
ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Succumbing to the COVID-19 Pandemic—Healthcare
Workers Not Satisfied and Intend to Leave Their Jobs
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Abstract
Healthcare workers are under such a tremendous amount of pressure during the COVID-
19 pandemic that many have become concerned about their jobs and even intend to leave
them. It is paramount for healthcare workers to feel satisfied with their jobs and lives
during a pandemic. This study aims to examine the predictors of job satisfaction, life
satisfaction, and turnover intention of healthcare workers during the COVID-19 pandem-
ic. Between 10 and 30 April 2020, 240 healthcare workers in Bolivia completed a cross-
sectional online survey, which assessed their job satisfaction, life satisfaction, and
turnover intention in the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. The results revealed that their
number of office days predicted job satisfaction, life satisfaction, and turnover intention,
but the relationships varied by their age. For example, healthcare workers’ office days
negatively predicted job satisfaction for the young (e.g., at 25 years old: b = − 0.21; 95%
CI: − 0.36 to − 0.60) but positively predicted job satisfaction for the old (e.g., at 65 years
old: b = 0.25; 95% CI: 0.06 to 0.44). These findings provide evidence to enable healthcare
organizations to identify staff concerned about job satisfaction, life satisfaction, and
turnover intention to enable early actions so that these staffs can remain motivated to
fight the prolonged COVID-19 pandemic.

Keywords Latin America . Occupational well-being . Risk factors . Coronavirus . 2019-nCoV

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-020-00418-6

* Stephen X. Zhang
stephen.x.zhang@gmail.com

1 University of Adelaide, 9-28 Nexus10 Tower, 10 Pulteney St, Adelaide, SA 5000, Australia
2 Oregon State University, Corvallis, OR 97330, USA
3 Pontifical Catholic University of Peru, Lima, Peru
4 Universidad de Lima, Lima, Peru
5 Tsinghua University, Beijing, China
6 Caja Petrolera de Salud, La Paz, Bolivia

International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction (2022) 20:956–965

Accepted: 19 October 2020 /
# Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2021

Published online: 7 January 2021

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11469-020-00418-6&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6123-1193
mailto:stephen.x.zhang@gmail.com


In the COVID-19 pandemic, healthcare workers are experiencing unprecedented pressure from
stressors including but not limited to enormous workload, virus exposure, inadequate personal
protective equipment (PPE), moral dilemmas, work incivility, despair, isolation from family, and
discrimination (Lai et al. 2020; Zhang et al. 2020a) and even fake news (Alvarez-Risco et al.
2020; O’Connor and Murphy 2020) and conspiracy theory (Chen et al. 2020). An emergency
physician in Washington DC, Thomas Kirsch, asked on March 24, 2020, “How much risk do
healthcare workers have to take? Or, more bluntly: How many of us will die before we start to
walk away from our jobs?” (Kirsch 2020). Many healthcare workers stopped showing up at
work once COVID-19 hit the USA, due to the shortage of PPE (Cloherty 2020). Such issues can
be more severe in less developed economies. For instance, media reported over 100 nurses
stopped coming to work on one single day in a hospital in South America (Galdos 2020).

In this critical time of the COVID pandemic, it is paramount for healthcare workers to feel
satisfied with their current jobs and lives without intention to leave their jobs. However, little
research has studied the job-related variables of healthcare workers during the COVID-19
pandemic. The existing research on healthcare workers under COVID-19 has focused on
workers’ mental health and well-being (c.f. a meta-analysis by Pappa et al. 2020; Tang et al.
2020). This study presents the first attempt to document healthcare workers’ job satisfaction,
life satisfaction, and turnover intention, and their predictors during the COVID-19 pandemic.

We aim to examine the predictive effect on the job-related outcome variables by several
canonical risk factors of mental health issues in the pandemic such as age, gender, and
education (Lai et al. 2020; Li et al. 2020; Liang et al. 2020; Yáñez et al. 2020; Zhang et al.
2020a). We are also interested in healthcare workers’ job-related characteristics, such as office
days, and whether they are temporary staff or redeployed during the COVID-19 pandemic
based on the burgeoning evidence that those variables can predict satisfaction and/or turnover
intention in the ongoing pandemic (Labrague and Santos 2020; Zhang et al. 2020a, b). These
predictors can help healthcare organizations to be more specific in developing evidence-based
screening for mental health, job satisfaction, and turnover issues of their staff during the
COVID-19 pandemic (Yang et al. 2020).

