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OPSOMMING

’n Opname is gedoen onder voormalige studentverpleegkundiges van een hospitaal om die faktore wat met die hoë sta- 
kingssyfer verband hou te bepaal.

Die volgende is enkele van die belangrikste bevindings:
— daar was betekenisvolle ontevredenheid oor werksomstandighede in die atgemeen;
— ’n klein maar betekenisvolle groep kon nie met die akademiese eise van verpleegkunde tred hou nie;
— dit blyk of interpersoonlike verhoudings tot ’n groot mate tot studente se besluit om te staak bygedra het;
— daar was ’n gebrek aan persoonlike en professionele ondersteuning;
— ’n vorm van tussentrede sou moontlik staking by ’n aantal van die studente kon voorkom het.

Verdere navorsing oor elk van die aspekte wat in hierdie studie aangeraak is, is nodig. Uit hierdie navorsingsprojek 
kan egter reeds afgelei word dat die probleem van hoc stakings op twee vlakke aangepak behoort te word, naamlik op 
individuele hospitaalvlak en op ’n breër vlak om werksomstandighede te verbeter.

INTRODUCTION

In all te rtia ry  education , a certain  
percentage of d rop -ou ts can be ex­
pected . In this instance, the  au thors 
w ere in terested  in the abandonm en t 
o r w ithdraw al of studen ts from  the 
D iplom a in G enera l N ursing at 
G reys H osp ita l, P ieterm aritzburg . 
O ver the past few years the d ro p ­
ou t ra te  at G reys H ospita l was suf­
ficiently high to  cause concern  —  
particularly  at a tim e w hen th ere  is 
a widely rep o rted  shortage of W hite 
nursing personnel. A lso , in the 
South A frican con tex t, very little 
active research  has been  rep o rted  in 
this regard .

A ccording to  B irch (1975)1 it is 
im portan t to  gain access to  d ro p ­
outs to  discover precisely w hat they 
though t of tra in ing  m ethods; details 
o f personal re la tionsh ips; fru stra ­
tions en coun tered  and  also to  a t­
tem pt to  understand  th e ir po in t of 
view. T he p rob lem  o f abandonm en t 
by nursing studen ts  has existed for
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m any years th roughou t the world. 
R esearchers have been  preoccupied  
with a ttem pting  to  dem onstra te  
variables such as age o f en try , hours 
of du ty , the  hospital env ironm ent, 
study dem ands, restric tions on 
social life, etc. M acquire (1969)2, in 
his review  of the  lite ra tu re , con­
cludes th a t the a ttem p t to  dem on­
stra te  the rela tionsh ip  of the  above 
factors to  w ithdraw al separately  has 
not been  particu larly  successful. 
T here fo re , the purpose o f the 
survey under discussion was to  
broadly  investigate som e of the  fac­
tors w hich m ay be re la ted  to  w ith­
draw al in the  South  A frican con­
tex t, w ithout a ttem pting  to  d em o n ­
stra te  any specific variables per se.

METHOD

A  pilot study was conducted  w ith 28 
studen t nurses at G reys College in 
o rd er to  evaluate  the  questionnaire  
designed for this study. T he ques­
tionnaire  was evaluated  with regard
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to  it’s validity and  practicality .
T he sam ple com prised those 

d rop-ou ts w ho had  com m enced 
train ing at G reys H osp ita l in the 
period  Jan u ary  1976 to  D ecem ber
1979. D uring this period  224 s tu ­
den ts, ou t o f a to ta l in take  o f 600, 
ab andoned  tra in ing , hence giving a 
drop-ou t ra te  of 37 ,3% . T he revised 
questionnaire  was p osted  to  these 
224 drop-outs.

