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Nurse leaders 
thriving:

A conceptual model and 
strategies for application

N
ow more than ever, nurse leaders are facing complex 

challenges in healthcare systems that demand highly 

developed skills to adapt to physical, psychological, 

or social adversity and to influence change at the 

macro- and microlevels of an organization. Nurse 

leaders are expected to positively influence the workplace 

environment and to build thriving teams.1 Evidence focuses 

on the leader’s role in creating experiences in which employ-

ees feel motivated and supported. For example, Mortier 

and colleagues found nurse managers’ authentic leadership 

enhances nurses’ thriving at work.2

However, nurse leaders aren’t really thriving at work, and 

they’re struggling to enhance their functioning and effectively 

perform their job.3 The American Organization for Nursing 

Leadership reported in their longitudinal study that 45% of 

nurse leaders who left their positions in the past 6 months 

did so because of challenges they faced with their leaders, 

colleagues, or organization.4 Thriving at work is essential for 

nurse leaders to positively impact their staff members, the 

quality of patient care, and the organization. In nursing, the 

concept of thriving at work is mainly borrowed from psycho-

logical and organizational research. The purpose of this article 

is to define thriving, discuss the antecedents and outcomes of 

thriving, and propose practical solutions nurse leaders can 

use to create a thriving environment.

Definition of thriving at work

Thriving can be defined as a positive psychological state 

characterized by two essential dimensions: a sense of 
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 vitality and a sense of learning.5

Vitality is a positive feeling of 

being alive and energetic, and 

learning is acquiring and apply-

ing knowledge and skills.5 The 

experience of these two dimen-

sions should be joint and simul-

taneous because an employee 

can’t thrive if they experience 

burnout or have no energy. 

Vitality without opportunity for 

learning stunts the growth 

innate in thriving. Likewise, 

learning without vitality 

impairs the desire to apply new 

knowledge and skills.

According to Paterson and 

colleagues, “the two compo-

nents of thriving interact to 

 create an overall sense of 

 forward momentum and 

 progress at work that isn’t 

 captured by either vitality or 

learning alone.”6 When nurse 

leaders acquire new skills 

(learning) without the desire 

and energy (vitality) to apply 

them, they’re not thriving. 

Likewise, when leaders feel 

alive in their work with no 

growth or potential, they 

can’t thrive.

Conceptual model of thriving in 

nursing

Su and colleagues describe 

thriving as the fullest range of 

mental, physical, and social 

positive functioning and well-

being.7 Both Spreitzer’s and 

Su’s definitions emphasize that 

the outcomes of thriving often 

relate to personal psychological 

well-being.5,7 We expand the 

definition of thriving and pro-

pose that thriving in the work-

place exists on a growing con-

tinuum and includes social, 

psychological, emotional, and 

cognitive well-being. Figure 1 

depicts a conceptual model of 

personal and organizational 

antecedents of thriving (see Fig-
ure 1A). These antecedents 

develop the continuum of thriv-

ing (see Figure 1B). Only when 

an individual is thriving in the 

workplace can positive per-

sonal and  organizational out-

comes occur (see Figure 1C).

However, reciprocal relation-

ships exist among the anteced-

ents, thriving, and outcomes. 

For example, when nurses 

have meaningful work and a 

supportive organizational 

work culture (antecedents), 

they can thrive, leading to 

Figure 1: Nurse thriving conceptual model
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improved job satisfaction, 

reduced staff turnover, and 

cohesion. Consequently, these 

outcomes can improve work 

engagement, trust, and per-

sonal characteristics (such as 

positivity), feeding back into 

the thriving continuum.

Domains and concepts of thriving
The concepts of vitality, learn-

ing, autonomy, purpose, and 

growth directly influence the 

psychological, cognitive, emo-

tional, and social well-being 

domains of an individual. The 

antecedents previously described 

filter into the concepts of thriv-

ing, which feed the individual 

well-being domains. These four 

well-being domains are essential 

for thriving (see Figure 1).

Psychological well-being 

broadly includes a positive out-

look and satisfaction with one’s 

life and mental health. Related, 

yet distinct, emotional well-

being constitutes healthy regu-

lation of emotions and attitudes. 

