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There is increasing interest in strategies to improve employee 
engagement and the potential impact on engagement affecting 
patient safety within the healthcare setting1,2. While we know 
that a relationship exists, the dynamics and contributing factors 
remain unclear. Hence, the relationship between employee 
engagement and patient safety requires deeper investigation. 
Due to the complexity and acuity of the ICU environment, there 
is value in using this type of site to explore patient safety3.

Research Question
What are employees’ perceptions of modifiable factors that 
impact employee engagement and patient safety, and the 
relationships between them?

Study sites were three ICU wards within metropolitan Sydney, 
Australia. Ethical approval for the study was obtained from a 
Sydney Metropolitan Hospital Human Research Ethics Committee 
(2022/ETH02690). 

A purpose-designed semi-structured interview guide was 
developed. Recruitment occurred from September 2024 to June 
2025. Invited staff included nursing, medical, allied health and 
corporate staff to capture as many different perspectives as 
possible. Participants completed a semi-structured interview with 
the primary investigator (GS).  The job-demands-resources model 
guided the identification of themes in this analysis. With this 
model, the primary investigator generated initial codes using 
Braun & Clarke’s reflexive analysis approach5. The transcripts 
were coded using NVivo V.12 software. 

When the above factors are combined, it reveals a complex adaptive 
system describing employee engagement and patient safety (Figure 
One) that builds on Schaufeli’s Job-Demands Resources (JD-R) model6,7. 
This model is illustrated below in Figure One.

This study identified that employees can recognise modifiable factors 
that affect employee engagement and patient safety within the ICU, 
and that these two domains impact on each other. This recognition 
adds impetus to the area of focus for health policy makers to improve 
the staff experience of care, and, subsequently, patient outcomes. 

1. Janes, G., Mills, T., Budworth, L., Johnson, J., & Lawton, R. (2021). The Association Between Health Care Staff Engagement and Patient Safety Outcomes: A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis. Journal of Patient Safety, 
17(3), 207-216. doi:10.1097/pts.0000000000000807

2. Scott, G., Hogden, A., Taylor, R., & Mauldon, E. (2022). Exploring the impact of employee engagement and patient safety. Int J Qual Health Care, 34(3). doi:10.1093/intqhc/mzac059
3. Arteaga, G., Bacu, L., & Franco, P. (2022). Patient Safety in the Critical Care Setting: Common Risks and Review of Evidence-Based Mitigation Strategies. In N. S. S. Philip, P. Stawicki (Ed.), Contemporary Topics in Patient Safety 

(pp. Ch. 7). Rijeka: IntechOpen.
4. Demerouti, E., Bakker, A. B., Nachreiner, F., & Schaufeli, W. B. (2001). The job demands-resources model of burnout. J Appl Psychol, 86(3), 499-512. 
5. Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2019). Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis. Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise and Health, 11(4), 589-597. doi:10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806
6. Bakker, A. B., Demerouti, E., & Sanz-Vergel, A. (2023). Job demands–resources theory: Ten years later. Annual Review of Organizational Psychology and Organizational Behavior, 10, 25-53. doi:10.1146/annurev-orgpsych-

120920-053933
7. Schaufeli, W., Salanova, M, Gonzalez-Roma, V, & Bakker, AB. (2002). The Measurement of Engagement and Burnout: A Two Sample Confirmatory Factor Analytic Approach. J Happiness Studies, 3(1), 71-92. 

References

Conclusion

Discussion

Item Number (%)

G
en

de
r Female 19 (76%)

Male 6 (24%)

Di
sc
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e

Nurse 15 (60%)

Medical Officer 3 (12%)
Allied Health 1 (4%)
Administration 
Officer

6 (24%)

Si
te

Site A 6 (24%)
Site B 5 (20%)
Site C 14 (56%)

Themes Sub-themes

Em
pl

oy
ee

 
en

ga
ge

m
en

t

Team inclusivity Recognition of individuals’ emotional 
needs
Flexible hierarchical structure

Accessing organisational 
and individual resources

Sustainable workforce resourcing
Improved employment conditions

Management presence 
on the ground

Engagement with frontline staff
Management as leaders

Pa
tie

nt
 sa

fe
ty

Ability to appropriately 
staff the ICU

Staffing numbers in an acute setting
Training experience and education 
exposure

Open and participatory 
culture

Formal structures
Informal structures

Managing the stress of a 
high-risk environment

Increasing acuity and complexity of 
patients
Increasing governance demands

Results

“If you're engaged at work, you give a shit… you're going to be in the 
committees, you're going to be wanting to make change.” (Site A, 
Nurse 3) 

Participant demographics are outlined in Table One.

Identified themes and sub-themes of modifiable factors influencing 
employee engagement and patient safety are outlined in Table Two.

Figure One. The complex adaptive system of employee engagement 
and patient safety (expanding on the Job-Demands Resources model). 

Table One – Participant Demographics

Table Two – Overview of identified themes
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