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Abstract

Career success is important for nurses and it is essential to find ways to improve nurses’
perceptions of career success. The purpose of this descriptive correlation study was to explore
the levels of work empowerment and career success, as well as to examine the relationships
between each subscale of work empowerment and career success among nurses in university
hospitals in Yunnan Province of the People’s Republic of China. The sample consisted of 382
nurses who worked in four university hospitals. Data were analyzed by descriptive statistics and

Pearson’ Product-Moment correlation.

The Rresults of study

Total work empowerment was at a moderate level (X =11.56, S.D. = 2.59). Results also
revealed that access to support was rated highest by nurses subscale score, followed by access to
resources, access to information, and access to opportunity, respectively. Overall career success
was at a moderate level (X = 3.02, S.D. = 0.64). The subscales of job success, inter-personal
success, hierarchical success and life success were at a moderate level, while financial success
was at a low level. Work empowerment was highly associated with career success(r = 0.63, p <
0.01). In terms of the relationships between each subscale of work empowerment and career
success, the results showed that access to information, support, resources, formal power and
informal power, were highly related to career success; while the relationship between access
to opportunity and career success was moderate .

The results could be seen as valuable information for nurse managers and hospital admin-
istrators in understanding the importance of work empowerment. It was recommended for nurse
managers and hospital administrators that they should provide more information, opportunities
for training, education and promotion to increase perceived career success, and ultimately to

promote Chinese nurses to perform their work effectively.

Key words: Work Empowerment, Career Success, Chinese Nurses
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Background and significance of the research
problem

Organizations are social systems where
human resources are the most important factors
for effectiveness and efficiency. In recent years,
there has been an increasing emphasis on the
importance of performance and career success
of nursing personnel (Rad & Yarmohammadian,
2006). Evidence is accumulating revealing that
work environments with high levels of stress,
strenuous workloads, as well as relatively low
satisfaction with payment and career opportunities
have a great impact on career success of nursing
personnel (Wang, Tao, Ellenbecker & Liu, 2011).

Career success refers to the individual’s
evaluation of achievements in his/her work
experiences (Gattiker & Larwood, 1986). Many
studies usually categorized career success into
objective career success and subjective career
success (Gattiker & Larwood, 1986; Judge, Cable,
Boudreau &Bretz, 1995; Peluchette, 1993). However,
there is an argument that measuring objective
criteria is insufficient, because objective career
success is not the main outcome that people seek
from their careers (Arthur, Khapova, & Wilderom,
2005; Heslin, 2005). Moreover, even people who
have achieved objective career success are not
necessarily satisfled with their careers or feel
proud and successful (Hall, 2002, as cited in
Heslin, 2003). In contrast, many people value
subjective outcomes, such as challenges or
development of new skills, work-life balance,
and purpose, transcendence, contribution as a
sense of meaning from their work (Gattiker and
Larwood, 1988; Heslin, 2005). Therefore, many
researchers had a considerable emphasis on

subjective career success criteria that go beyond

the objective career success (Friedman &
Greenhaus, 2000).

According to Gattiker and Larwood (1986),
subjective career success includes five dimen-
sions. Job success refers to all positive results
obtained from a job. Inter-personal success re-
fers to having good relationships with colleagues,
and having peers’ respect, acceptanceor good
evaluation. Financial success means individuals
feel a sense of material acquisition or that the
benefits from their careers are fair and equitable.
Hierarchical success refers to position or status
advancement within an organization. Life success
refers to balance of work and private life, feeling
a sense of happiness or personal well-being.
Employees who meet this criteria of subjective
career success will have greater satisfaction,
higher levels of commitment, job involvement,
reaching levels of productivity which will
match or exceed organizational expectations,
have greater happiness, motivation, superior
work performance, and personal success,
thus contributing to organizational success.