Methods

Bolivia, with the lowest GDP per capita in South America, lacks adequate health infrastructure
(Arigho-Stiles 2020). COVID-19 cases appeared in Bolivia on March 10, 2020, and on
March 25, 2020, Bolivia declared COVID-19 a national health emergency. COVID-19 has
since spread quickly, generating enormous pressure on the country’s healthcare workers.
Media reported healthcare workers in several hospitals turned away COVID-19 patients out
of concern over the limited resources in overcrowded facilities (Laing and Ramos 2020). On
April 23, 2020, Bolivian health workers protested publicly about shortages of PPE and other
supplies, including body bags for the dead (Requena 2020). And the dire situation continues to
worsen as the COVID-19 pandemic deepens in Bolivia.

This study followed the American Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR)
guideline. All participants agreed with their informed consent to enroll in the online survey.
Strict confidentiality was assured in the data collection processes was voluntary. The study was
approved by the ethics committee of Tsinghua University (20200322). We sent out our online
survey, developed in English and back translated into Latin American Spanish, to 402
healthcare workers in 83 healthcare facilities (40 in La Paz, 11 in Santa Cruz, and 32 from
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other administrative regions) in Bolivia from April 10 to April 30, 2020, 1 month into the
COVID-19 emergency in Bolivia. The survey was open to healthcare workers in healthcare
institutions such as hospitals, clinics, first emergency responders, medical wards, nursing
homes, dental clinics, and pharmacies. Two hundred forty health workers filled the entire
survey, resulting in a response rate of 59.7%.

The healthcare workers reported their demographic characteristics such as actual age,
gender, number of children, education level, daily exercise hours, and number of office days
in the past week. We also asked whether they were temporary staff or were redeployed from
their usual positions (i.e., from non-ICU to ICU) to deal with the COVID-19 pandemic. The
outcome variables included healthcare workers’ job satisfaction, life satisfaction, and turnover
intention.

Job Satisfaction We measured healthcare workers’ job satisfaction by a five-item scale
(Brayfield and Rothe 1951; Montazeri et al. 2011). These five items were scored on a 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) Likert scale. Sample items include “I find real
enjoyment in my work” and “most days I am enthusiastic about my work.” The Cronbach’s
alpha was 0.80.

Life Satisfaction The respondents reported using the five-item scale of Satisfaction with Life
(SWL) (Diener et al. 1985). These five items were scored on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7
(strongly agree) Likert scale. Sample items include “in most ways my life is close to my ideal”
and “the conditions of my life are excellent.” The Cronbach’s alpha was 0.81.

Turnover Intention We used the 5-point scale to measure healthcare workers’ turnover
intention (Cammann et al. 1979). The three items were scored on a 1 (strongly disagree) to
5 (strongly agree) Likert scale. Sample items include “I often think about quitting my job with

Fig. 1 The predicted value and 95% confidence intervals (CIs) of job satisfaction, life satisfaction, and turnover
intention by healthcare workers’ age and office days
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my present organization” and “it is very possible that I will look for a new job next year.” The
Cronbach’s alpha was 0.85.

We used Stata 16.0 to summarize the variables and to identify the predictors of job
satisfaction, life satisfaction, and turnover intention with a 95% confidence level.

Results

Descriptive Findings

Table 1 shows that 72.9% of the 240 healthcare workers were female, and 8.3% were younger
than 29 years old, 29.2% were between 30 and 39 years, 57.5% were between 40 and 59 years,
and 5.0% were 60 years or older. Most participants (91.7%) had an undergraduate degree or
higher. Less than a third (30.8%) were temporary staffs, and 10.8% had been redeployed to deal
with the COVID-19 crisis. Finally, 6.7% of participants worked in healthcare facilities 7 days in
the past week, 4.2% worked 6 days, 14.2% worked 5 days, and 71.3% worked between 1 and
4 days, and 3.8% worked zero days. Table 2 reports the descriptive statistics and correlations.

