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Abstract
Background Exploration of the relationship between nursing students’ abusive supervision and their future intention 
to leave the nursing profession before completing the final clinical practicum is critical to the issue of nursing staff 
shortages and how to alleviate them. In order to further dissect the factors influencing turnover intention among 
student nurses in clinical practice, our study used the conservation of resources theory and job demands-resources 
model to explain the specific pathways that influence student nurses’ intention to leave the nursing profession, with 
particular focus on nursing students’ personality traits and certain organizational factors.

Method This study followed a cross-sectional design. Between March and May 2022, a convenience sampling 
method was used to select 531 nursing students from two medical universities in Fuzhou. The Abusive Supervision, 
Emotional Exhaustion, Nurse-Patient Relationship, and Turnover Intention Scales were employed to collect data. The 
PROCESS macro (Models 4 and 7) for SPSS 25.0 by Hayes and 5,000 bootstrap samples were used to examine the 
moderation and mediation impacts.

Results Abusive supervision was found to significantly positively predict nursing students’ intention to leave the 
nursing profession. Emotional exhaustion significantly mediated the relationship between abusive supervision and 
an intention to leave the nursing profession. The moderating effect of the nurse-patient relationship in the mediation 
model was also found to be significant.

Conclusions Abusive supervision by clinical teaching staff is a work-related stressor that leads to emotional 
exhaustion, consequently decreasing nursing students’ future intention to work as a nurse. A nurse-patient 
relationship based on trust could buffer the negative effect of abusive supervision on emotional exhaustion. 
Healthcare organizations and nurse educators should implement programs that educate and train individuals about 
abusive supervision, emotion regulation, and positive nurse-patient relationships; this would serve to decrease 
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Introduction
Nursing shortages have become a pressing issue world-
wide [1, 2]. There are only 2.7 nurses per 1,000 people 
nationwide in China, less than half the average world-
wide and far below the ratio in other developed countries 
such as the United States (8.3) and Switzerland (17.5). Lin 
(2020) found that as many as 45.4% of nursing students in 
China intend to leave the nursing profession [3]. Nursing 
students abandoning the nursing profession upon gradu-
ation exacerbates nursing workforce shortfalls, increases 
the financial burden on healthcare organizations [4], 
reduces the quality of patient care [5], and decreases 
patient satisfaction [6]. Understanding the influential fac-
tors and underlying mechanisms are especially important 
for identifying ways to reduce turnover among student 
nurses.

The final clinical practicum (FCP), which occurs just 
before graduation, provides a real-world context through 
which nursing students can acquire clinical skills; it can 
also help graduating students develop a positive attitude 
regarding their future nursing careers [7]. Nonetheless, 
nursing students often report dissatisfaction with their 
clinical placements, and the result is an intention to leave 
[8]. Several past studies have found that newly graduated 
nurses’ turnover intention was influenced by factors such 
as authentic leadership, organizational identification, 
occupational coping self-efficacy [9], empowerment [10], 
work-life fit, and work-life interference [11]. Explorations 
of abusive supervision have indicated that it is a prevalent 
problem in healthcare organizations [12, 13]. However, 
little research has focused on the effects of abusive super-
vision among nursing students during their FCP. Reduc-
ing stress induced by abusive supervision will improve 
the retention of nursing students, a change that is vital 
for medical organizations. In addition, very few research 
studies have sought to investigate the moderated mediat-
ing functions operating between abusive supervision and 
turnover intention, particularly those moderators that 
could buffer the harmful effects of abusive supervision on 
student nurses’ turnover intention. Therefore, the poten-
tial relationship between abusive supervision and student 
nurses’ turnover intention during the FCP has yet to be 
analyzed.

The present research builds upon the literature and 
expands our understanding of the negative consequences 
of abusive supervision in relation to nursing students’ 
intention to work as a nurse after graduation. Abusive 
supervision is a negative leadership construct that has 

numerous adverse effects [14, 15]. We drew upon the 
conservation of resources theory (COR) to explore emo-
tional exhaustion as a potential mechanism for under-
standing why abusive supervision might lead to nursing 
students’ intention to leave the nursing profession [16]. 
We also examined the perceived nurse-patient relation-
ship’s ability to act as a moderator, buffering the negative 
effects of abusive supervision on turnover intention due 
to its ability to supply the resources needed by nursing 
students.