A fte r a m onth  had e lapsed  a re ­
m inder and a second copy o f the 
questionnaire  w ere posted  to  those 
who had  not responded . A fte r a 
period  of six m onths th ere  was a 
to ta l o f 164 responden ts, which rep ­
resen ted  73,54%  of the  sam ple. 
N ineteen  questionnaires w ere re ­
garded  as spoilt and thus a to ta l of 
145 (65,02% ) questionnaires w ere 
evaluated . It m ay be re levan t to 
po in t ou t th a t som e questions w ere 
unansw ered  in a few of the re tu rns. 
This was how ever accoun ted  for in 
the  analysis of the  questionnaires.
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RESULTS 

Demographic Data

Tables 1 and  2 reflect som e basic 
dem ographic  data

Service and Working Con­
ditions
Possibly one of the  m ore im portan t 
results of this study is the  da ta  on 
service and w orking conditions 
(such as salary , hours of duty , 
w eekend and night du ty). T he fo l­
lowing factors w hich are of specific 
in terest em erged:
—  regard ing  hours of du ty , 63,7%

of the abandon  group  indicated  
tha t th e ir duties generally  in te r­
fered  w ith th e ir  social life and 
activities. A  fu rth e r b reakdow n 
in this respect is p rovided  in 
T able 3.

It is in teresting  to  no te  th a t upon 
adm ission to  the course , 65 ,5%  of 
the studen ts indicated  tha t they 
w ere aw are th a t nursing would 
affect th e ir social life and  activities; 
—  the response to  the question 

concerning the abandon  g roups’ 
opinion of the  salary structu re  
for s tuden t nurses and  re ­
gistered  nurses is show n in 
T able 4.

R egarding w heth er o r  no t salaries 
had influenced th e ir decision to 
abandon  tra in ing , 22,1%  of the  re ­
spondents ind icated  th a t the  salary 
s tructure  had  influenced them  d i­
rectly.

Theoretical Education at the 
Nursing College

In respect o f the  theore tica l educa­
tion at the  nursing college, 67,6%  of 
the responden ts w ere of the  opinion 
th a t th e ir college p rep ara tio n  was 
ad eq u a te  fo r clinical exposure at 
w ard and d ep artm en t level.

H ow ever, 23,4%  felt th a t they 
w ere inadequate ly  p rep ared  as 
there  was no corre la tion  betw een 
theory  and  practice and  the college 
could not satisfactorily  sim ulate the 
actual clinical setting . Som e of the 
responden ts specifically sta ted  feel­
ing s o f  a c a d e m ic  in a d e q u a c y . 
Nevertheless, when it came to actually 
pu tting  into practice th e ir  th eo re ti­
cal education , w heth er ad eq u a te  or 
no t, 77,9%  indicated  th a t they  re ­
ceived enough help  from  e ith e r the 
clinical instructors o r the w ard 
nursing staff. C onsequently  the m a­
jority  (80% ) found  w orking in the 
w ards a rew arding experience. A  
relevant po in t here  is the  fact tha t 
p rio r to  com m encem ent of train ing 
m ost o f the  studen ts (93 ,1% ), w ere 
cognisant o f the fact th a t the 
d ip lo m a  c o u rs e  w o u ld  in v o lv e  
studying.

Experiences directly con­
tributing to abandonment

W ith regard  to  the  actual a rea of 
experience th a t con tribu ted  directly  
to  respo n d en ts’ ab an d o n m en t of 
the course , the  follow ing em erged:

W ARD/DEPARTMENT EXPERI­
ENCE (40%)

Significantly, 40%  o f the  abandon  
group ind icated  th a t experiences in 
the w ard /departm en t w ere directly 
responsible for the ir abandonm en t. 
Specific m ention  was m ade of po o r 
in terpersonal re la tionsh ips at the  
nursing team  level; unduly critical 
a ttitudes of w ard  nursing staff; d e ­
gradation  in  the  p resence of 
pa tien ts; s ituational dem ands such 
as cancer o r dea th  and  o th e r 
stresses beyond  th e ir  personal 
coping m echanism s.