In China, there seem to be some barriers
to attain the criteria of career success. Nurses
felt less support from superiors or received
little positive feedback about their performance
(Long, 2010). Nursing have previously not been
recognized as an independent profession,
and historically have been identified with low
education attainment (Zhuang & Shi, 2010).
The relationship between doctors and nurses
was compliant (Zhao, Zhang & He, 2007), and
97.7% of nurses believes that they have lower
status, respect, acceptance from other health
care professionals (Guo, 2002). With a medical-

oriented health environment and financial
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restrained, hospitals have invested less in nursing
which results in low income for nurses who feel
it is not commensurate with their contribution
(Wang, 2008).

In general, career success has been
measured in several studies using employees in
corporations as subjects, where only one study,
in Thailand, observed for nurses which found
that career success in governmental university
hospitals was at a moderate level (Jeenkool,
2004). Previous studies showed the relationships
between career success and occupation self-
concept, job feature, human capital, work
values, organizational climate, achievement
motivation, personality traits, and organizational
support (Aryee, Chay & Tan, 1994; Bozionelos,
2004; Gattiker & Larwood, 1986; Jeenkool,
2004; Prasertsuk, 1999). Despite the amount of
research on career success, most of them are
focused on those in Western countries. Little
is known about career experience of nurses in
China where nursing has not been recognized as
an independent profession, and historically has
been identified with low education attainment
(Zhuang & Shi., 2010). Chinese nurses feel less
support from their superiors or receive little
positive feedback about their performance
(Long, 2010).

To create successful work environments
in organizations, Laschinger (1996) pointed out
that work empowerment has been shown as a
management strategy. Work empowerment is
a term originally coined by Kanter (1977) and
refers to work environments that provide access
to opportunity, information, support and
resources are empowering and enable

employees to accomplish their work successfully

through formal or informal power (Kanter, 1977,
1993 as cited in Laschinger, 1996). It is viewed
as the availability of these structures: access
to opportunities (possibility for learning and
advancement in the organization), access to
information (expertise and technical knowledge
required to work effectively), access to sup-
port (feedback and helpfulness received from
co-workers), access to resources (necessary time
and materials to get the job done effectively
and efficiently), formal power (level of discretion
or flexibility in how the work is to be accomplished
that receives recognition and is highly visible in
the organization), and informal power (strong
relationships among supervisors, peers, and
subordinates) (Faulkner & Laschinger, 2008). To
date, it has been extensively studied on the
linkage between perceived work empower-
ment and organizational outcome such as work
effectiveness, job satisfaction, intent to stay
(Laschinger & Havens, 1996, Laschinger et al,,
2003; Nedd, 2006) no previous studies has
examined the relationship between work
empowerment and subjective career success.
Only one study by Seibert et al., (2001) identified
three work conditions that directly related to
subjective career success: access to information,
access to resources and career sponsorship.
These conditions are similar to power structure
in Kanter’s model (1979). Although this work has
provided evidence to support for the influence
of power structure on subjective career success,
the effects of opportunity structure, and formal
and informal powers have not been empirically
examined. Thus, further study on the linkage
between all work empowering conditions in

Kanter’s model and subjective career success is
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needed to provide scholars’ knowledge of the
role of empowerment in career success.
Kanter argues that employee’s behavior
is a reaction to the situation and when situ-
ations are structured in such a way that em-
ployees’ feel empowered, the organization is
likely to benefit both in terms of the attitudes
of employees and the organization’s effective-
ness (Kanter, 1977, 1993 as cited in Lashinger,
Finegan & Shamian, 2001). Having access to
these structures results in increased feelings of
autonomy, higher levels of self-efficacy, and ulti-
mately greater commitment to the organization
(Laschinger, Finegan, Shamian, 2001).
University hospitals in China are the
research site due to reasons that during the
economic reform in 1978, China has been
transforming from a state-guaranteed to a
market-oriented employment system. This leads
Chinese workers to enjoy greater autonomy in
seeking the job, and to develop career based on
their own interest and values (Wong & Slater.,
2002). Chinese nurses in university hospitals are
similar to other workers as desire to achieve
their career. Although Chinese nurses have the
rights in line with international expectations,
such as the right to equal work and equal pay,
the right to continued education and promotion
competition, and the right to challenge medical
prescriptions when in doubt (Nurse Act in China.,
2010); the work of nurse in university is mainly
involve carrying out medical orders (Cai, 2009).
Chinese nurses in some university hospitals have
been promoted to the assistant hospital superin-
tendent position. However, ultimate control of
human and financial resource allocation remains