For example, a person’s mental 

health may affect the emotions 

they experience, but mental 

health doesn’t dictate emotions. 

Likewise, emotional distress 

doesn’t dictate mental health. 

Many individuals experience 

painful emotions without devel-

oping a mental health condition.

An individual’s attitude and 

cognitive perception of the dis-

tressing situation can lead to 

the development of resilience. 

Gratitude practices and emo-

tional regulation can improve 

cognitive and emotional well-

being and promote better com-

munication. Cognitive well-

being includes aspects of learn-

ing, growing, and challenging 

yourself. A positive mindset 

sets the tone for solution-

focused cognitive processes 

and may lead to an optimistic 

attitude. Healthy relationships 

and conflict resolution demon-

strate social well-being. Sepa-

rating the well-being domains 

into distinct, interrelated cate-

gories appreciates and aligns 

with nursing’s holistic lens of 

health.

Antecedents of thriving at work
Liu and colleagues’ meta-analysis 

revealed four themes of anteced-

ents of thriving: 1) unit contextual 

features, 2) resources produced at 

work, 3) individual agentic work 

behaviors, and 4) personality 

traits.8

Some of the unit contextual 

antecedents identified for thriv-

ing include stress, autonomy, 

work control, trust, supportive 

climate, organizational justice, 

and useful feedback.8 Moderate 

stress levels can positively 

induce personal learning, 

growth, and accomplishment, 

supporting the notion that 

adversity spurs thriving.8,9

Autonomy leads to employees 

being more invested, feeling 

necessary, and having positive 

work experiences.10

Under resources produced 

at work are the categories of 

leadership style, purposeful 

and meaningful work, and 

work experience.8 Transforma-

tional, authentic, empowering, 

and servant organizational 

leadership promote thriving.8,10 

Work climates in which leader-

ship values employee well-

being, promotes learning, and 

provides support during adver-

sity foster individual thriving.6

In line with learning, work-

places that offer training and 

advancement also facilitate 

thriving.11 There’s no doubt that 

the foundation of nursing is 

purposeful, meaningful work; 

however, leadership style and 

workplace culture can create 

obstacles and often thwart 

thriving.

Individual agentic work 

behaviors include exploration, 

task focus, and heedful relat-

ing.8 Exploration demonstrates 

discovery, innovation, and 

risk-taking, which increases 

self-directed, creative problem-

solving.6,8 Although process 

and protocols are important 

to patient safety and care, 

nurses’ critical thinking and 

creativity to practice the nurs-

There’s no doubt that the foundation of nursing is purposeful, 
meaningful work; however, leadership style and workplace culture 

can create obstacles that thwart thriving.
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ing model can be stifled. This 

leads to task-oriented rather 

than patient-oriented care, 

which diminishes thriving. 

Heedful relating involves 

cooperative and mutually 

 supportive interactions among 

workers, which increase vital-

ity, learning, and cohesion.8

In line with this theme, Kleine 

and colleagues suggest indi-

vidual work engagement fos-

ters thriving. Engagement 

increases connections with 

coworkers and their work, 

vitality, and the desire to learn 

new skills.10

The final category of anteced-

ents to thriving is employee 

personality traits, such as self-

efficacy, optimism, openness, 

proactiveness, and conscien-

tiousness.8,10 Kleine and col-

leagues describe these terms 

as psychological capital.10 Self-

efficacy occurs when individu-

als have the confidence to 

 master tasks.10 Optimism exists 

when individuals feel they can 

succeed.10 Conscientiousness 

involves self-discipline, a sense 

of responsibility, and continued 

motivation to achieve goals.8

In nursing literature, few 

studies have highlighted the 

personal and organizational 

antecedents of thriving at 

work. Some personal factors 

such as being open, present, 

and nonjudgmental were iden-

tified as essential to thriving. 

