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ABSTRACT

Introduction: Workplace violence against nurses is regarded as a continuing and prevalent problem across
the world. The purpose of this study was to explain oncology nurses’ experiences with workplace violence.

Material and Methods: The present study was fulfilled using qualitative content analysis in 2017 based
on purposive sampling method. To this end, semi-structured interviews were performed with 23 oncology
nurses from two teaching hospitals located in two neighboring provinces in the North of Iran. Then, the
interviews were recorded, transcribed, encoded, classified, and subsequently analyzed according to
qualitative content analysis developed by Graneheim and Lundman. The criteria proposed by Guba and
Lincoln were further utilized to strengthen this research study.

Results: Two main themes and four sub-themes were elicited from data analysis including “imbalance
in care supply-demand” and “conflict resolution efforts” with sub-themes of “demand for special care”,

“supply of task- focused care”, “aggressive behaviors”, as well as “conflict prevention”.

Conclusion: The study findings revealed that failure to meet patients’ care needs could bring about
aggression and demonstration of violent behaviors. Given the understanding of patients’ conditions, the
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nurses also tried to resolve the conflicts mostly via forgiveness and negligence techniques.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Violence at workplace is also considered as part
of occupational hazards for nurses and healthcare-
related professions; which is a continuing and
prevalent problem throughout the world. Nurses
working in oncology wards are also 2.7 times more
likely to be exposed to non-physical violence than their
counterparts in emergency departments. Workplace
violence can have its own significant physiological
and psychological effects on nurses and may even
end in leaving workplace and nursing profession.

Despite numerous quantitative and qualitative
studies about workplace violence, no investigation
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on violence against oncology nurses was available,
to our knowledge. Therefore, it was argued that
identifying the experiences of nurses in oncology
wards in such a situation will shed light on
problems they are facing with. In fact, in-depth
examination of these experiences and clarification
of the obvious and hidden aspects of aggression
and violence in these wards could facilitate their
pathology and analysis. Therefore, the present study
aimed to explain oncology nurses’ experiences with
workplace violence enforced by patients and their
relatives in two central teaching hospitals located
in two neighboring provinces in the North of Iran.
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2. MATERIAL AND METHODS

Using qualitative content analysis, this study
was conducted in 2017. The study setting was the
oncology wards in two central teaching hospitals
located in two neighboring provinces in the North of
Iran (Mazandaran(imam sari) and Golestan (5 azar
Gorgan)) nurses with at least one year of working
experience in these wards and selected through
purposive sampling method were invited to participate
in the study. Data collection continued up to the
saturation point, where the richest description of their
experience was obtained. Data saturation appeared
after 20 interviews; however, three more interviews
were conducted to be ensured. Considering data
saturation, 23 nurses were recruited. Data collection
instrument included a semi-structured interview. In
this respect, several key questions such as “Have you
ever experienced violence in your workplace? “What
are the causes of violence against nurses in your
workplace?” and “Tell us about your experiences’
“Please explainwhat have been the consequences of
violence on your work?” were repeated in all interviews
and also more exploratory questions such as “Could
you please explain further?” and “Could you give
an objective example to get a better understanding
of your experience?” were employed to deepen such
interviews. The duration of each interview averaged
75 minutes and it varied between 30 and 120 minutes
based on contribution conditions.

All the interviews were conducted by the
researcher, and the data were transcribed verbatim
and encoded up to 48 hours later. Data analysis was
then carried out simultaneously and continuously
with data collection. To analyze the data, qualitative
content analysis developed by Graneheim and
Lundman was used. To ensure the accuracy and
the robustness of the study, the proposed criteria
by Guba and Lincoln were employed.

This study was approved by the Ethics
Committees of Golestan University of Medical
Sciences with the code number of IR.GOUMS.
REC.1395.305. As well, informed oral and written
consent of the participants were obtained before the
study and prior to recording of the interviews. The
participants were also allowed to withdraw from
the study at any time due to their unwillingness to
continue cooperation.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Of the 23 participants, 3 individuals were male
and the rest were women aged between 26 and 58
years old with a working experience of 1-30 years.
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One of the participants was a matron, 3 individuals
were head nurses, one of them was a clinical
supervisor, and the other ones were clinical nurses.

