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Abstract. Background and aim: Leadership was recognized as the skill to persuade workers’ capabilities and 
interests by leading and stimulating them to reach organizational outcomes for a winning and efficient or-
ganization. The present study aimed to investigate how the nursing empowering leadership style impacted 
on the emotional and work overload conditions in Italian nurses. Methods: A pilot, observational study using 
snowball- sampling method was carried out from October 2021 to February 2022. Data collected included: 
sex, age, work experience in nursing, shift working, education in nursing, emotional and work overload per-
ceptions and the empowerment of leadership perceived by nurses on their nursing managers thanks to the 
Italian version of the Empowering Leadership Questionnaire (ELQ). Results: A total of 126 nurses were 
enrolled in this study.  No significant differences were registered in sampling characteristics according to 
participants’ perceptions (p<0.05) according to their emotional overload perceptions. By considering the em-
powerment of leadership perceived according to participants’ emotional overload perceptions, no significant 
associations were reported (p<0.05). Conclusions: The empowering leadership style perception was not as-
sociated to emotional and work overload nurses’ ones in the present study including Italian nurses. However, 
further researches were required to determine what elements of nurses were most effective in improving the 
working conditions of Italian nurses. Maybe, nursing empowering leadership style alone could not develop 
and promote healthy work environments fin optimizing quality care for patients. (www.actabiomedica.it)
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Introduction

Leadership was recognized as the skill to persuade 
workers’ capabilities and interests by leading and stim-
ulating them to reach organizational outcomes for a 
winning and efficient organization (1,2). Literature sug-
gested several leadership styles which could influence 

psychological empowerment in order to perform their 
fixed objectives though high quality offers (3).

Organizational features and leader attitudes 
could empower nurses in their knowledge, task perfor-
mances, and abilities to control their activities in order 
to ameliorate organizational work environment (4-7), 
job satisfaction, and quality of care (7-9).
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The complexity of nurses’ tasks needed the pres-
ence of dynamic and efficient managers (10) with more 
intricate leadership competences (11). Higher nursing 
leadership quality appeared to be important in creating 
efficiently work environments to warrant greater nurs-
ing productivity and ethically caring contexts (12-14) 
by reducing widespread challenges in the healthcare 
systems, such as: the lack of nurses (15). This nursing 
shortage was linked to both organizational and indi-
vidual conditions, such as: delusory work expectations, 
bad work conditions and relationships, high work risks 
and low autonomy and control in the nursing tasks 
(16-18). Therefore, the quality of nursing leadership 
became mandatory in building a healthy organiza-
tional work context to guarantee greater efficiency, 
productivity, professional engagement, job satisfaction 
and professional skills (19).

By considering the empowering leadership style 
which principally focused on informing and showing 
concern with team by decreasing nurses’ emotional 
exhaustions and depersonalizations thanks to the me-
diation of both the leader and the organization (20) 
in promoting workplace empowerment and a posi-
tive work environment (21). The empowering leader-
ship included a whole process in decision-making and 
control to employees’ transferring authority (22). The 
empowering leadership (23) found its origins in sev-
eral theory approaches which combined information, 
resources, and control to nurses (24). In the empower-
ing leadership approaches, nurses were stimulated to 
give their point of views even their opinions were in 
disagreement with those of their managers (25) and 
also nurses performed autonomously their tasks (26).

In this scenario, nurses acquired more autonomy 
and awareness in their activities by positively influenc-
ing their professional skills (25,27) and recognizing 
tasks where they needed more training (25). However, 
several studies focused on the leadership styles influ-
encing the nursing performance, but very few ones 
investigated the leadership style and related impacting 
factors and conditions in emotional and work overload 
(28-30). What is the literature gap: perhaps that this 
aspect was underestimated in Italy? Therefore, the pre-
sent study aimed to investigate the nursing empowering 
leadership style perceptions according to the emotional 
and work overload conditions in Italian nurses.

Materials and methods

Design

A pilot, observational study using snowball-
sampling method was carried out from October 2021 
to February 2022.