For example, Sahin and col-

leagues found that nurses who 

practice mindfulness by focus-

ing their attention on the pres-

ent moment without judgment 

and fully accepting the experi-

ence have reported higher lev-

els of thriving.12 Some organi-

zational factors contributing to 

nurse thriving are empower-

ment, the mood of the organi-

zation, an enabling environ-

ment, organizational justice 

(perception of fairness and 

equality), togetherness with 

colleagues, and leaders’ con-

nectivity.13 Congruent to the 

psychology-derived literature, 

supportive work environments 

that provide training, recogni-

tion, guidance, and mentoring 

promote thriving in nursing.14

In addition, some workplace 

constraints can inhibit nurses’ 

ability to thrive. For example, 

Table 1: Strategies to help nurse leaders thrive at work

Nurse leader 
 strategies Description

Adopting self-care 
and wellness 
 methods

Nurse leaders must prioritize personal well-being through regular exercise, healthy eating, 
 adequate sleep, and practicing mindfulness. The American Psychiatric Nurses Association 
offers excellent tools to enhance nurses’ well-being: www.apna.org/resources/?fwp_resource_
categories=self-care-2&pageid=6259.

Pursuing  continuous 
professional 
 development

Nurse leaders must engage in ongoing learning opportunities and stay updated on the latest 
evidence-based practices and healthcare trends. This might create some stress, but eustress (the 
positive stress response) has a beneficial effect by generating a sense of fulfillment and facilitating 
growth development and high performance levels.

Cultivating 
 emotional 
intelligence 

Nurse leaders must develop an understanding and awareness of emotions and learn to manage emo-
tions effectively. They should practice empathy, active listening, and conflict resolution techniques to 
build positive relationships with team members and patients. Having high emotional intelligence can 
increase the vitality and energy at work, thus enhancing thriving among nurse leaders.

Embodying 
 relational 
leadership style

Nurse leaders should embody a relational leadership style, such as transformational, authentic, and 
servant leadership. They should foster a culture of collaboration and teamwork within the nursing 
team and across other healthcare disciplines by encouraging open communication, valuing diverse 
perspectives, and promoting a supportive work environment.

Engaging in 
mentorship and 
coaching activities

Through building trusted relationships with their supervisors and followers, nurse leaders at all 
 levels should seek mentorship from experienced nurse leaders and offer mentorship to junior 
nurses. Engaging in coaching conversations is critical to support the professional growth and devel-
opment of their team members.

Adopting a positive 
mindset

Nurse leaders should practice self-reflection to learn from their experiences and identify areas for 
growth. They should face challenges by developing coping mechanisms, maintaining a positive 
mindset, and seeking support.
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Zhao and colleagues found that 

workplace violence had a signif-

icant negative impact on nurses’ 

thriving.15 Additionally, health-

care systems with excessive 

administrative burden, a lack of 

autonomy, inadequate support 

and resources, and poor com-

munication promote moral dis-

tress and moral injury in nurses, 

the antithesis of thriving.16

Outcomes of thriving
Spreitzer and Sutcliffe proposed 

thriving as an essential found-

ation to the health and well-

being of employees that can 

positively affect organizational 

outcomes.17 Positive personal 

outcomes include increased job 

satisfaction, fulfillment, and 

social engagement. Reducing 

employee moral distress, moral 

injury, and the resulting burn-

out are also outcomes of thriv-

ing. Adversity and stress loom 

throughout the nursing profes-

sion, but employee thriving 

improves skills for coping with 

adversity, which leads to per-

sonal and professional growth. 

Additionally, Kleine and col-

leagues found a positive corre-

lation between thriving at work 

and individual subjective health.10

Mutually beneficial outcomes 

of thriving exist for the employee 

and organization. These benefits 

include cohesion, which means 

the organization and the employee 

work synchronously and even 

synergistically. Other benefits are 

increased productivity and better 

job performance.

Organizational outcomes of 

employee thriving include 

lower staff turnover, better 

organizational citizenship, and 

increased financial savings.10

Organizational citizenship 

occurs when employees take 

ownership in the organization; 

demonstrate commitment, 

knowledge, and skills; and pro-

actively help others within the 

organization.10 These benefits 

ultimately save the organization 

money with decreased turnover 

and onboarding, and fewer 

temporary or agency nurses. 