Using an in-depth and rich description of the
participants’ interviews, 493 initial codes; and
finally, two main categories including “imbalance
in care supply-demand” and “conflict resolution
efforts” with the sub-themes of “demand for special
care’, “provision of task-focused care”, “aggressive
behaviors” and “conflict prevention” were obtained
as the result of oncology nurses’ experiences with
workplace violence. In addition to the themes,
there were also direct quote citations for each one
as follows.

A. Imbalance in Care Supply-Demand

One of the factors triggering aggression in
the oncology wards was imbalance between care
services provided and patients’ needs. Given the
special features of the illness, patient’s companions
and relatives were expected to receive high-quality
care while the oncology nurses were providing
such services with no bias and expectations. In this
respect, one of the oncology nurses stated that*...
once, I was in charge of a shift, a patient companion
came over and said that the patient had bleeding
from his mouth and asked me to hurry up to help
him. So, I sent one of the nurses to his room and
called for the doctor...the patient companion then
came along and said why I had not visited the patient
by myself ...the patient had vomited blood clots and
I could not do anything for him ... after all, he filed a
complaint against me to the hospital matron ...”(P2)

Demands for Special Care

Demands for special care as one of the sub-
themes of the “imbalance in care supply-demand”
suggested that patients and their companions had
demands for special care from treatment team and
nurses, and they could also demonstrate violence if
their demands or expectations were not met. Timely
attendance at bedside, professional competence,
and understanding of critical conditions were
among cases claimed by patients and their
companions which had not been conducted in
accordance with their wishes. Accordingly, such
circumstances could cause anger and aggression
between them and the nurses.

Timely Attendance at Patient Bedside

Patients and their companions expected nurses
to be present without any delays as they called for
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them. Failure to act on time was thus a factor in
the initiation of aggression by patients and their
companions. In this regard, one of the participants
reiterated that: “...the companion said that you did
not provide care for this patient and you were not at
the bedside on time ...” (P7)

Professional Competence

The given theme was explained via codes of
“clinical care” and “interpersonal communications’.
In this respect, nurses experiences indicated
that they had sometimes failed to meet patients’
expectations due to lack of experience or insufficient
clinical skills.

Clinical Care

Nurses' experiences suggested that in case of
inconsiderate care, the responses of patients and
their companions could be raised in the form of
complaints and aggression. Accordingly, one of the
participants said that: “... her vein was broken, the
drug was going under her skin, it was swelling, and
the patient had complaints ...the companions were
also complaining ... I had just changed my shift ...
and I heard that the nurses could not find her veins
.7 (P15)

Interpersonal Communications

The weaknesses in interpersonal communi-
cations have repeatedly caused violence and
aggression against nurses. In this respect, one of
the oncology nurses said that: “...the patient was
clashing with one of the nurses, he just wanted more
explanations ...the nurse had responded badly ... the
patient had become very upset ... so he came and
filed a complaint...”(P12)

Provision of Task-Focused Care

The study participants believed that they were
performing their tasks well, but the patients and
their companions had high expectations and were
not able to understand the conditions. “Case-based
care patterns” and “needs for family-centered care”
were among the emerging sub-categories within
this theme.

Case-Based Care Patterns

The findings confirmed that the patients and
their companions were demanding individual care
and even they had considered care for themselves
or their patients as a priority. If this issue was not
possible, aggression and violence would occur. In
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this regard, one of the nurses said that: “... the patient
companion comes here near the nursing station and
asks for removing the serum. I said okay ...but please
close the regulator by yourself ... I do my job and will
come five minutes later...the companions tell me to
hurry up... it even leads to swear words and curses
...7(P17)

Needs for Family-Centered Care

The needs for family-centered care as the
sub-category of provision of task-focused care
suggested that oncology nurses had considered
not only meeting patients’ needs but also aiding
patient companions who were in critical conditions
because of their presence at patient beside as their
tasks.. In this respect, one of the participants added
that: “... patient companions are in worse conditions
than the patients themselves, because they are under
pressure...”(P10)