TABLE 1: THE TOTAL GROUP RECRUITED

VARIABLE MEAN AGE TOTAL

SCHOOL LEAVER 17,91 years 462 (77%)
PREVIOUS WORK EXPERI­
ENCE 21,46 years 138 (23%)

600

TABLE 2: ABANDON GROUP AND NON-ABANDON GROUP

VARIABLES ABANDON GROUP 
N =  224 (37,3%)

NON-ABANDON GROUP 
N =376 (62,7%)

MEAN AGE 18,5 years 18,7 years

MEAN PERIOD IN TRAIN­
ING 11,7 months 36 months

PREVIOUS WORK EXPERI­
ENCE 48 (21,4%) 90 (23,9%)

TABLE 3: ANALYSIS OF RESPONDENTS COMPLAINTS RE­
GARDING HOURS OF DUTY

COMPLAINT____________________________________

DAY DUTY HOURS WERE INCONVENIENT 
SPECIFIED WEEKEND DUTY AS INCON­
VENIENT
SPECIFIED NIGHT DUTY AS INCONVENIENT 
WORK TIRING AND NO ENERGY AFTER 
HOURS

TABLE 4: ANALYSIS OF RESPONDENTS OPINIONS RE­
GARDING SALARY STRUCTURES

RANK SA LA RY A D E Q U A T E

STU D EN T NURSES 
R E G IST E R E D  NURSES

43,4%
1.4%

54,5%
95,2%
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NURSING COLLEGE (32,5% )

Feelings of inadequate  p repara tion  
and lack of academ ic ability w ere 
expressed. Som e indicated  th a t they 
w ere poorly trea ted  by the tu torial 
staff.

NURSES’ HOME (23,5%)

It was indicated  tha t the  nurses’ 
hom e was no t geared  to  m eeting  the 
needs of young adults. O th e r 
com plaints w ere th a t the hom e was 
like a prison; feelings of loneliness 
w ere expressed; a lack o f privacy 
was experienced  and  the hospital 
a tm osphere  was inescapable.

PERSONAL REASONS (21,4%)

H ere  the reasons w ere o f a personal 
n a tu re , e.g . m arriage.

Interpersonal relationships

In the area  of in terpersonal re la ­
tionships the indication was that the 
students w ere generally  trea ted  
fairly by personnel. G rievances 
about poor trea tm en t w ere how ever 
expressed tow ard  w ard sisters, 
senior nurses and the m edical staff.

Difficulties
In the event o f any personal o r 
n u rs in g  d if f ic u lt ie s  d u r in g  th e  
course of th e ir  tra in ing , the results 
indicated  that:
—  in the case o f personal difficul­

ties, m ost studen ts w ould seek 
the  assistance of e ith e r th e ir  s tu ­
d e n t  c o l l e a g u e s ,  f a m i ly  o r  
friends ra th e r  than  th a t o f o th e r 
nursing personnel;

—  in the case of nursing difficul­
ties, m ost w ould solicit the  assis­
tance of th e ir peers ra th e r  than 
approaching  m ore sen io r nurs­
ing personnel.

Intervention

A  very im portan t finding was that 
51,7%  of the  responden ts felt that 
som e form  of in terven tion  could 
have encouraged  them  to continue 
th e ir train ing. Specific m ention  was 
m ade of in terven tion  in the  form  of 
personal support —  college staff 
could have taken  m easures to  assist 
individuals and  b e tte r  team  w ork 
and instruction  at the practical level 
w ould also have con tribu ted  posi­
tively. Im proved  w orking and  se r­

vice conditions, fo r instance b e tte r 
hours of duty and  an im proved 
salary, w ould have encouraged  
som e studen ts to  com plete their 
training.

Disillusionment

In re tro spect, 42,1%  of the abandon  
group felt tha t nursing did no t live 
up to  the ir expectations and  they 
w ere generally  disillusioned with 
the profession.

The most important reasons 
for abandonment

In answ er to  the  request for resp o n ­
dents to  sta te  the m ost im portan t 
reasons for the ir abandonm en t of 
train ing, the results show n in Table 
5 em erged.

Respondents’ Recommen­
dations

A n analysis of the  resp o n d en ts’ re ­
com m endations regard ing  the areas 
which they w ould like changed at 
the  hospital, should  they  recom ­
m ence train ing is given in T ab le  6.