Table 2: Organizational strategies to create a culture in which nurse leaders can thrive

Organizational strategies Description

Developing and 
 implementing leadership 
and mentorship develop-
ment programs

Organizations need to invest in continuous leadership programs to equip nurse leaders with 
the necessary skills and competencies for their roles. In addition, they should offer mentor-
ship and networking opportunities by establishing formal mentoring programs to connect 
nurse leaders with experienced executives and by implementing succession planning strat-
egies to identify and develop future nurse leaders within the organization.

Establishing well-being 
initiatives and work-life 
 balance support

Organizations can provide policies and resources that support nurse leaders’ work-life bal-
ance, such as flexible scheduling and paid time off. Organizations can encourage the use 
of vacation days and promote a culture that values downtime and self-care. They can also 
implement wellness programs, mental health resources, and initiatives to prevent burnout 
or otherwise support nurse leader’s well-being.

Recognizing and rewarding 
achievements

Organizations should establish programs that acknowledge and appreciate nurse leaders’ 
contributions and achievements, reinforcing the organization’s commitment to creating a 
supportive environment. They can offer rewards, incentives, or promotions based on perfor-
mance, efforts, and accomplishments, fostering a sense of fulfillment and motivation among 
nurse leaders and boosting their morale.

Encouraging open, 
transparent communication 
and providing resources 

Organizations should maintain open and transparent communication channels and continu-
ously share information with nurse leaders about organizational goals, changes, and deci-
sions to foster trust and collaboration. They should support nurse leaders by providing them 
with adequate resources, including staffing levels, training materials, and technology tools. 
They can use creative approaches such as artificial intelligence to minimize administrative 
burden.

Promoting inclusive and 
 collaborative work 
environments 

Organizations should identify and address systematic barriers and biases that might hin-
der the growth of nurse leaders. They can establish a culture of respect and inclusivity by 
implementing initiatives that support different perspectives and backgrounds. Organizations 
should also foster collaboration among different healthcare disciplines and support interdis-
ciplinary team models. Encouraging communication and cooperation can improve patient 
care and enhance the leadership experience for nurse leaders.
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Therefore, it’s incumbent on 

organizations and leadership to 

provide cultures and resources 

with a focus on promoting 

employee thriving.

Much of the literature on 

thriving derives from psychol-

ogy; however, thriving’s rele-

vance to nursing is clear and 

paramount for the future and 

health of the profession. Zhao 

and colleagues found job satis-

faction to be an important pre-

dictor for thriving and nurse 

turnover.18 Additionally, work 

engagement affects thriving and 

ultimately nurses’ affective 

commitment.15 These findings 

highlight the relationship 

among the antecedents, thriv-

ing, and outcomes.

Practical suggestions and actions

Personal strategies
Thriving at work is an opportu-

nity for nurse leaders to be 

involved in making choices that 

create a positive work environ-

ment and influence how indi-

viduals respond to adversity. To 

achieve optimal psychological, 

emotional, cognitive, and social 

well-being, nurse leaders must 

embrace and enhance their per-

sonal characteristics while oper-

ating within an environment 

that fosters thriving. By cultivat-

ing their own traits and skills 

and creating a conducive work-

place, nurse leaders can contrib-

ute to a state of thriving for 

themselves and their team mem-

bers, ultimately improving over-

all outcomes and well-being in 

the healthcare setting. Table 1 

describes actionable personal 

strategies that nurse leaders can 

adopt and implement to help 

them thrive at work.

Organizational strategies
Nurse leaders can’t thrive in 

isolation, and their personal 

characteristics and vitality alone 

aren’t enough. Creating an 

environment that supports and 

nurtures thriving is equally 

essential. Nurse leaders require 

a workplace culture that values 

well-being, growth, and innova-

tion. When organizations priori-

tize the cultivation of a thriving 

culture, nurse leaders are 

empowered to reach their full 

potential and positively impact 

their teams. Table 2 highlights 

key strategies and initiatives 

organizations can adopt and 

implement to support nurse 

leaders in their pursuit of excel-

lence and well-being.