in the hands of the medical superintendent

(Wong, 2010). The purposes of this study were
to explore the levels of work empowerment
and career success, as well as to examine the
relationships between each subscale of work
empowerment and career success among nurses
in university hospitals in Yunnan Province of the
People’s Republic of China. Our results will help
nurse managers to better understand Chinese
nurses’ career progress needs and to increase
knowledge in the scientific community regarding

empowerment and career success.

Conceptual framework

The conceptual framework of this study
was based on Kanter’s structural power theory
(1977, 1993) and Gattiker and Larwood’s career
success (1986) which is categorized into five
groups, including job success, inter-personal
success, financial success, hierarchical success
and life success.. The relationship between
subjective career success and empowerment is
supported by the Kanter’s theory. Kanter asserts
that individuals who accesses to opportunity,
information, resources, support, formal and
informal power will perceive themselves to
have power and capable mobilize resources to

achievement and success in their work.

Methodology

Population and sample

A descriptive correlational research was
designed to study a population of 5,761 nurses
who were working in 8 university hospitals in
Yunnan Province, the People’s Republic of
China. The sample size needed in the study
was 374 according to the formula of Yamane

(1973). Considering the loss of the subjects,
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449 questionnaires were distributed to collect
data and finally 382 responses were used for
data analysis, with a valid response rate of 85%.
Proportional random sampling method was used
to determine the number of nurses in each
hospital, while hospitals and nurses were
selected by simple random sampling. Inclusion
criteria were staff nurses who were willing to
participate in this study, and had worked at

least two years, as well as not nurse managers.

Instruments

The questionnaire included three parts.
The first was a Demographic Data Form which
consisted of ten items related to the variables
including gender, age, marital status, educational
level, professional title, working department,
year of work experience, continuing education
satisfaction, and training and conference
attendances in the last year.

Next a Conditions Work Effectiveness
Questionnaire (CWEQ) was developed by
Laschinger, Wong, McMahon, and Kaufmann
(1999) and translated using the back-translation
technique. This instrument contained 60 items
with 31 items used to measure the staff nurses’
perceptions of accessing the four subscales of
structural work empowerment, 9 items used to
measure formal power, 18 items used to mea-
sure informal power and the last 2 items used
to measure global empowerment for validity
purposes. Each item required responses on a
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 to 5. An overall
empowerment score was obtained by summing
the four subscales, with a possible range from
4 to 20. Higher scores represented stronger

perceptions of working in an empowered work

environment. Score ranging from 4 to 9 was
described as a low level of empowerment, 10 to
15 as a moderate level of empowerment, and
16 to 20 as a high level of work empowerment.
A subscale mean score was calculated by sum-
ming and averaging the items. Score range was
between 1 and 5. Higher scores represented
stronger access to opportunity, information,
support, resources, and higher formal power,
informal power. The reliability of the CWEQ in
this study was 0.88, and the Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient of the subscales of access to oppor-
tunity, access to information, access to support,
access to resources, formal power and informal
power were 0.77, 0.88, 0.92, 0.86, 0.84, 0.91,
respectively.

In accordance with the Chinese con-
text, the researcher modified the subjective
career success scale of Gattiker and Larwood
(1986) and translated it into Chinese using the
back-translation method. The Modified Subjective
Career Success Subscale (MSCSS) had 21 items
with 5 subscales including job success (eight
items), interpersonal success (four items),
financial success (two items), hierarchical suc-
cess (four items), and life success (three items).
Responses were rated using a 5-point Likert scaling
from 1= “strongly disagree” to 5= “strongly
agree”. The mean score was a summing and
averaging of the items, with the score ranging was
between 1 and 5. Higher scores indicated higher
subjective career success. CVI was calculated
by five experts and found to be 0.92 in this
study. The reliability of the MSCSS was 0.80,
and the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the
subscales of job success, inter-personal success,

financial success, hierarchical success, and life
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success were 0.84, 0.90, 0.83, 0.88, and 0.91,

respectively.

