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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Compared to other hospital departments, emergency department (ED) nurses experience
higher levels of occupational fatigue. However, despite the importance of fatigue in EDs, limited studies
have investigated the issue. Therefore, the present study aimed to identify factors affecting ED nurses’
fatigue with a systemic approach and provide a comprehensive model of fatigue.

Material and Methods: The present study was the first phase of a mixed-methods study with an exploratory
sequential design that was conducted qualitatively. Data was collected using a semi-structured interview
technique among ED nurses in TUMS hospitals in Tehran. The data was analyzed with a systematic approach
and qualitative content analysis method. To check the credibility and trustworthiness of the study results,
Goba and Lincoln criteria, including transferability, peer review, and member check, were used.

Results: Extensive factors were identified in the four levels of nurses’” work system, including individual
factors, work unit, organization, and extra-hospital factors that could facilitate or prevent nurse fatigue.
Specifically, the categories that were mentioned the most by the nurses were aggression and conflict with
visitors, ED workload, understaffing, crowding and noise, obligatory overtime, acknowledgement, visitor’s
expectations, reporting (paperwork), and clients’ distrust of nurses. Finally, based on the qualitative
results, a conceptual model of factors affecting occupational fatigue of ED nurses in Tehran was presented.

Conclusion: Traditionally, fatigue management programs in hospitals only consider issues related to work
shifts and sleep hygiene. However, the results of the present study revealed other fatiguing factors in
the work system of ED nurses. These findings can help health system decision makers and HFE experts
in designing effective fatigue risk management systems in Iranian hospitals, especially in emergency
departments.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Occupational fatigue is one of the most serious
challenges in health systems, affecting safety in
care, patient satisfaction, and nurses’ health and
turnover. Studies have shown that there is a high
prevalence of fatigue among the nursing workforce.
Fatigue caused by shift work is directly related to
nurses’ clinical errors, and these errors lead to the
demise of many patients every day. Furthermore,
many consequences of occupational fatigue go
beyond the individual and affect the organization,
such as burnout complaints, job turnover, poor
performance, and absenteeism.

Occupational fatigue is a multidimensional
phenomenon that is caused by many factors in a
work system, including individual, occupational,
and organizational factors. Many general factors
in nursing such as job content, workplace
environment, nurses capabilities, and factors
related to the patient and their family have been
found to affect nurses’ fatigue. On the other hand,
there is evidence that occupational fatigue of nurses
has different causes and consequences in specialty
departments of the hospital, such as the emergency
department (ED).

EDs are complex and chaotic environments
with unique characteristics such as crowding,
exposure to violence, and facing critical patients
and their demise. Working in such conditions
has made ED nurses go through higher levels of
occupational fatigue compared with nurses in
other departments.

Despite the high prevalence of occupational
fatigue among ED nurses, very few studies have
investigated the factors affecting occupational
fatigue of ED nurses, and fatiguing characteristics
of emergency departments in Iran have remained
unknown. Therefore, this study aimed at systemic
identification of factors affecting emergency
department nurses’ fatigue in TUMS hospitals and
developing a holistic model.

2. MATERIAL AND METHODS
Theory

Qualitative data was analyzed and interpreted
from a sociotechnical system (STS) approach due
to the fact that occupational fatigue is defined as
a multifaceted phenomenon that arises from many
factors in a work system. More specifically, the
bottom-up work system classification of Karsh et
al. (2006)s healthcare professional performance
(HPP) model was adopted to interpret the data.
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Context and participants

Participants were nurses working in six
teaching hospitals affiliated with Tehran University
of Medical Sciences (TUMS). 17 nurses were
chosen by means of purposive sampling until data
saturation was achieved.

Data collection and analysis

Rich data was collected through semi-
structured interviews which were conducted in
the study hospitals in Tehran. Qualitative data
was analyzed using qualitative content analysis,
which was directed by the healthcare professional
performance (HPP) model. Categories and
subcategories related to four levels of ED work
system were identified.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

According to the results of the content analysis,
aggression and conflict with visitors (n = 31), ED
workload (n = 31), understaffing (n = 21), crowding
and noise (n = 15), obligatory overtime (n = 14),
acknowledgement (n = 13), visitor’s expectations (n
= 13), reporting (paperwork) (n = 12), and clients’
distrust of nurses (n = 12) were the most cited
factors by participants.

Furthermore, identified factors were classified
into four levels of nurses’ work system, including
individual factors, work unit, organization, and
extra-hospital factors that could facilitate or prevent
nurse fatigue. Individual factors identified by the
study nurses were mainly related to nurses’ attitude
toward their work. For instance, self-sacrificing
nurse implied how nurses would sacrifice themselves
while disregarding fatigue and overextend to cover
for their patients. Regarding the work unit level,
nurses also identified multiple unique fatiguing
characteristics of EDs, many of which originated
from patients and their companions. In agreement
with the literature, the majority of participants
described conflict and aggression between nurses
and visitors as a fatigue-inducing factor. In the
work unit level, participants also discussed that a
major contributor to fatigue was nursing tasks in
EDs. In line with the study findings, it is shown
that ED nurses often have to make vital decisions
in the shortest span of time while treating unstable
patients, which is accompanied by a lot of stress and
time pressure. Understaffing and physical layout
of the unit were also other factors in the unit that
could impact nurses’ fatigue.

Participants identified the most factors
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Fig. 1: Conceptual model of nurse fatigue among ED nurses in TUMS hospitlas

within the organization level, demonstrating the
significance of the organization’s role in combating
fatigue. Nurses felt that non-care responsibilities,
including endless paperwork and non-nursing
tasks (such as administrative or secretarial tasks),
contributed to their fatigue. The results showed
that multiple aspects of organizational culture,
i.e., sub-cultures, were deemed fatiguing in EDs.
Additionally, teamwork and scheduling were cited
as barriers to fatigue. It is shown that teamwork
does not only affect fatigue in a care setting, but it
also moderates the relationship between workload
and fatigue, which can act as a solution for
understaffing. Finally, in the external environment,
the public image of nursing and national labor
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regulations were described as fatiguing factors by
the study participants.

4. CONCLUSIONS

This study was conducted using a systemic
approach to identify factors affecting nurse fatigue
in the emergency departments of TUMS hospitals.
Extensive factors were identified at four levels of the
nurses work system, including individual factors,
work unit, organization, and extra-hospital factors
that could facilitate or prevent nurse fatigue. These
findings can assist health system decision-makers
and HFE experts in designing effective fatigue
risk management systems in Iranian hospitals,
particularly in emergency departments.
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2. Musculoskeletal disorders
3. Positive feedback loop
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3. Workload-staffing balance
4. Patient flow
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