Participants

All registered nurses employed both in public and 
private healthcare settings were considered as potential 
participants for the present study. On the other hand, 
all retired nurses or nursing students were excluded for 
the present study. Then, an on-line questionnaire was 
created through the Google forms platform and pub-
licized among Italian nurses thanks to the most com-
mon social platforms, such as: WhatsApp, Facebook 
and Instagram, allowing participants to answer the 
questions directly from their own devices.

The questionnaire

The first part of the questionnaire included demo-
graphic characteristics collected, such as:

	- Sex: female and male;
	- Age: less than 30 years, from 31 to 40 years, 

from 41 to 50 years and from 51 to 60 years;
	- work experience in nursing: less than 1 years or 

over 2 years;
	- shift working: only during the morning shift, 

during the morning and the afternoon shift or 
also during the night shift;

	- education in nursing: 3 years (nursing degree), 
4 - 5 years (post-degree in nursing) or more 
than 5 years (PhD in nursing).

The second part of the questionnaire included only 
two questions investigating the participants’ emotional 
and work overload perceptions and giving as answer only 
the options of “yes” or “no”. The questions proposed were:

1.	 “Do you perceive emotional overload in your 
daily work activities?”

2.	 “Do you perceive work overload in your daily 
work activities?”
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The third section of the questionnaire investigated 
the empowerment of leadership perceived by nurses on 
their nursing managers, by administering the Italian 
version of the Empowering Leadership Questionnaire 
(ELQ), validated by Bobbio et al. (30). A total of 38 
items were proposed and asked to each participant to 
answer according to a Likert scale which varied from 
“1”, as: “never”, to “5”, as: “always”. All the 38 items 
were classified into five sub dimensions of the empow-
ering leadership, such as:

	- sub dimension no.1: “Leading by example 
(items no.1, 6, 11, 16, 21);

	- sub dimension no.2: “Participative Decision-
Making” (items no. 2, 7, 12, 17, 22, 26);

	- sub dimension no.3: “Coaching”, (items no.3, 8, 
13, 18, 23, 27, 29, 31, 34, 35, 38);

	- sub dimension no.4: “Informing”, (items no.4, 
9, 14, 19, 24, 28);

	- sub dimension no.5: “Showing Concern/Inter-
acting with the Team”, (items no.5, 10, 15, 20, 
25, 30, 32, 33, 36, 37).

Validity and reliability

The ELQ tool provided a validated Italian 
instrument in the Italian nursing context which 
analyzed strengths and limitations in different lead-
ership styles. The ELQ showed good reliability and 
validity. The ELQ investigated how the empowering 
leadership style of the nursing coordinator might 
influence the intention to leave the organization 
and the satisfaction of workers in the health sector 
(30,31).

Study size

The Italian Ministry of Health encountered 
the Italian nursing population nearly on 59.2% 
of the total of the Italian healthcare professionals 
(n=617,246) (32). Adopting the Miller and Brewer’s 
formula (33) and determining at 95% the confi-
dence interval, the sample size assessment was as-
sessed at 400 nurses belonging to all the nursing 
specializations.

Data analysis

Data were collected and assessed in an Excel 
datasheet. Demographic characteristics were displayed 
as categorical variables as frequencies and percent-
ages. Each demographic characteristic was presented 
according to the emotional and work overload per-
ceptions, thus, chi square tests were performed. By 
considering the ELQ, each sub dimension was assessed 
as mean ± standard deviations and linear regressions 
were performed between each sub dimension of the 
ELQ and the emotional and work overload perception 
to investigate how the nursing manager empowerment 
perception could influence on emotional and work 
overload perceptions. All p-values <0.05 values were 
considered as statistically significant.

Ethical consideration

The questionnaire begun with a clear explanation 
of the ethical concerns of the study. It was underlined 
that participation was voluntary and participants in-
terested to full fill the questionnaire, first should gave 
their informed consent. The present study was ap-
proved by the Ethical Committee of General Hospital, 
Policlinic of Bari, Italy, with id no. 7007/2021.

