 
studies that demonstrated the influence of the work en-
vironment on the leadership role of the nurse. Therefore, 
it will be necessary to carry out new research in order to 
provide evidence on this relationship. Based on the iden-
tification of this lacuna in the literature and its eventual 
remediation, nursing managers should include the work 
environment as a variable or not in the development plan 
for this skill for the nurses under their responsibility. And, 
in addition, contribute to developing this theme.

A major focus of concern of the international lite-
rature was the testing of leadership models with varia-
bles of the working environment so that nurses would 
have role models to follow, and in which conditions 
they could be adopted.

In fact, the role of leadership needs to be investigated 
so that evidence is produced to support the nurse’s work 
process and, in this way, contribute to the improvement 
of the daily exercise of this skill.
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