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ABSTRACT

This descriptive correlational study aimed to describe the level of job
characteristics and job performance and to examine the relationship between
job characteristics and job performance among professional nurses in two
randomly- selected university hospitals in China. Data were collected from 328
professional nurses from a total population of 1,672, using stratified random
sampling. Research instrument was composed of three parts: Demographic Data
Form, Job Diagnostic Survey (JDS) and the Six-Dimension Scale of Nursing
Performance (Six-D Scale). Reliabilities of the JDS and the Six-D Scale were
.86 and .96, respectively. Descriptive statistics and Pearson’s product moment
were used for data analysis. Findings showed that: 1) the level of overall job
characteristics as perceived by professional nurses was at a moderate level.
Among the seven dimensions of job characteristics, the level of job characteristics
for dealing with others, task significance, feedback from agents and feedback
from job itself were at a high level. The other dimensions, i.e., task identity,
skill variety and autonomy were at a moderate level; 2) The quality of job per-
formance in each dimension and overall job performance were at a moderate
level and; 3) Among the subjects, a significant relationship was found between
job characteristics and job performance that was at a moderate level (r=.36,
DP<.01). The results of this study can be used in planning work and training
programs for professional nurses to ensure high level of job performance.
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INTRODUCTION

Healthcare organizations are changing amid economic development and
the rapid reforms of healthcare systems, combined with scientific advances and
consumers’ demand for better care (Lawler and Mohrman, 2000). Providing cost-
effective and high quality healthcare is a key to achieving the goals of healthcare
organizations (Hamilton et al., 2007) and is reliant on effective job performance
by healthcare professionals.

As the Chinese healthcare delivery system reform strategies are implemented
to increase overall cost-effectiveness (MOH, China, 2005), one reform method is
to shorten patient’s hospital stay. Quality healthcare relies on the maintenance of
a sufficient and qualified health care workforce, including nurses who form the
second largest work group in healthcare. Job performance of nurses is defined as
the level of effectiveness of a nurse in carrying out his or her roles and responsi-
bilities related to direct nursing care and quality of healthcare services (Schwirian,
1978). Schwirian (1978) developed the six-dimension scale to measure aspects of
nursing job performance which are: leadership, critical care, planning/evaluation,
teaching/cooperation, interpersonal relationship/communication and professional
development.

Nursing leadership is an important dimension of job performance. However,
Chinese nurses generally have a low perception of the value of leadership and
management skills which are not taught (Lu et al., 2007). The critical care dimen-
sion was perceived to be higher than the other dimensions of job performance
among Chinese nurses (Yang et al., 2006). However, reports from the general public
have rated nursing critical care as unsatisfactory, particularly among long-term
and elderly patients (Ma, 2008). Chen and Huang (2006) studied the problems
of quality of care in annual hospital inspection and reported that noted Chinese
nurses did not perceive that planning and evaluation were important in nursing
care. Teaching and collaboration generally have a low priority in Chinese hospitals,
compared with critical care. Chinese nurses lack skills and the ability to effectively
communicate with others (Jiang, 2008), however, interpersonal relationship and
communication skills are vital to effective job performance. The employment of
new medical technology and instruments requires continuous educational train-
ing for nurses to maintain and improve their level of job performance (Ma and
Jiang, 2007). Professional development among nurses is restricted in contemporary
China. Nurses have less opportunity to be trained and to develop new knowledge
compared to physicians.

Job characteristics are all factors of the job and are directly associated
with employee attitudes and behaviors at work (Hackman and Oldham, 1976).
Hackman and Oldham stated that jobs with more challenges and variety inspired
employees to improve their job skills and attitudes. This inferred a link between
job characteristics and job performance. Edgar (1999) perceived that job charac-
teristics affected nurses’ attitude, which, in turn, affected work outcomes, i.e., job
performance. In China, the nursing work environment evolved with the change
to patient-centered care (MOH, China, 2008) multiplying the role of nurses, thus
affecting the design of nursing work.
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Moreover, the university hospitals have implemented an annual assessment
of job performance for all staff following the general national performance evalu-
ation criterion (SAH, 2006, November). However, the hospital job performance
appraisal form is too subjective to assess job performance of professional nurses.
Furthermore, nurses stated that there was little feedback from nurse administrators
on their performances (SAH, 2008, November).

Although many studies related to the job performance and job characteristics
of nurses have been carried out worldwide (Hackman and Oldham, 1976; Edgar,
1999; Ang and Slaughter, 2001; Chua, 2006), no studies have been conducted in
China. There is limited information on the effectiveness of nurses in carrying out
their roles and responsibilities and how job characteristics influence job perfor-
mance. The relationship between job characteristics and job performance among
Chinese nurses remains undefined, and thus, is the rationale for this study.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

This descriptive correlational research aimed to examine the level of job
characteristics and the level of job performance, and to determine the relationships
between job characteristics and job performance among professional nurses in
the university hospitals of Yunnan Province, P. R. China. The samples were 355
subjects from 1,672 professional nurses from two university hospitals in Yunnan
Province, P. R. China.

