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Nurses’ Experiences of the COVID-19 Crisis

Lee, Jung-Hoon - Song, Yeoungsuk
College of Nursing, Kyungpook National University, Daegu, Korea

Purpose: This study aimed to develop a situation-specific theory to explain nurses’ experiences of the COVID-19 crisis. Methods: The
participants were 16 hospital nurses who experienced the COVID-19 crisis, Data were collected through in-depth individual interviews
from September 2, 2020 to January 20, 2021, Transcribed interview contents were analyzed using Corbin and Strauss’s grounded theory
method. Results: A total of 38 concepts and 13 categories were identified through an open coding process. The core category found
was becoming a pioneering nurse who turns crises into opportunities. The causal conditions were the chaos of being exposed defense-
lessly to an unexpected pandemic, fear caused by a nursing care field reminiscent of a battlefield, and moral distress from failing to pro-
tect patients” human dignity. The contextual conditions were feeling like the scapegoat of the hospital organization, increasing uncertain-
ty due to the unpredictable state of COVID-19, and relative deprivation due to inappropriate treatment. The central phenomenon was
suffering alone while experiencing the dedication of the COVID-19 hero image. The action/interactional strategy were efforts to find a
breakthrough and getting the nurse’s mind right, and the intervening conditions were gratitude for those who care for broken hearts and
getting used to myself with repetitive work. The Consequences were becoming an independent nurse and frustration with the unchang-
ing reality, Conclusion: This study provides the foundation for the nurse's situation-specific theory of the COVID-19 crisis by defining the
crisis perceived by nurses who cared for COVID-19 patients and suggesting types of coping with the crisis.
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Table 1. General Characteristics of the Participants

693

Age .. _ Tol  ovID-19 field dispateh ¢ °F COVID-19 working unit o
No. Religion  Residential type career of . work at . . . Dispatch Motivation
(yn) work (mo) time (2020) COVID-19 (original working unit)
1 25 Christianity Alone 24 End of Mar. 2020 2 wk Isolation ward/ICU (surgical Yes Command
ward)
2 23 No Alone 13 Mid-Feb. 2020 5mo ICU (ICU) No  Command
3 30 No Alone 84 Mid-Feb. 2020 3wk Emergency isolation ward Yes  Command
(emergency ward)
33 Catholic With family 68 Mid-Feb. 2020 5mo ICU (ICU) No  Command
43 Christianity ~ With family 236 Early Mar. 2020 4mo ICU/NSICU (ICU) Yes/no One self
27  Christianity ~ With family 43 Mid-Mar. 2020 2 wk Emergency isolation ward Yes  Command
(emergency ward)
7 27 No With family 56 Mid-Mar. 2020/mid-Sep. 3mo lIsolation ward (internal Yes ~ Command
2020 medicine ward)
25 No With family 32 End of Aug. 2020 1mo ICU (internal medicine ward) Yes Command
24 No Alone 17 Mid-Mar. 2020/end of 7 mo Isolation ward/ICU (internal Yes  One self
Aug. 2020 medicine ward)
10 26 Christianity ~ With family 44 Mid-Mar. 2020/end of 7 mo Isolation ward/ICU (internal Yes  One self
Aug. 2020 medicine ward)
11 35 Christianity ~ With family 141 Mid-Feb. 2020 10 mo Isolation ward (isolation No Command
ward)
12 26 Buddhism With family 19 Early Mar. 2020 2.5mo Isolation ward (internal Yes  One self
medicine ward)
13 25 No With family 42 Mid-Mar. 2020/end of 7 mo lIsolation ward/ICU (internal Yes  Command
Aug. 2020 medicine ward)
14 53 Christianity ~ With family 307 Mid-Mar. 2020 2 wk ICU (internal medicine ward) Yes Command
15 37 No Alone 165 End of Aug. 2020 1mo ICU (internal medicine ward) Yes  Command
16 27 No With family 48 Early Mar. 2020 3 wk Isolation ward/ICU (surgical Yes  Command
ward)
ICU = Intensive care unit; NSICU = Neurosurgical intensive care unit.
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Table 2. Paradigm, Concepts, and Categories of Participants' Experiences

P::r:fnr:s Concepts Categories
Causal The chaos of being exposed defenselessly Perplexity due to sudden nursing assignment of COVID-19
condition to an unexpected pandemic Concern about inadequate work ability in sudden situations
Losing self-esteem due to imbalance between work and competency
Fear caused by a nursing care field Anxiety over poor hospital system
reminiscent of a battlefield Physical and mental burden from overwork
Tolerating distress caused by protective equipment
Fear of the life threatening
Moral distress from failing to protect Ethical dilemmas experienced in the nursing process of COVID-19 patients
patients” human dignity Feeling regret for the inevitably limited caregiven
Contextual Feeling like the scapegoat of the Feeling resentment at becoming a machine part in the organization
condition hospital organization Resentment against the nursing managers not on my side
Malaise due to the unique properties of the nursing organizational culture
Increasing uncertainty due to the Frustration from hopelessness of the pandemic ending
unpredictable state of COVID-19 Fear aggravated by the infodemic
Irregular life due to irregular work schedule
Relative deprivation due to inappropriate Feeling hurt from the behavior of disrespectful colleagues
treatment Complaint over differential economic compensation
Sadness due to the unrecognized contribution of nurses
Central Suffering alone while experiencing the  Feeling a separation between the poor treatment of nurses and the social atmosphere

phenomenon dedication of the COVID-19 hero image

Intervening  Gratitude for those who care for broken
condition hearts
Getting used to myself with repetitive
work
Action/ Efforts to find a breakthrough
interactional
strategy

Getting the nurse's mind right

Consequence Becoming an independent nurse

Frustration with the unchanging reality

seeing nurses as heroes

Feeling of isolation inside and outside the nursing field
Untold agony of not speaking one's heart

Gratitude to colleagues as encouraging supporters

Courage from others' support giving the strength to endure in difficult situations

Emotional reward from patients recovering gradually
Gratitude for family's support

Being familiar with new environments and work processes
Relieved tension due to psychological adjustment
Establishing a system by sharing various cases and trial and error
Efforts to improve unreasonable treatment

Role transition from follower to leader

Discovering one's own way to relieve stress

Shifting the thoughts to positive

Courage obtained through the power of faith

Efforts to understand with the heart of an empathetic heart
Pride in fulfilling responsibilities

Hope through enduring extreme conditions

Never-ending fear

Regret about one's choice
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Intervening condition

+ Gratitude for those who care for broken hearts
- Getting used to myself with repetitive work

Causal condition

+ The chaos of being exposed defenselessly
to an unexpected pandemic

- Fear caused by a nursing care field v
reminiscent of a battlefield Central phenomenon

- Moral distress from failing to protect
patients” human dignity

»| - Suffering alone while

Consequence

v + Becoming an
independent nurse

Action/interactional strategy

experiencing the dedication
of the COVID-19 hero image

; ;

4

- Efforts to find a breakthrough
+ Getting the nurse’s mind right

Consequence

Y
« Frustration with the

unchanging reality

Contextual condition

- Feeling like the scapegoat of the hospital organization

- Relative deprivation due to inappropriate treatment

- Increasing uncertainty due to the unpredictable state of COVID-19

Crisis phase

Strategic expansion phase Re-establishing roles phase

Figure 1. Becoming a pioneering nurse who turns crises into opportunities.
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