Results

A total of 126 answered to the on-line question-
naire. As we expected almost 400 answers, we deduced 
that the answer rate was assessed at 31.5%. Enrolled 
nurses were differentiated according to emotional and 
work overload perceptions. As shown in Table 1, no 
significant differences were registered in sampling 
characteristics according to participants’ perceptions 
(p<0.05).

According to the collected data with the EQL, 
nurses recorded an average level in the empowering 
leadership perception of their coordinators, as shown 
in the Table 2.

By considering the ELQ sub dimensions accord-
ing to participants’ emotional overload perceptions 
(Table 3), no significant associations were reported for 
all the five sub dimensions investigated (p<0.05).
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By considering the ELQ sub dimensions ac-
cording to participants’ work overload perceptions 
(Table 4), no significant associations were reported for 
all the five sub dimensions investigated (p<0.05).

Discussion

The present study aimed to investigate the nurs-
ing empowering leadership style perceptions accord-
ing to the emotional and work overload conditions in 
Italian nurses.

Table 1. Demographic characteristics according to the emotional and work overload perceptions in Italian nurses (n=126).

Demographic characteristics Emotional overload p-value Work overload p-value

Yes
n(%)

No
n(%)

Yes
n(%)

No
n(%)

Sex
Female
Male

14(11.1)
28(22.2)

21(16.7)
63(50)

0.399 13(10.3)
22(17.5)

22(17.5)
69(54.8)

0.183

Age
> 30 years
31-40 years
41-50 years
51-60 years

28(22.2)
5(4)
5(4)

4(3.2)

51(40.5)
11(8.7)
10(7.9)
12(9.5)

0.876 19(15.1)
6(4.8)
5(4)
5(4)

60(47.6)
10(7.9)
10(7.9)
11(8.7)

0.653

Work Experience
≥ 1 year
< 1 year

8(6.4)
34(27.2)

24(19.2)
59(47.2)

0.282 8(6.4)
27(21.6)

24(19.2)
66(52.8)

0.820

Shift
One/day
Two/day
Three/day

18(14.3)
6(4.8)

18(14.3)

40(31.7)
16(12.7)
28(22.2)

0.550 14(11.1)
6(4.8)

15(11.9)

44(34.9)
16(12.7)
31(24.6)

0.631

Nursing education
3 years
4-5 years
Over 5 years

34(27)
5(4)

3(2.4)

70(55.6)
6(4.8)
8(6.3)

0.629 29(23)
4(3.2)
2(1.6)

75(59.5)
7(5.6)
9(7.1)

0.635

*p<0.05 is statistical significant.

Table 2. Total ELQ scores for each sub dimensions.

ELQ sub dimensions mean ± s.d.

Leading by example 2.97±1.09

Participative Decision-making 3.03±0.86

Coaching 3.05±1.16

Informing 3.10±1.01

Showing Concern/Interacting with the Team 3.01±1.06

Table 3. Associations between emotional overload perceptions 
and the empowering leadership style in Italian nurses.

ELQ sub dimensions/
work overload mean ± s.d. F p-value

Leading by example
Yes
No

2.93±1.11
2.99±1.09

0.10 0.76

Participative 
Decision-making
Yes
No

2.94±0.90
3.08±0.85

0.71 0.40

Coaching
Yes
No

3.01±1.16
3.06±1.16

0.06 0.81

Informing
Yes
No

3.18±1.00
3.06±1.02

0.37 0.54

Showing Concern/
Interacting with the 
Team
Yes
No

2.96±1.08
3.03±1.06

0.13 0.72

*p<0.05 is statistical significant.
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as: culture, leadership structure, organizational climate, 
clinical and shared governance and ethical issue (40-
43). Therefore, the association between organizational 
factors and leadership seemed to be an interactive and 
dynamic approach which reciprocally influencing, by 
highlighting the great importance also of the environ-
mental working characteristics and not only of the in-
dividual ones (43). Therefore, healthcare organizations 
would carefully assess which organizational factors in-
fluenced leadership experiences and vice versa, in order 
to improve more powerful approaches to effectively 
ameliorate leadership in nurses, as emotional and work 
overload perceptions seemed to be independent from 
the empowering leadership’s perception.