Instrument used included three parts, the Demographic Data Form (DDF),
the Job Diagnostic Survey (JDS) and the Chinese version of Six-Dimension Scale
(Chinese Six-D Scale). The DDF was used to gather basic demographic information
of each participant. It consisted of gender, age, marital status, educational level,
present position, working experience as a registered nurse, department/section,
professional title and employment type. The job characteristics were measured by
the JDS which was originally developed by Hackman and Oldham (1975). The
JDS consisted of 21 items in 7 dimensions: skill variety, task identity, autonomy,
task significance, feedback from job itself, feedback from agents and dealing with
others. Job performance was measured by the Chinese version of Six-Dimension
Scale of nursing performance by Yang et al., (2006) which was based on Schwir-
ian’s Six-Dimension Scale of nursing performance. This consisted of 52 items
grouped into six dimensions which included: leadership, critical care, teaching/
collaboration, planning/evaluation, interpersonal relationship/communication and
professional development. The average score of nursing job performance in each
dimension was categorized into three levels: low, moderate and high.

The Job Diagnostic Survey (JDS) was translated into Chinese by the
researcher and back translated into English by two independent bilingual experts.
The internal consistency and reliability of the instruments were pretested with
20 nurses within one of the university hospitals used in the study with the same
criteria as the subjects at the study settings. In terms of job characteristics and
job performance, the internal consistency of Cronbach’s alpha was calculated as
.86 and .96, respectively.
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After receiving the approval from the ethics committee of Faculty of
Nursing, Chiang Mai University and the permissions from the administrative
authorities at the university hospitals of Yunnan Province in China for data
collection, the researcher distributed 355 questionnaires to the participants with
consent forms. Three weeks after dissemination, the questionnaires were returned
with a response rate of 100%, with 92.4% (328) completed and were used for
data analysis.

The level of job characteristics and job performance were summarized, using
descriptive statistics by the frequency, percentage, mean and standard deviation.
The relationship between job characteristics and job performance was analyzed
by using Pearson’s Product-Moment Correlation Coefficient.

RESULTS

The age of 328 professional nurses ranged from 21 to 54, with the majority
of subjects being married (65.2%) and were female (97.6%). Most subjects held
a bachelor’s degree of nursing qualification, only three (1.0%) held a master’s
degree. The majority of the respondents were working as staff nurses and the
remainder as managers. The largest group of participants held senior nurse (Hu
Li Shi) professional title with an average length of work experience of 11.50
years (SD=8.25). Most participants worked in the surgical (43.0%) or medical
(32.3%) departments, a small proportion in OB-GYN (4.3%) and pediatric (2.4%)
departments and the remaining (18.0%) worked in other clinical departments. The
largest group of subjects (54.0%) worked on rotating shifts and 50.3% worked in
a permanent position.

The results indicated that the overall level of job characteristics in the uni-
versity hospitals of Yunnan Province as perceived by professional nurses was at a
moderate level with a mean score of 4.97 (SD=.83). Among the seven dimensions
of job characteristics, the levels of job characteristics for dealing with others, task
significance, feedback from agents and feedback from job itself were at a high
level. The other dimensions including task identity, skill variety and autonomy
were at a moderate level (Table 1).
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Table 1. Mean, standard deviation and the level of job characteristics as perceived
by professional nurses overall and in each dimension (n=328)

Dimension of job characteristics Xeg ;1 SD Level
Skill variety 4.55 1.32 Moderate
Task identity 4.60 1.22 Moderate
Task significance 5.23 1.18 High
Autonomy 4.42 1.27 Moderate
Feedback from job itself 5.08 1.21 High
Feedback from agents 5.20 1.19 High
Dealing with others 5.70 1.13 High
Overall job characteristics 4.97 .83 Moderate

As shown in Table 2, the average scores were calculated on each of the
4-point rating subscales. The results indicated that the level of job performance
of professional nurses in each dimension and overall was at a moderate level.

Table 2. Mean standard deviation and level of quality of job performance in each
dimension as perceived by professional nurses

Number
Dimension of job performance of Mean | SD | Level
cases(n)
Leadership 325 2.81 | .53 | Moderate
Critical care 326 2.87 | .57 | Moderate
Teaching/collaboration 322 2.56 | .51 | Moderate
Planning/evaluation 319 2.67 | .53 | Moderate
Interpersonal relationship/communication 327 2.84 | .46 | Moderate
Overall job performance 328 2.82 | .42 | Moderate
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The results also indicated that job characteristics were significantly asso-
ciated with overall and each dimension of job performance among professional
nurses (Table 3).

