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Due to increasing demand for healthcare providers, there is an increased 

need for advanced practice registered nurses. It is important to understand 

the factors that may affect a nurse’s decision to pursue further education. 

The predicted growth of the profession necessitates an increase in the 

number of nurses pursuing advanced practice degrees. The purpose of our 

research is to study the intrinsic characteristics that empower and motivate 

RNs to pursue higher levels of education and how the nursing culture and 

institutional workplace may encourage or discourage this career 

achievement. The data generated from our research can be used by the 

individual, institution, and nursing profession to increase the number of 

RNs returning to graduate school and functioning as APRNs thereby 

relieving the current provider shortage in American health care.

Introduction

Background

Participants

The population for our study included actively licensed RNs, older than 18 

years old (N = 496). We used a convenience sampling method with a 

network or “snowball” effect to select participants. The sample size of the 

study is 496 participants, with 346 participants completing the survey in its 

entirety. Of the 496 participants, nine declined to continue the survey after 

reading the participation consent form. Partial respondents totaled 141.

Participants included 314 women and 30 men, demonstrating a strong 

response rate of 69.35 %. The breakdown of age groups among 

participants was 9.28% in 18-25, 43.19% in 26-35, 22.9% in 36-45, 

18.26% in 46-60, and 6.38% were 60 years of age or older. For nursing 

education composition, 77 participants had an ADN, 183 had a BSN, 71 

had an MSN, and 11 were doctorally prepared. Of total participants, 92 

were currently pursuing a master’s or doctoral degree at the time of survey. 

For years of nursing experience, 25.07% of participants had 0-4 years of 

nursing experience, 34.69% had 5-10 years, 12.24% had 11-15 years, 

10.20% had 16-20, and 17.78% had 21 or more years of nursing 

experience

Design

The research design was a quantitative, descriptive correlational, cross-

sectional study. Via Qualtrics online survey, the General Causality 

Orientation Scale measured personality characteristics of RNs, and the 

Nurse Workplace Scale measured oppression among RNs. 

The General Causality Orientation Scale (GCOS), is a 12-vignette 

questionnaire, used to measure intrinsic personality characteristics among 

nurses The GCOS demonstrates Cronbach’s alpha of 0.75 and a test retest 

coefficient of 0.74 over 2-months while also correlating with a number of 

other theoretically related constructs (Deci & Ryan, 1985). The NWS is a 

12-item scale measuring oppressed group behaviors through two subscales 

that represent the constructs of internalized sexism and the minimization of 

self (Demarco, Roberts, Norris & McCurry, 2008). The NWS exhibits 

Cronbach’s alpha of 0.81 demonstrating internal consistency and validity 

(Demarco, Roberts, Norris & McCurry, 2008). 

Method

On average, the autonomous causality orientation predominated over the 

control and impersonal orientations. 

Mean scores of the NWS decreased as the nursing education level 

increased. 

A Kruskal-Wallis H test was run to determine if there were differences in 

NWS item answers between four groups of nursing education levels: the 

"ADN", "BSN", "MSN" and "doctoral" groups. Two scale items 

demonstrated statistical significance across the four groups. The item 

“Said or felt that most of your friends were men… or you just can’t trust 

women” was statistically significantly different between groups, χ2(3) = 

10.460, p = .015. The item “Complained about a problem to your fellow 

workers but did nothing to confront the person you believe is causing the 

problem” was statistically significantly different between groups, χ2(3) = 

9.823, p = .020. (see Figure 1)

A Mann-Whitney U test was run to determine if there were statistical 

differences in respondents who received a financial incentive from their 

employer to return to school and the perceived level of support or 

discouragement from nursing faculty, managers, and coworkers. 

Distributions of the respondents were not similar, as assessed by visual 

inspection. When comparing the level of perceived support from nursing 

faculty, those who received a financial incentive (mean rank =196.80) were 

statistically significantly higher than for those who did not receive a 

financial incentive (mean rank = 145.75), U =18,001.50, z = 4.919, p < 

.0005. 