TABLE 6: ANALYSIS OF 
DATIONS

DISCUSSION

The dem ographic da ta  show n in 
Tables 1 and  2 suggests tha t the  stu ­
dents generally  abandon  the course 
tow ards the  end  o f th e  first year. 
The d rop-ou t ra te  was very high in 
this period . T he first year group 
com prised m ostly o t school leavers. 
If they had  experienced  any signifi­

cant difficulties during the tirst 
period  of tra in ing , abandonm ent 
m ight have been  p rec ip ita ted  by the 
exam inations tow ards the end  of 
the first year. If any effort is to  be 
geared  to  the p reven tion  of the 
drop-ou t phenom enon  in tervention  
effort should thus reach  it’s peak 
during this tim e, particularly  as 
51,7%  of responden ts felt th a t som e 
form  of in terven tion  could o r might 
have encouraged  them  not to  ab an ­
don th e ir train ing. W hen one con­
siders the resp o n d en ts’ m ost im por­
tan t reasons for abandonm en t —  
66,7%  left because of service/w ork­
ing conditions, the college, w ards/ 
d epartm en ts and in terpersonal re ­
lationships, and the nu rses’ hom e —  
it becom es ap p aren t th a t in general 
these are  hospital re la ted  variables

an a , th erefo re , som e a ttem p t to  
redeenx the  situation  appears neces­
sary. T he personal reasons a rea  also 
needs to  be considered  fo r in te r­
vention.

Evidence suggests th a t the gen­
eral service and w orking conditions

RESPONDENTS’ RECOMMEN-

(duty  hours, w eekend-w ork  and 
night-duty , as well as salary) has a 
significant negative effect on job 
satisfaction. This prob lem  existed in 
spite of the  p rio r recognition  by 
65,5%  of studen ts th a t nursing 
w ould effect th e ir social life. This is 
indeed  a g rea t p rob lem  and  to  sug­
gest an easy solu tion  w ould cer­

TABLE 5: ANALYSIS OF THE MOST IMPORTANT REASONS 
FOR ABANDONMENT OF TRAINING

VARIABLE NUMBER %

PERSONAL REASONS 62 33,3
SERVICE AND
WORKING CONDITIONS 46 24,7
COLLEGE 37 19,9
WARDS/DEPARTMENTS 66,7
AND INTERPERSONAL
RELATIONSHIPS 31 16,7
NURSES’ HOME 10 5,4

AREA NUMBER %

SERVICE/WORKING CON­
DITIONS 96 49,7
STAFF RELATIONSHIPS
ON THE WARD 60 31,1
NURSES’ HOME 22 12,2
COLLEGE 15 7,8
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tainly be foo lhardy . R obinson 
(1973)3 indicates th a t by increasing 
s ta f f  r e c r u i tm e n t  f u n d a m e n ta l  
p roblem s o f jo b  satisfaction  are  not 
necessarily solved so th a t existing 
conditions of a lack of staff are  p e r­
pe tua ted .

R egarding salary, 95,2%  of the 
responden ts w ere of the  opinion 
tha t reg istered  nurses w ere in ad e ­
quately  paid. This is perhaps an 
im portan t variable to  a group al­
ready beset w ith problem s during 
training. T o  pursue  the course for 
an o th er tw o years and then  to  be 
faced w ith generally  po o r w orking 
conditions and  an in adequate  salary 
may no t be a very encouraging 
prospect for the  fu tu re .

A cadem ically  the college p re ­
pared  m ost o f the studen ts (67,6% ) 
a d e q u a t e l y  f o r  i m p l e m e n t i n g  
theory  in to  p ractice. In the  practical 
setting m ost (77 ,9% ) felt th a t they 
w ere adequately  helped  and  conse­
quently  found w orking in the  w ards 
a rew arding experience. H ow ever, 
23,4%  of the  group  felt inade­
quately  p rep ared  for the w ards 
and 32,5%  sta ted  specifically th a t 
they  ab andoned  th e ir train ing for 
reasons re la ted  to  the  college. H ere 
one w ould question  the general 
cognitive abilities and ap titude  of 
the  abandon  group. P erhaps nu rs­
ing was a w rong ca reer choice from  
the ou tse t. T h ere fo re , this area 
needs fu rth e r intensive investiga­
tion  to  de te rm ine  specifically which 
factors are  involved. Psychological 
testing could assist in providing 
valuable in fo rm ation  for fu rth e r re ­
search in to  the d rop -ou t p h en o m e­
non.