Table 3. Pearson’s Correlation matrix of job characteristics and each dimension
of job performance and overall job performance

Job performance Job characteristics
n r
Leadership 325 31
Critical care 326 28%*
Teaching/collaboration 322 33w
Planning/evaluation 319 33H*
Interpersonal relationship/communication(IPR) 327 37
Professional development 328 28**
Overall job performance 314 36%*

Note. r=Pearson’s coefficient between job characteristics and each dimension of
job performance.
** p<0.01

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings of this study indicated that the current job characteristics
provided the respondents with a moderate level of motivation in carrying out their
duties. When compared to the results of previous studies, there was consistency
with in the study by Peng and Li (2008). However, they were not congruent with
prior studies in Macao (Guo, 2007) and from western countries where the job
characteristics were perceived at a “high level” (Edgar, 1999; Hall and Pallas,
2000). These findings may be due to different settings, ethnic composition and
socio-economic environments and the different evolutions of hospital manage-
ment structures and care models. One possible explanation for the results of the
study is that as China embarks on a new round of health-care reforms, effective
policies are needed to better manage nursing. Most nursing jobs are designed to
improve effectiveness, however, many policies from the central authority are not
implemented satisfactorily in remote provinces (Peng and Li, 2008). In addition,
Yunnan province is located in southwest of China and is perceived as one of the
developed province when compared to nationwide China (YPBH, 2008 May),
hence, proper attention has not been paid to developing effective job character-
istics. The job description for professional nurses in the university hospitals may
be perceived by nurses as being poorly designed, and the jobs were regarded as
being simple and repetitive (YPBH, 2008 May).

This study found that job performance was perceived at a moderate level
by professional nurses (Table 2). This may be due to work experience, education
level and professional title. In the study, most of the professional nurses (32.9%)
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had work experience from one to five years. New nurses may lack the experience
to provide effective nursing care for patients, since their job performance was
based on work experience and still continuing to develop nursing skills (Li et al.,
2001).

The study found that job characteristics were positively related to overall
and to each of the six dimensions of job performance: leadership, critical care,
teaching/collaboration, planning/evaluation, interpersonal relationship/commu-
nication, and professional development (Table 3). The relationship between job
characteristics and job performance among professional nurses in this study was
congruent with the findings from previous studies conducted by Hackman and
Oldham (1976) and Panzano et al., (2006). Job performance is expected to be
increased when the job provides employees with an opportunity to make deci-
sions about how and when to do tasks (Yang et al., 2006). Thus, if professional
nurses are motivated to provide an efficient and quality nursing care service, the
productivity and performance of the hospital will be improved.

Job characteristics were positively related to leadership in the six dimen-
sions of performance that demonstrated a positive link between leadership and
professional nurses’ perception of their job. This may be because professional
nurses who perceived their job as more challenging, meaningful and significant
were engaged in significant leadership responsibilities (Edgar, 1999). The study
also found that job characteristics were positively related to the critical care and
planning/evaluation dimensions. The results could be explained that professional
nurses who provide critical care must use nursing processes, with planning/
evaluation is integral responsibility. A simple and routine job reduces motiva-
tion to perform well whereas a challenging job increases motivation (Ramlall,
2004). The relationship between teaching/cooperation, interpersonal relationship/
communication and the characteristics of job was significantly correlated. This
suggested that when professional nurses perceived a high level of feedback from
the job and when the hospital’s administration and nurse managers have the well-
established performance criteria, this would enable professional nurses to evaluate
themselves and create good work outcomes. Hence, the more feedback from the
job and agents, the more the effectiveness of cooperation and communication
among professional nurses increased.

The findings also showed that there were a positive relationship between
job characteristics and professional development dimension of job performance. It
might be explained as, when professional nurses understand the characteristics of
the nursing job, they may develop a strong positive attitude towards their work.
This may contribute to the development of the hospital services and nursing
profession (Lu et al., 2007). The quantity of enrollments in professional develop-
ment programs by nurses will increase further, boosting nursing skills. Autonomy,
significance and meaningfulness in nursing work play an important role in the
nurses’ perception of their jobs (Edgar, 1999; Peng and Li, 2008). This may result
in more meaningful rewards and recognition of the nursing profession from the
hospital administration and China society, thus a more significant perception of
the value of professional nurses.
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The study findings have demonstrated a general consistency with previous
studies in terms of the level of job characteristics (Peng and Li, 2008). The level
of job performance was also found to be generally consistent with previous stud-
ies, with critical care at a moderate level (Yang et al., 2006). The relationship
between job characteristics and job performance as reported by Edgar (1999) was
found to exist at a moderate level in four of the six job performance dimensions.
Maintaining a high level of job performance is vital to maintaining the effective-
ness of the healthcare provided by professional nurses.

IMPLICATIONS

The findings of this study support the job characteristics model and found
a linkage between job characteristics and job performance among professional
nurses. The results have implications for nursing administration, nursing prac-
tice and for hospital policy makers in planning work and training programs for
professional nurses

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY

The study of job performance of professional nurses by using other
methods, such as patients and peers evaluation or observed study should be
conducted. Moreover, intervention study of job performance improvement should
be carried out in future research.
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