Results Discussion

The findings of the study reveal support for our primary hypothesis which 

proposes that the autonomous personality orientation will be associated 

with higher levels of education among nurses. The autonomous orientation 

mean score for doctoral prepared RNs (70.18) was higher than ADNs 

(69.54), BSNs (69.24), and MSNs (69.06). The findings of the study also 

revealed support for our secondary hypothesis which proposes that 

institutional factors and the culture of nursing negatively influence a 

person’s decision to pursue an advanced degree in nursing. Nurses with a 

PhD or DNP degree scored lower on the NWS than nurses of the other 

education levels, indicating less oppressed group behavior within the 

constructs of internalized sexism and minimization of self.

Individual questions of the NWS showed statistically significant 

differences among age groups and educational levels. Although ADN 

nurses have the lowest level of education, this subgroup also had decreased 

subscale scores and demonstrated statistically significant differences 

among certain minimization of self items. We speculate that ADN nurses 

have increased confidence levels, and are more likely to display self-

advocating behaviors and beliefs that contribute to empowering their 

influence in the workplace. Among respondents who have pursued or are 

pursuing an advanced degree, those receiving financial incentive from his 

or her employer were more likely to feel supported by nursing faculty, 

nurse managers, and coworkers than nurses who did not receive financial 

incentive from his or her employer.  This indicates a need for increased 

workplace support. 

Some limitations of our research include that the Qualtrics survey did not 

require a registered nurse licensure verification process, the period of data 

collection was limited to 2 weeks, and there was a limited response from 

doctorally prepared nurses. Further study of oppression in nursing is 

necessary to understand the workplace and learn how institutions can 

improve nurses’ experiences and performance. The autonomous 

personality orientation was predominant among registered nurses and 

further research could determine if advanced education increases an 

individual’s autonomous characteristics or if autonomous individuals are 

more likely to advance their education.
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Numerous authors have conducted studies and published works pertaining 

to the barriers and motivating factors that nurses encounter when returning 

to school for higher education. Previously established educational barriers 

include family constraints, job constraints, and financial concerns 

(Schwarz & Leibold, 2014). Hlabse, Dowling, Lindell, Underwood, and 

Barsman (2016) looked at the supports and barriers perceived by doctor of 

nursing practice (DNP) students and identified personal drive as a 

supporting factor and lack of confidence as a barrier. A more detailed 

measure of intrinsic factors as they pertain to nursing education is 

warranted based on the gap in research of Hlabse et al. (2016). 

The nursing profession has been perceived as an oppressed group because 

of the lack of power and control outside of the group. Although there is 

much discussion on behavior in oppressed groups, there is a significant gap 

in literature pertaining to the process of deliverance from oppression 

(Roberts, 2000). The findings by Rooddehghan, Yekta, and Nasrabadi

(2015) support the assumption that oppression within the nursing 

profession could impact one’s intrinsic factors and inhibit educational 

advancement. With the growing elderly population and increased demand 

for advanced practice nurses, our research is needed to explore the 

influence of oppression and intrinsic motivation among RNs and the 

pursuit of higher education.  

Theoretical Framework

Self-determination theory (SDT) explores the concept of goal-directed 

behavior in terms of internal/external motivators and personality (Deci & 

Ryan, 2000). Career advancement in the nursing profession, more 

specifically the pursuit of advanced practice degrees, is a goal-directed 

behavior that could be influenced by personality and internal/external 

motivators. Paulo Freire’s model of oppression is a theory grounded in the 

marginalization and exploitation of oppressed populations (2000).  Our 

research hypothesizes that the oppressed nursing culture is an extrinsic 

factor that may negatively influence the pursuit of advanced degrees 

among RNs. 
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Figure 1. The distribution of scores related to the NWS 

minimization of self subscale item “Complained about a problem 

to your fellow co-workers but did nothing to confront the person 

you believe is causing the problem” were different among 

categories of education. 

Education 
Level

Mean 
Autonomy 
Score

Mean Control 
Score

Mean 
Impersonal 
Score

ADN (n=75) 69.54 47.85 37.18

BSN (n=180) 69.24 49.90 41.69

MSN (n=70) 69.06 48.10 39.49

DNP (n=11) 70.18 45.64 33.64

Education Level Mean Nurse Workplace Scale 
Score

ADN (n=75) 29.48

BSN (n=180) 29.29

MSN (n=70) 28.26

DNP (n=11) 26.18

Figure 2. When comparing the level of perceived support from nursing 

managers and those who received a financial incentive were statistically 

significantly higher than for those who did not receive a financial 

incentive. 
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