A synergistic relationship

The best practice for nurse 

leader thriving includes com-

bining personal strategies with 

organizational strategies. Nurse 

leaders can influence the orga-

nizational environment by shar-

ing information and knowledge 

that promotes learning and by 

maintaining their own energy, 

vitality, and passion for the 

contributions that nurses can 

make to meaningful healthcare 

delivery. Positivity and solution-

focused thinking can be infec-

tious when modeled by a nurse 

leader who lives according to 

their values. Similar to the con-

ceptual model in which recipro-

cal relationships exist between 

thriving, antecedents, and out-

comes, nurse leaders and orga-

nizations can influence each 

other in a way that produces 

synergy.

Thriving senior leaders serve 

as role models and a source of 

inspiration for their teams. 

When leaders demonstrate 

vitality, enthusiasm, and a pas-

sion for learning, it can inspire 

team members to adopt a simi-

lar adaptive and positive mind-

set. Nurse leaders are often 

positioned between upper man-

agement and staff, putting them 

in a pivotal place to positively 

influence the organization at 

multiple layers.

Senior nurse leaders can meet 

regularly with the nurse leaders 

who report to them to individu-

alize the strategies proposed in 

Table 1 and to create an action 

plan to fit their needs, prefer-

ences, passions, and aspira-

tions. By enabling them to 

choose learning opportunities 

When organizations prioritize the cultivation of a thriving culture, 
nurse leaders are empowered to reach their full potential 

and positively impact their teams.

NMG1023_NCPD_Thriving_H_left_spread_23-00064_Varun.indd   24 12/09/23   1:24 PM

Copyright © 2023 Wolters Kluwer Health, Inc. All rights reserved.



www.nursingmanagement.com Nursing Management • October 2023  25

and pursue their areas of pas-

sion, senior nurse leaders can 

identify knowledge gaps within 

the leadership team and 

address those gaps through tar-

geted training programs, work-

shops, and seminars. Senior 

nurse leaders should create 

opportunities for nurse leaders 

to develop new skills and 

encourage them to take on new 

challenges and expand their 

knowledge, which benefits the 

individual’s growth and the 

team’s collective capabilities.

The mark of truly successful 

nursing leadership is fostering 

the success of staff, patients, 

and the organization. How 

nurse leaders deal with failure, 

disappointment, and adversity 

influences the work climate for 

others. A nurse leader can 

choose to create the context for 

thriving environments or con-

tribute to a culture of blame and 

shame. Many of the antecedents 

or contributing factors for thriv-

ing stem from organization- or 

system-level processes.

A two-dimensional approach

This narrative review defined 

thriving at work, focusing on 

the two vital dimensions: vital-

ity and a sense of learning. 

Without vitality, the desire to 

learn and grow diminishes, 

and without opportunities for 

learning, vitality alone can’t 

sustain thriving. However, the 

interaction between vitality 

and learning creates a sense of 

forward momentum and prog-

ress that goes beyond either 

dimension alone. Nurse leaders 

who acquire new skills without 

the energy and motivation to 

apply them hinder their ability 

to thrive. Likewise, feeling 

alive and engaged in their 

work without opportunities for 

growth and development limits 

their potential for thriving.

The expanded definition of 

workplace thriving presented 

here includes social, psycholog-

ical, emotional, and cognitive 

well-being. Vitality, learning, 

autonomy, purpose, and 

growth directly impact an indi-

vidual’s well-being in these 

domains. Recognizing and fos-

tering these distinct yet inter-

connected dimensions of well-

being aligns with nursing’s 

holistic perspective on health 

and acknowledges the multifac-

eted nature of thriving in the 

workplace.

Nurse leaders can advance 

their own capacity to thrive by 

engaging in mentorship, pursu-

ing leadership opportunities, 

and embodying a positive 

mindset. At the system level, 

healthcare organizations should 

tangibly value nurses by recog-

nizing achievements, assisting 

work-life balance, and promot-

ing autonomy and clear com-

munication to contribute to the 

overall prosperity of nurse lead-

ers. By creating the right envi-

ronment to promote both vital-

ity and learning, and nurturing 

the broader well-being domains, 

nurse leaders can establish a 

solid foundation for thriving, 

ultimately enhancing their effec-

tiveness and the overall well-

being of their teams. NM
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