No attention to questions and their mental
stress as well as the disregard to their needs had
also led to patient companions anger. In this
regard, one of the oncology nurses said that: ... the
patient companion demanded for more explanations
and the nurse was shouting at him and asking why
he was raising lot of questions? The nurse said that he
did not have time to answer all his questions...”(P8)

B. Conflict Resolution Efforts

This theme indicated that oncology nurses
were struggling to resolve conflicts in the face of
aggression. The nurses also believed that, in most
cases and through taking the special conditions
of patients and their companions into account,
they had made attempts to ignore violence and
aggression. For example, one of the participants
said that: “...once I was finding the veins ...the
venipuncture was really difficult, I tried it twice but
I failed... the patient companion suddenly began to
insult, I was so upset, I told him I am really sorry,
I apologized, but the patient companion shouted
louder...”(P1)

Aggressive Behaviors

Nurses’ experiences showed that although they
had provided patient care, the companions had
suffered from shocks, anger, and anxiety in the
face of sudden death of the patients and they had
even attacked nurses or showed aggression. In this
respect, one of the oncology nurses said that: “...
the patient had a sudden arrest and was expired ...
we had prepared everything and we had done all the
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tasks for the patient, I was leaving the room that I felt
something hit my back...”(P11)

The shocks of facing deaths of critically ill
patients could similarly lead to anger; moreover, the
nurses are always available and they have to tolerate
the pressures of the shocks on patient companions.
Accordingly, a participant said that: “we are at patient
bedside... doctors just come, prescribe, and leave the
room ...we have to implement the orders and we are
in charge of patients...there is nobody else”

Complaints

Patients and their companions expressed their
hostile behaviors as the result of complaints of no
care provided by nurses. The participants believed
that patients and their companions had very high
expectations. In this respect, one of the oncology
nurses added that: “...sometimes patients complain
and urge you to attend at bedside immediately and
change the serum ...”(P22)

Verbal/Non-Verbal Abuse

Verbal and non-verbal abuse was one of the
sub-categories of aggressive behaviors. In this
respect, anger and aggression in patients and their
companions were much more in the form of verbal
insults, demonstration of wrath in the forms of
anger, insult, and contempt; swear words, and even
threats. In this regard, one nurse said that: “...you
see anger and hear loud shouts ... the nurses have
heard lots of insults... they may not hit us, but they
insult ... they show disrespect to nurses ...”(P9)

Physical Assaults

Aggressive behaviors, such as attacking
nurses, throwing objects, breaking doors to hurt
nurses, kicking, and slapping were among cases
experienced by nurses. For example, one of the
oncology nurses stated that: ... patient companions
get agitated and show aggression ... they even throw
the medical records at you ...” (P20)

Conflict Prevention

Nurses’ experiencessuggested thatinconsistency
between patient demands and provided care had
caused conflicts and such problems could occur at
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any time in the face of any trivial subjects if care
services and treatment expected by patients had
not been met. So, patients and their companions
could demonstrate anger.

Countering and Complaining

In some cases; nurses could lose their control,
show hostile behaviors, and complain in the case
of aggression by patients and their companions.
In this respect, one of the participants said that:
“...I called the hospital guards...the companion got
scared and apologized .... the 110 police also arrived
and calmed down the companions ...”(P3)

Tolerance in Encounters

One of the sub-categories of conflict prevention
was tolerance in encounters. Confronting with
aggressive behaviors by patients and their
companions, the nurses had often tried to empathize
and understand them and do not counter them. For
example, one of the participants reiterated that: “...
the guard came in and separated the companions ...
he even filed a complaint but I said that I had no
complaints...”(P12)

Moreover, a participant said that: “..the
companions are full of anxiety and worries ...they
cannot control themselves; in these cases, we ignore
and say no words ... even though we can complain
but we forgive them ...”

4. CONCLUSION

According to the findings of the present study,
the imbalance in care supply-demand had caused
anger and violent behaviors in patients and their
companions; thus, nurses were struggling to solve
conflicts because of their understanding of patients’
conditions. Moreover, it was suggested to teach
communication and anger management skills to
nurses. Modifying the care patterns and optimizing
treatment teams in this respect could also provide
a comfortable environment for patients and
healthcare teams.
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