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Aim 
To investigate how personal, social, and work-
based stress factors influence psychological 
distress in nurses and nursing students. 
 
Project Outline/Methodology 
The data were already collected, between 1994 and 
1997, in a Scottish-Office funded project called 
Working Minds. The data were not organised or 
analysed. We compiled and checked the data. Over 
350 nursing students and staff were recruited in 
1994. They were approached to take part again in 
1995, 1996 and 1997. By 1997 there were 192 
people left in the study. 
 
The people in the study provided information on 
their social circumstances and completed 
questionnaires. The General Health Questionnaire 
(GHQ) was used to measure recent psychological 
distress. A Life Events questionnaire measured the 
occurrence of significant events happening to the 
person in the previous year. The GHQ and the Life 
Events questionnaires were filled in four times: 
1994, 1995, 1996, 1997. In 1994 the people filled 
in Rosenberg’s Self-esteem questionnaire, 
measuring their long-standing tendency to low or 
high self-esteem. In 1997, the people filled in a 
stress questionnaire, which recorded how much 
stress they experienced as a result of their work. 
 
Key Results 
Psychological distress (measured by the GHQ) 
means feelings of depression and anxiety, 
experiencing bodily symptoms and insomnia, and 
not feeling good in one’s social life. In these 
nursing staff and students, the factors that were 
related to their having more psychological distress 
were: being older, having lower self-esteem, 
having more life events in their environment, and 
experiencing more job-related stress. 
 
An interesting finding was that nursing staff were 
more psychologically distressed at the start of the 
project, but there was no difference between staff 
and students at the end. 

 
Conclusions 
To understand why some nursing staff and 
students are more psychologically distressed than 
others, one has to look at age, personality traits, 
what’s happening in life outside work, and the 
stress experienced at work. 
 
What does this study add to the field? 
It is unusual to have information on psychological 
distress and life events over time in the same 
people. Thus, each person’s changes in distress 
could be studied. Among the statistical techniques 
we applied here, we used ‘random effects 
modelling’, which is powerful and relatively novel, 
especially as applied to this topic. It is economical 
because it can make full use of all data that were 
collected, even from people who did not stay until 
the end of the study. It is also the best-available 
technique for looking at how individuals change 
over time; that is, it can examine the influences on 
each person’s development as opposed to 
assuming that all people change in the same way. 
 
Implications for Practice or Policy 
Loss of able people from the nursing profession is a 
concern. Psychological distress is a factor in this 
loss. This study identifies factors associated with 
psychological distress. This information may be 
used to make nursing workplaces less stressful, to 
design support for nurses and nursing students, 
and to find out why people leave the profession. 
 
Where to next? 
The transition from student to nurse needs more 
study. We identified factors that were not included 
in the Working Minds project and should be 
included in future studies. Most studies of nurses 
include very few males and this needs addressing. 
Attempts to retain more nurses in the profession 
should take these results into account. 
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