T he area  o f in te rpersona l re la ­
tions m anifested  itself th roughou t. 
This is im portan t as it m ay well be 
tha t the  first year s tudents require 
m ore personal support and u n d er­
standing than  they  seem  to  be re ­
ceiving at p resen t, especially as evi­
dence suggests th a t this is a tim e of 
high stress during which m ost ab an ­
donm ent occurs. It appears th a t this 
g roup is particularly  sensitive to  
critical attitudes. It m ay be relevant 
to  com pare the a ttitu d es of students 
and reg istered  nurses. Is it possible 
tha t reg istered  nurses accept criti­
cism m ore readily  than  students and 
also th a t m ore sub tle variables may 
be involved w ith the reg istered

group? Q uestions such as these 
r e m a in  u n a n s w e r e d  a n d  n e e d  
fu rth er investigation.

W hen the studen ts experienced  
significant personal difficulties, or 
difficulties associated w ith nursing, 
m ost w ould no t seek the assistance 
of sen ior nursing pesonnel, but 
w ould ra th e r  solicit the  assistance 
of th e ir peers. H ere  to o , m ore  in­
tensive research  is necessary to  es­
tablish the  reasons for this occur­
rence. Is th e re , perhaps, a lack of 
identity  ou tside the ir s tuden t peer- 
group?

From  the above it is obvious th a t 
m ore intensive research  is neces­
sary, in num erous areas, to  evaluate 
the recru itm en t and d rop-ou t p h e ­
nom enon in nursing education . 
W hat this study has indicated  is th a t 
there  are  problem s en coun tered  by 
student nurses which need to  be 
dealt w ith at two levels. Firstly, 
w ithin the hospital and  secondly, at 
a w ider level to  im prove the condi­
tions o f service.

CONCLUSION

From  the  results o b ta ined  in this 
survey, it is clear that:
—  the d rop -ou t ra te  o f studen t 

nurses is high (37 ,3% ) which 
suggests th a t alm ost four ou t of 
ten  studen ts recru ited  would 
abandon  the course particularly  
tow ard  the end  of the  first year 
o f training;

—  th a t num erous variables w ere 
involved in influencing the  re ­
sp onden ts’ decision to  abandon  
the  course.

A n  i m p o r t a n t  d e m o g r a p h i c  
characteristic  was th a t the  m ajority  
o f the to ta l g roup  recru ited  com ­
prised of school-leavers. W hen  the 
abandon  g roup  was com pared  with 
the non-abandon  g roup  regarding 
previous w ork experience, no sig­
nificant difference betw een  the  tw o 
groups was found.

R egarding the variables th a t 
becam e ap p aren t in this survey the 
following w ere o f im portance:
—  significant dissatisfaction was 

expressed tow ards general se r­
vice and  w orking conditions 
(salary, hours of du ty , w eekend 
and  night-duty);

— a small but significant group

found difficulty in coping with 
the academ ic dem ands o f nurs­
ing;

—  po o r in terpersonal re lationships 
appeared  to  con tribu te  gene­
rally tow ards the decision to  
abandon  the  course;

—  lack of personal and  pro fess­
ional support was expressed by 
the abandon  group;

—  som e form  o f in terven tion  may 
possibly have p reven ted  ab an ­
donm ent.

RECOMMENDATIONS

It has been  dem o n stra ted  by this 
r e l a t i v e l y  m o d e s t  s u r v e y  t h a t  
fu rther research  is necessary to  exa­
m ine m ore specifically and  com pre­
hensively the  variables suggested in 
this study, in o rd e r to  draw  m ore 
definite conclusions. H ow ever, p re ­
lim inary suggestions and  recom ­
m endations ap p ea r feasible. T hese 
are:
—  the  im provem ent o f the  general 

w orking/service conditions of 
the nursing profession ;

—  an im provem ent in the  in te rp e r­
sonal re la tionsh ips a t d ifferen t 
levels;

—  m ore personal and  professional 
support for s tu d en t nurses;

—  a counselling service fo r studen t 
nurses w ith personal p roblem s;

—  to m ake use of various psycho­
logical tests to  de te rm ine  and 
possibly discrim inate betw een 
stayers and  leavers in te rm s o f 
their cognitive abilities, persona­
lity, in terest and  attitudes.
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