However, literature suggested how similarities 
and differences in individual personality characteristics 
might help to explore specific professional strengths 
and weaknesses (44,45), since personality represented 
an enduring quality of feelings with individual thoughts 
and behaviors in different contexts (34). In this sense, 
personality traits were recognized as an influential in-
dividual’s perspective, attitudes and behaviors helping 
to manage a situation or conflict (46).

Strengths and limitations

First of all, nurses enrolled answered freely ac-
cording to their perceptions and opinions, without 
any external observations to verify answers given, thus 
their answers were very reliable to the truth.

Anyway, the study presented some limitations: it 
was investigated the nurses’ empowering leadership 
style but not their nurses’ leader perceptions; the very 
small sample size for participation in the study made 
the study not generalizable to the entire Italian nurs-
ing population. In any case, it contributed to improve 
future studies in which the perception of the empow-
ering leadership style could be tested in larger popula-
tions of nurses.

Conclusion

In conclusion, looking at the present data, em-
powering leadership style perception was not asso-
ciated to emotional and work overload nurses’ ones. 

Nurses’ well-being in the healthcare organiza-
tions became an important topic also in increasing 
quality of care, in responsibility to the organization 
and decreasing in turnover (34,35), as job satisfaction 
was higher, too (36,37). In the present study, by con-
sidering the ELQ sub dimensions according to both 
participants’ emotional and work overload perceptions, 
no significant associations were reported for all the five 
sub dimensions investigated (p<0.05). In contrast with 
the current data, Gillet et al. (35) investigated the as-
sociation between nurses' perceptions of their mana-
gerial style and the satisfaction of their psychological 
requirements for autonomy and skill tasks, but it was 
highlighted only a link with nurses' overall need satis-
faction over their work environment.

Evidence suggested how age, education and expe-
rience influenced the leadership development interven-
tions among nurses (38). Additionally, leadership skills 
could be positively influenced by the combination of 
experiential interventions, such as: mentorship, coach-
ing, and action learning (39). By studying leadership, it 
became essential to consider several interacting factors 
influencing together to the physical environment, such 

Table 4. Associations between work overload perceptions and 
the empowering leadership style in Italian nurses.

ELQ sub dimensions/
work overload mean ± s.d. F p-value

Leading by example
Yes
No

3.18±1.13
2.89±1.07

1.72 0.19

Participative 
Decision-making
Yes
No

3.14±0.86
2.99±0.87

0.73 0.39

Coaching
Yes
No

3.24±1.10
2.97±1.17

1.42 0.24

Informing
Yes
No

3.31±0.97
3.02±1.02

2.02 0.16

Showing Concern/
Interacting with the 
Team
Yes
No

3.19±1.05
2.94±1.07

1.46 0.23

*p<0.05 is statistical significant.
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Although there were no significant associations, it 
should be considered that in the Italian landscape it 
was the only study that emphasized empowering nurs-
ing leadership while considering emotional and work 
overload. However, further researches will be required 
to determine what elements of nurses were most effec-
tive in improving nursing empowering leadership style 
in order to better improve interventions to develop and 
promote healthy work environments for optimizing 
quality care for patients.

Therefore, it became essential for nurse manag-
ers to ameliorate their leadership skills and create a 
positive work environment supporting nurses’ skills 
and their roles by enhancing overall nursing perfor-
mance. In this scenario, an efficient leadership strat-
egy could represent an effective approach to improve 
nursing performance, retention, and reduced burnout 
incidences, by showing that nurses’ leadership and or-
ganizational strategies with an individualized target, 
evidencing the importance of transformational, moti-
vational, and supportive leadership styles.
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