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Determinants of workplace stress in affecting stress of conscience among nurses working in acute settings
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Background: Workload stress has a great impact on workforce, which suggests that intensity and frequency of stress contributes to 
the cumulative effects of workplace stressors.  Nurses in acute healthcare systems are predisposed to work-related stress based on 
moral factors. Stress results when nurses are exposed to ambiguous moral situations, they experience distress when they face a 
situation with contradictory demands or are hindered to take actions that they experience as ethically demanding. Nurses who have 
high moral sensitivity will experience ethical demands that may give them a bad conscience when they do not act in accordance with 
these demands. Such experiences have been described as stress of conscience because they give rise to a troubled conscience.

Purpose: To assess the level of stress of conscience of nurses in acute settings, identify situations that result in high levels of moral 
distress, explore implications of moral distress, and evaluate associations among moral distress and the characteristics of nurses. 

Method: A correlational, cross-sectional design was used in this study to examine the predictive relationship between levels of 
stress of conscience and workplace stressors among nurses working in acute hospitals.

Results: Data were analyzed from 199 nurses licensed. Correlations among the variables demonstrated a moderate positive and 
significant relationship among Workplace stress factors and stress of conscience intensity (r = 0.46, p< .01), however, a lower 
significant relation was between Workplace stress variables and Stress of Conscience frequency (r = 0.19, P < 0.1). Regression 
analysis resulted in a model that explained approximately 53% of the total variation in Stress of Conscience intensity (R= 0.53, 
Adjusted R2= 0.24, P< 0.01). 

Conclusion: Workplace stress was perceived as a constraint in the workplace environment, prohibiting nurses from acting in what 
they believed was the ethically correct manner, impacting their actions in relation to patient care, and provoking emotions associated 
with Stress of Conscience. Furthermore, there is a need for support from the managers and a supportive organization for reducing 
nurses’ work-related stress, which in turn can create a positive caring climate where the nurses are able to provide high quality care.
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