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Background and purpose: The retention of nursing personnel within healthcare settings constitutes a significant
concern in the realm of global health, an issue that has gained heightened relevance in the context of the COVID-19
pandemic. A key determinant of effective human resource retention is the level of support provided by supervisory
personnel. The primary objective of this study is to analyze the support afforded to nurses during the COVID-19
crisis through the lens of a human resource retention framework.

Research method: This qualitative research was carried out utilizing the phenomenological approach. The study
population comprised head nurses (operational managers) and nursing staff providing care to COVID-19 patients
at the Imam Reza (AS) Hospital Complex in Mashhad. Participants were selected through purposive sampling
until reaching theoretical saturation, resulting in a sample of thirteen individuals. Data collection was conducted
through in-depth, semi-structured interviews. The acquired data were analyzed employing MAXQDA software.

Findings: The themes identified from the interviews with both participant groups encompassed the following:
“Proactive strategies for addressing structural challenges in resource allocation during a crisis,” “Proactive
problem-solving approaches concerning behavioral, motivational, and communication challenges in a crisis,”
“Emphasis on fairness and distributive justice,” “Preparatory measures for post-crisis support,” and “Professional
conduct related to impact management.

Conclusion: The application of the findings from this study can substantially assist various managerial tiers in
executing supportive interventions and focusing on human resources to enhance retention and persistence rates, as
well as to avert challenges within other human resource subsystems, particularly during times of crisis.
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Introduction

Nurses comprise 59% of healthcare professionals. The abrupt emergence of a potentially life-
threatening disease such as COVID-19 exerts significant pressure on nursing staff, manifested
through increased workloads, physical fatigue, shortages of personal protective equipment, and
fears of contamination and transmission to family members. The World Health Organization (WHO)
has recognized the importance of supporting medical personnel and has emphasized the vital role
of nursing during the COVID-19 pandemic. Previous research has highlighted the positive impact
of support measures, including training and skills development, provision of adequate facilities, and
the timely deployment of human resources, on the physical and mental well-being of healthcare
workers. Additionally, studies indicate that organizational support enhances job performance, fosters
a sense of belonging, strengthens professional duty and commitment to patient care, and encourages
personal dedication and empathy. Such support also correlates with increased job satisfaction and
reduced nurse turnover.

Nurse retention presents a critical global challenge in healthcare human resources, an issue that
has become increasingly pertinent amid the COVID-19 pandemic. Nurse managers at the ward
level, or head nurses, who possess a comprehensive understanding of optimal conditions, can be
highly effective in retaining nursing staff. Social support from supervisors is a key predictor of
job satisfaction. Effective managerial support significantly contributes to enhancing employee
motivation, job satisfaction, and perceived self-efficacy; consequently, motivated employees are
more inclined to remain within the organization and undertake additional responsibilities.

Given that crises impact organizational human resource dynamics, the COVID-19 outbreak—an
unforeseen crisis—and the crucial role of frontline medical staff, particularly nurses, underscore
the importance of supporting and maintaining the nursing workforce. This study aims to explore
the phenomenology of head nurses’ support for their nursing staff during the COVID-19 pandemic,
adopting a human resource retention perspective within the Imam Reza (AS) Hospital Complex in
Mashhad, Iran.

Research Methodology

In the present study, the interpretive phenomenological approach (IPA) was employed. The statistical
population comprised all operational managers (head nurses) and nurses working in the COVID-19
designated wards of Imam Reza (AS) Hospital Complex in Mashhad, Iran. The inclusion criteria
for participants encompassed prior work or managerial experience within COVID-19 wards,
availability during the research period, and willingness to cooperate and participate in the study.
Purposive sampling was utilized for data collection. Data were obtained through in-depth, semi-
structured interviews with thirteen participants, including six nurses and seven head nurses, until
data saturation was attained. Data analysis was conducted using thematic analysis following the
seven-step Colaizzi’s method, facilitated by MAXQDA.V20 software. To enhance the credibility
and trustworthiness of the qualitative data, ongoing comparisons were made between categories
and subcategories. Additionally, peer coding, participant validation, data triangulation, and
internal coding consensus were employed to bolster validity and reliability. Rigorous adherence to
qualitative research procedures was maintained, with field notes recorded to ensure methodological
consistency. Individual summaries of each interview were meticulously prepared and subsequently
shared with six participants, who provided additional clarifications and insights.
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Findings

The principal themes identified from the interviews with head nurses encompassed: (1) proactive
strategies for addressing structural challenges related to resource allocation during crises, comprising
six primary themes; (2) active problem-solving approaches for behavioral, motivational, and
communication-related challenges encountered in crises, consisting of thirteen primary themes; (3)
considerations of fairness and distributive justice within the context of crises, involving five primary
themes; and (4) preparation for post-crisis support, identified through four primary themes.

According to the findings, the main themes derived from the nurses’ interviews included: (1) proactive
strategies for overcoming structural challenges in resource allocation during crises, presenting three
primary themes; (2) active problem-solving strategies concerning behavioral, motivational, and
communication challenges during crises, comprising nine primary themes; (3) emphasis on fairness
and distributive justice during crises, involving three primary themes; and (4) professional behaviors
related to impact management, identified through three primary themes.

Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the significance of supportive behaviors demonstrated by
managers and supervisors in crisis contexts. Managerial support serves as a vital resource that
enhances employee commitment and retention, particularly during periods of crisis. The employee
turnover process remains a critical challenge for organizations within the realm of human resource
management and is influenced by a multitude of factors. Participants in this study emphasized the
pivotal role of organizational and supervisory support in promoting human resource retention during
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Furthermore, several studies have highlighted the indirect impact of supervisor support on employee
retention. For instance, Kurtessis et al. (2017) demonstrated that the provision of organizational
support, when complemented by perceived supervisor support, can facilitate employee retention and
diminish intentions to leave the organization. Perceived organizational support, which arises from the
perceived support of supervisors, reinforces individuals’ sense of responsibility toward organizational
goals and enhances affective organizational commitment.

Additionally, the research conducted by Kim et al. (2020) indicated that variations in job engagement
and the willingness of frontline nurses to continue their work during the COVID-19 pandemic are
influenced by their social attributes and support systems. Qualitative studies involving nurses caring
for COVID-19 patients reported needs pertaining to safety, health, information, interpersonal relations,
family support, and supervisor assistance. This study further revealed the necessity of organizational
support and supervisory backing, emphasizing that employees’ desires to be acknowledged, respected,
and valued are prominent. Overall, there is a pressing need for further research employing innovative
approaches within the field of human resource management. Integrating behavioral and cognitive
perspectives is essential to developing strategies that enhance resource stability in crisis situations
through supportive and motivating behaviors.
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