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a b s t r a c t

Objectives: The objectives of this paper are to examine (1) the association between flexible
employment and nurses’ intention to leave the profession, and (2) whether or not support
at work mediates the association between flexible employment and nurses’ intention to
leave the profession. Flexible employment is analyzed objectively using non-permanent
contract, part-time employment status, casual employment status, involuntary hours and
on-call work, and subjectively using job insecurity. Support at work refers to organizational,
supervisor and peer support.
Methods: Data come from our survey of 1396 nurses employed in three teaching hospitals
in Southern Ontario. Descriptive statistics are provided. Bivariate correlations, hierarchical
regression analysis and mediation tests are conducted.
Results: Compared to those in full-time employment, nurses in part-time employment do
not intend to leave the profession. None of the other objective flexible employment factors
are associated with intention to leave the profession. Perceived job insecurity is associated
with intention to leave the profession. Low support at work contributes to intention to
leave the profession and mediates the association between job insecurity and intention to
leave the profession.
Conclusions: The study provides evidence to health sector managers and policy makers that
part-time employment, perceived job security and support at work are important factors
to consider in efforts to retain nurses in the profession.
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1. Introduction

The objectives of this paper are to examine (1) the asso-
ciation between flexible employment and nurses’ intention
to leave the profession, and (2) whether or not support at
work mediates the association between flexible employ-
ment and nurses’ intention to leave the profession. Flexible
employment is gaining importance globally in the health
care sector since prescribed by the international financial
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institutions [1]. The term flexibility connotes both pos-
itive and negative attributes. In the last three decades
two streams of flexibility literature emerged along these
two opposing views [2]. One stream of literature dis-
cusses flexibility as a strategic initiative of employers
to enhance the business requirements of the firm. The
other stream of literature discusses flexibility as driven
by employees demanding flexibility for work-life balance
interests. Research using national level data from the U.S.
and Canada shows that flexible employment is created for
business reasons rather than meeting employee interests
and needs [3,4]. This study takes the perspective that flexi-
ble employment is primarily demand-driven and created
for the interests and goals of the hospitals and hospital

0168-8510/$ – see front matter © 2010 Elsevier Ireland Ltd. All rights reserved.
doi:10.1016/j.healthpol.2010.07.017

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.healthpol.2010.07.017
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/01688510
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/healthpol
mailto:zeytino@mcmaster.ca
dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.healthpol.2010.07.017


150 I.U. Zeytinoglu et al. / Health Policy 99 (2011) 149–157

administrators. Nurse managers implement these hospital
employment policies. Nurses respond to flexible job oppor-
tunities created by the administration and attempt to find
a good match between their interests and available jobs.

The health care sector in Canada and elsewhere experi-
enced restructuring in mid-1990s and as a result hospital
management introduced a number of flexible employment
forms and involuntary hours with little job security [5–9].
Some nurses left the profession and others intend to leave
[5,10]. In 2002, the year our study was conducted, only 60%
of nurses worked full-time [11,12]. That year the provin-
cial government initiated a policy to create more full-time
jobs to keep nurses in the profession. Many of the nurses
searching a full-time job found one, and many of the nurses
working on a part-time basis chose to stay in part-time jobs.
More investments were made to enhance the number of
nurses working on a full-time basis. In addition, in the last
few years, the provincial government guaranteed full-time
employment to recent graduates, if they preferred.

Labour supply and demand imbalances in nursing are
creating retention challenges [10,13–15]. Decision-makers
are noting that work environment issues are factors of con-
cern for retention in health care sector [16] and generally
in the labour market [17] making the topic of this paper
important and timely. This study contributes to the liter-
ature by examining a large number of objective flexible
employment factors and a subjective flexible employment
factor in the analysis, and by examining the role of support
at work as a possible mediator of the relationship between
these factors and intention to leave the profession. Findings
can assist organizational level policy-making in hospitals.
Findings can also inform decision-makers at national and
intergovernmental organizations on retaining nurses in the
profession.

2. Turnover intention theory and the conceptual
model

Retention and turnover are two sides of a coin [18].
Turnover is the ultimate decision preceded by the inten-
tion to leave [19]. The turnover theory shows that objective
job circumstances and interpreted job circumstances affect
an individual’s decision to leave or stay in the organization
[20,21] or the profession [22]. Nurses have a strong iden-
tification with their profession [23] and intention to leave
the profession is a serious decision since it means leaving
behind the training in nursing, a dedication to the profes-
sion and possibly tenure in the profession. Thus, we focus
on this ultimate decision for a nurse –– the intention to
leave the profession (see Fig. 1).

Flexible employment is examined on objective and
subjective dimensions similar to DeWitte and Näswall’s
study of job insecurity [24]. The objective flexible employ-
ment dimensions of non-permanent contract, part-time
employment status, casual employment status, involun-
tary hours and on-call work are indicators that these jobs
are in the periphery of the organizations with poor work-
ing conditions and insecurity [3,25]. Empirical research on
employment statuses shows hierarchies within the periph-
ery with part-time employment being in the near-core
and providing some flexibility, and casual employment
providing the most flexibility [25]. Applying the the-
ory of turnover intention to our study [20,21], nurses
would examine the objective working conditions in their
jobs in deciding whether to stay or leave the profes-
sion. For a skilled profession like nursing, employment
in non-permanent contracts, casual employment, involun-
tary hours or on-call work may not be their preference after
years of training for the profession. Considering that these

Fig. 1. The conceptual model of the associations between employment flexibility, support at work and intention to leave the profession.
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