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was obtained from the
Research Ethics Review Committee, Faculty of
Nursing, Chiang Mai University, Thailand and
directors of Nursing Department in China where
the data were collected. All subjects were
informed about the purpose and methods of
data collection in this study. They were informed
that participation in the study was voluntary and
they had right to refuse, stop or withdraw from
the study at any time. A research consent form
was sent to subjects to assure the protection of
their human rights. A statement was included
in a cover letter to guarantee anonymity of
individual responses and confidentiality was
maintained throughout the study. Information or

the results were only to be used for this studly.

Data collection

After receiving institutional and ethical
approval from each institution or individual, per-
missions were obtained from unit head nurses to
approach the nurses in each unit either through
a staff meeting or individually in the unit. Nurses
were asked to complete the questionnaires
and return them within two weeks in sealed
envelopes. Data were collected from January
to March in 2012.

Data analysis

Data were analyzed by the computer
program SPSS13.0. Descriptive statistics were
used to describe the demographic characteristics

of the subjects and the levels of work empow-

erment and career success. The data showed
a normal distribution and Pearson’ Product-
Moment correlation was used to determine the
relationships. According to Burns and Grove
(2007), a correlation coefficient (r) between
0.10 and 0.30 is considered a weak relationship,
0.30 to 0.50 is considered a moderate relation-
ship and more than 0.50 is considered a strong

relationship.

Results

Demographic data

The subjects consisted of 382 staff nurses
from eight units in four university hospitals. The
majority of the subjects were female (97.6%)
and their age ranged from 20 to 53 with X
=30.95 and S.D.=7.89. About 63.6% nurses were
between 20-30 years old, and the majority of
the subjects were married (62%). Nearly half of
the nurses (48.4%) held a diploma degree. The
largest group of subjects (46.9%) were junior
nurses, 39.8% nurses had between 2-5 years
work experience with a range from 2 to 35, and
a mean tenure of 10.07 years (S.D.= 8.49). Most
nurses (81.9%) showed satisfaction with con-
tinuing education, 86.9% nurses reporting that
they had attended at least one nursing training
or conference in last year. Moreover, 66.5% of
them indicated that they had received sufficient

training and were able to attend conferences.

Work empowerment

Nurses perceived the total work empow-
erment at a moderate level (X =11.56,
S.D.= 2.59) (Table 1). With respect to each
subscale of work empowerment, results

illustrated that nurses in this study rated access
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to support as the highest subscale score (X

= 3.00, S.D.=0.76),while access to opportunity

(X =276,5.D=0.74) was rated as the lowest

subscale scores.

Career success

The total career success score perceived

by nurses was at a moderate level (X = 3.02,
S.D. =0.64) (Table 2). Most subscales of career
success perceived by nurses were also at mod-
erate levels, while financial success perceived

by nurses was at a low level.

Relationships between work empower-
ment and career success

Table 3 illustrates that there was a strong
positive relationship between work empower-
ment and career success (r=.63, p<0.01). In terms
of the relationships between each subscale of
work empowerment and career success, access
to information, support, resources, formal power
and informal power were strongly related to
career success (r=0.53, p<0.01;
r=0.57, p<.01; r=.54, p<0.01; r=0.51, p<.01;
r=0.60, p<0.01), while access to opportunity
showed a moderate correlation with career

success (r=0.41, p<0.01).