Predictors of Job Satisfaction, Life Satisfaction, and Turnover Intention

First, healthcare workers’ office days predicted their job satisfaction but the relationship
depended on their age (b = 0.01; 95% CI: 0.00 to 0.02; P= .004). Margin analysis showed
that office days negatively predicted job satisfaction for the young healthcare workers (e.g., at
25 years old: b = − 0.21; 95% CI: − 0.36 to − 0.60; P= .006). On the contrary, office days
positively predicted job satisfaction for the older workers (e.g., at 65 years old: b = 0.25; 95%
CI: 0.06 to 0.44; P= .009).

Second, office days predicted workers’ life satisfaction overall, and the relationship also
depended on their age (b = 0.01; 95% CI: 0.00 to 0.02; P= .04). In particular, the number of
office days was positively associated with life satisfaction among the older workers (e.g., at
65 years old: b = 0.22; 95% CI: 0.01 to 0.44; P= .04) but was marginally negatively associated
with life satisfaction among the younger workers (e.g., at 25 years old: b = − 0.15; 95% CI: −
0.32 to 0.03; P= .09). In addition, job redeployment (b = − 0.51; 95% CI: − 0.97 to − 0.05;
P= .03) and daily exercise hours in the past week (b = 0.07; 95% CI: 0.00 to 0.14; P= .04)
both predicted life satisfaction.

Lastly, healthcare workers’ office days predicted their turnover intention, and the relation-
ship similarly depended on their age (b = − 0.01; 95% CI: − 0.01 to 0.00; P = .05). In
particular, the number of office days was positively associated with turnover intention among
the younger workers (e.g., at 25 years old: b = 0.16; 95% CI: 0.02 to 0.29; P= .03) but not the
older healthcare workers.

These results were shown in a forest plot (Dai et al. 2020; Graf-Vlachy et al. 2020) in Fig. 1.

Discussion

Healthcare workers are especially critical in the COVID-19 pandemic (Ni et al. 2020). This
study presents the first attempt to identify which healthcare workers have more or less job
satisfaction, life satisfaction, and turnover intention during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Several covariates, which were significant predictors of mental health and well-being in
healthcare workers in earlier studies, were not significant in our study. For instance, age and
gender predicted mental health and well-being among healthcare workers in China (Lai et al.
2020; Li et al. 2020; Liang et al. 2020) and in Iran (Kaveh et al. 2020), and in Spain (age only)
(Romero et al. 2020) during the COVID-19 pandemic; however, neither age nor gender
predicted outcomes in this study. In addition, education was found to be a predictor of mental
health of health staff in studies in China (Li et al. 2020; Liu et al. in press) but not in another
study in Iran (Zhang et al. 2020a). Education was not a significant predictor of satisfaction or
turnover intention in our sample. These findings support that the predictors of healthcare staff’s
job-related variables and well-being during a pandemic vary across countries (Zhang et al.
2020a).

Moreover, this study identified several unique risk factors including weekly office days.
Importantly, the number of office days predicted job satisfaction positively for the older
healthcare staff, but negatively for the younger staff. Similar patterns existed on the outcome
variables of life satisfaction, and turnover intention. These findings suggest that healthcare
organizations need to pay attention to younger workers working many days a week and older
workers with fewer office days.

While it can be necessary to redeploy workers or hire temporary staff to deal with the
COVID-19 crisis, those workers who were redeployed were less satisfied with their lives.
Hence, hospitals may need to better support those redeployed healthcare workers. It is also
worth noting that the temporary healthcare staff did not significantly differ from regular staff
on job satisfaction, life satisfaction, and turnover intention.

This study has some limitations. First, as data collection is challenging during the COVID-
19 crisis, particularly for busy healthcare staff, we used convenience sampling. Second, to our
best knowledge, this is the first study that has examined several job characteristics, such as
office days, temporary staff, and job redeployment, as predictors for healthcare workers’ job-
related outcomes under COVID-19. Such practices differ across countries and healthcare
systems (Jahanshahi et al. 2020), and future studies may test these factors.

Protecting and retaining healthcare workers is paramount during a pandemic. This study
demonstrates that healthcare workers’ number of office days matters to their job satisfaction,
life satisfaction, and turnover intention. However, the number of office days carries different
impacts on younger and older workers. We call for more studies on healthcare workers from
the perspective of their ongoing working characteristics under the COVID-19 pandemic.
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