Table 1 Mean, standard deviation and level of work empowerment as perceived by subjects (n=382)

Work Empowerment
Total work empowerment
Opportunity
Information
Support
Resource
Formal power

Informal power

Mean S.D. Level
11.56 2.59 Moderate
2.76 0.74
2.89 0.78
3.00 0.76
2.90 0.76
2.83 0.65
2.87 0.68

Table 2 Mean, standard deviation and levels of career success as perceived by nurses (n=382)

Career Success
Job success
Inter-personal success
Financial success
Hierarchical success
Life success

Total career success

Mean S.D. Level
3.20 0.76 Moderate
3.47 0.80 Moderate
2.17 1.02 Low
2.62 0.85 Moderate
3.63 1.01 Moderate
3.02 0.64 Moderate
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Table 3 Relationships between each subscale of work empowerment and career success among

nurses (n=382)

Work Empowerment
Opportunity
Information
Support
Resource
Formal power

Informal power

*5 <0.01

Discussion
The nurses in this study had total work

empowerment score at a moderate level

(X =11.56, S.D. = 2.59). Present study findings
suggest that Chinese nurses require more access
to opportunity, information, support, and
resources. The possible reason is that collab-
orative work environments could contribute
to foster a sense of empowerment (Almost &
Laschinger, 2002). Recently team building has
been used to promote communication and
open cooperation among health care profes-
sionals in Chinese hospitals (University Hospital
Documents, 2007) which leading the information
and resources sharing. Long-term stable
relationships make nurses feel more support
from colleagues and management. Hence,
these management strategies improve the work
empowerment. However, Chinese health care
settings are medical service oriented and power
is still centralized in the hands of physicians.
This unequal power relationship with medical

staff enhances physicians’ power and restricts

Career Success
r
0.63**
0.41**
0.53**
0.57**
0.54**
0.51**
0.60**

the nurses’ freedom, and consequently hinders
their empowerment (Skelton, 1994, Fulton,
1997; McParland, Scott, Arndt, Dassen, Gasull, &
Lemonidou, 2000). Thus, work empowerment
perceived by nurses in university hospitals was
at a moderate level.

The overall career success as perceived

by nurses in this study was at a moderate level

(X =23.02,SD=0.64). In recent years, with the
implementation of China outline for nursing
career development (2005-2010) (Ministry of
Health of China, 2005), the nursing career has
been gradually taken seriously and nurses’
competency, educational attainment and
professional status have much improved (Wang,
2008). Undoubtedly, this increases nurses’ sense
of achievement, motivation, and enthusiasm for
their work and thereby gives a hand to nursing
career success. However, many studies conducted i
n China still indicated that nurses felt low
satisfaction with payment, career opportunities
for personal development, nursing and hospital

administrators’” support, workload, relations with
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co-workers, career stages, promotion, amount of
work responsibility, and organizational policies
(Tao, Zhang, Hu & Zhang, 2011; Wang, Tao,
Ellenbecker & Liu, 2011). All of the above factors
make nurses perceive career success at a
moderate level.

The result showed that there was a
moderate positive relationship between access
to opportunities and career success (r=0.53,
p<0.1) (Table 3). Access to opportunity provides
individuals with chances to advance within the
organization and to develop their knowledge and
skills (Laschinger, 1996). Wang, Horng, Cheng, and
Killman (2011) found professional and personal
growth resulted in increased self-efficacy and
job satisfaction which helped employees to be
successful in their future careers. Individuals in
high opportunity jobs are highly committed to
the organization and are highly motivated to
do well and advance their career (Laschinger,
Finegan & Shamian, 2001). They take a proactive
approach to solving problems that arise on
the job and actively participate in change and
innovation (Hassan, 2002). Hence, access to
opportunity enhances career success. In contrast,
individuals in low-opportunity jobs tend to
limit their work aspirations and be resistant to
change or mobility in the hospitals (Laschinger,
Finegan & Shamian, 2001). Thus, it is evident that
one who has opportunity for advancement has
higher career success.

A strong positive relationship between
access to information and career success (r=0.53,
p<0.1) (Table 3) was found in this study. Access
to information is necessary to carry out the
job. If nurses lack information, they can not

receive the necessary support (Greenhaus et al.,

1990). Dunn, Wilson, & Esteman (2005) found
communication with colleagues promoted
information sharing, which then reinforced
the positive evaluation of their careers in the
organization. Information could help nurses
realize their aspirations and achieve higher level
of career success (Chanlder, 1986). As a result,
access to information has a strong and positive
correlation with career success.

The result showed that there was a strong
positive relationship between access to support
and career success (r=.57, p<0.1) (Table 3). Support
has been given to nurses in the form of special
training and many young nurses learn from their
mentors, supervisors or coworkers, who would
affect their views of career success (Ballout,
2007). Support from managers and colleagues
has been found to influence job satisfaction
and success (Seo, Ko, & Price, 2004) because
good relationships with them were important
for obtaining positive evaluations of work per-
formance. A positive evaluation of performance
can lead to a promotion in the workplace. In
addition, support and recognition from the work
place may bring a sense of success in a lifetime
job. Chandler (1986) stated peers and sponsors
provide inside information and important social
connections that are essential to career mobility
and career success. Loi and Ngo (2010) indicated
that adequate support had significant impact on
their evaluation of career success and would
shape employees’ perceptions and expecta-
tions toward their careers. Thus, maintaining a
close and cooperative relationship with their
colleagues would make them feel more se-
cure and comfortable in the process of upward

promotion and developing their careers.
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There was a strong positive relationship between
access to resources and career success (r=.54,
p<0.1) (Table 3). Access to resources means
nurses have financial support, necessary supplies
and materials, adequate time to perform the
job and nurses would feel fully supported by
management in the work (Seibert & Kraimer,
2001). Moreover, adequate resources reduce
interpersonal or interdepartmental conflicts
(Tyson, Pongruengphant, & Aggarwal, 2002),
ultimately, promoting career success.

A strong positive relationship between
formal power and career success (r=.51, p<0.1)
(Table 3) was shown in present study. Nurses
consider that power or a powerful position will
make them move up the career ladder and gain
recognition (Chanlder, 1986). When nurses have
power, that is, have control over conditions
that make their actions possible, then they
will feel more accomplished (Hassan, 2002).
Additionally, nurses in power positions know how
organizational goals, salary and promotion
decisions are made (Hassan, 2002) and that will
provide helpful information to nurses developing
their career. Conversely, powerlessness tends
to block employees’ career success.

The result showed that there was a
strong positive relationship between informal
power and career success (r=.60, p<0.1) (Table
3). Informal power is determined by the extent
of employee’s networks and alliances with
sponsors, peers, and subordinates within the
organization (Kanter, 1977, 1993 as cited in
Laschiger et al., 2001). O’Neil, Hopkins and
Bilmoria (2008) suggested networks could gain
social support and career benefits, such as

professional advice, access to useful contacts,

and developmental feedback. Tharenou (2005)
argued such kind of relationship-based support,
such as mentoring, sponsorship, and coaching,
that had been shown to benefit employees’
career. Another possible explanation lies in
cultural characteristics of Chinese people.
Influenced by a collectivistic culture, Chinese
employees are used to placing greater value
on social affiliation with their organizations than
making personal accomplishment (Loi & Ngo,
2010). Thus, informal power plays an import

role in nurses’ career success.

Conclusion

Nurses in university hospitals in Yunnan Province
of China were firstly found to have perceptions
of moderate levels in both total work empow-
erment and overall career success. Moreover,
work empowerment was highly associated with
career success. In terms of the relationships
between each subscale of work empowerment
and career success, the results found that access
to information, support, resources, formal power
and informal power, were highly related to
career success; while the relationship between
access to opportunity and career success was

at a moderate level.

Implications

The results could provide valuable
information to nurse managers and hospital
administrators as well as nursing staff that work
empowerment is an effective strategy to improve
staff nurses’ career success. They might be
better placed on efforts with the importance of
an empowering work environment and attempts

at providing more information and opportunities
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for training, education and promotion to develop Recommendations

future nursing career. Moreover, the results of Based on these findings, it is recommended

present study can provide evidence for further  that future studies should be conducted in

research in this field. other regions of China. Career success should
be studied with related factors, such as
demographic personal factorssand environment

or organizational factors.
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