Background
Abusive supervision and nursing students’ intention to 
leave the nursing profession
Abusive supervision is defined as subordinates’ percep-
tions of their supervisor’s display of sustained hostile 
verbal or nonverbal behavior, including public criticism, 
rudeness, breaking promises, humiliation, and the “silent 
treatment” [17]. Previous studies have found abusive 
supervision to correlate with job satisfaction, psycho-
logical strain [18], psychological health [19], and an 
increased intent to quit [20]. Before graduating, nursing 
students must spend one year in a hospital internship 
to turn theoretical knowledge into skills, thus qualifying 
them to become nurses after graduation. Supervisors are 
nursing professionals who teach and monitor students; 
they play an important role in the nursing students’ 
onboarding process and influence their adjustment pro-
gression [21, 22]. Negative experiences with supervisors 
have been associated with an intention to leave the nurs-
ing profession [23]. Abusive supervision may occur when 
a supervisor intends to show power over or control a sub-
ordinate. Favaro, Wong, and Oudshoorn (2021) found 
that younger and less experienced nurses of both genders 
experienced greater bullying from supervisors [10].

As new employees in a health organization, the quality 
of nursing students’ relationship with their supervisors 
is an important heuristic for making inferences about 
their connection with the health organization [22]. The 
more supervisors adopt abusive behavior, the more per-
ceived injustice emerges. Nursing students may come to 
feel that their work is not recognized by their supervisors 
or they are not worthy of the organization [24]. In addi-
tion, student nurses experiencing this form of abuse tend 
to have bad relationships with their supervisors and feel 
that they have no concern for their wellbeing. Thus, abu-
sive supervision is a work-related stressor that can lead 
to the voluntary or involuntary termination of employees 

nursing students’ intention to leave the nursing profession. This study provides relevant implications for helping 
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[25]. One study found that abusive supervision increased 
nurses’ intention to leave their organization [18]. If they 
were not in contact with an abusive supervisor, their job 
satisfaction was enhanced and intention to leave reduced.

Emotional exhaustion as a mediator
Wright and Cropanzano (1998) defined emotional 
exhaustion as “a chronic state of physical and emotional 
depletion caused by excessive job demands and ongo-
ing hassles” [26]. Abusive behavior by superiors is a 
persistent source of work stress that can result in emo-
tional exhaustion and burnout [27]. Employees’ anxiety, 
despondency, and emotional exhaustion increase in par-
allel with their access to an aggressive supervisor. This 
is because when employees face abusive behavior from 
their superiors, they become agitated, perceive a threat 
to their identity and social position, and in certain situa-
tions, experience moral outrage [15].

Emotional exhaustion occurs when emotional demands 
exceed an individual’s coping potential, in this case due 
to interpersonal workplace interactions [28]. The COR 
can be used to explain the mediating mechanism through 
which abusive supervision affects turnover intention 
[16]. The theory posits that individuals have an intrinsic 
tendency to gain, preserve, and protect their resources. 
Therefore, nursing students experiencing emotional 
stress due to abusive supervision will fear losing 
resources, run the risk of doing so, and likely have trouble 
replacing them. As a result, they must exert additional 
psychological effort when faced with abusive supervi-
sion [29]. As a consequence of exerting this extra mental 
effort to deal with abusive superiors, nursing students’ 
emotional reserves are depleted, exacerbating their emo-
tional fatigue. Without these resources, nursing students 
become dissatisfied and may decide to leave the profes-
sion [30]. According to previous research, emotional 
exhaustion significantly predicts both the intention to 
leave the nursing profession and actual turnover [19, 31].

Nurse-patient relationship as a moderator
The nurse-patient relationship is a work-oriented, inter-
personal, caregiving relationship that nurses establish 
with patients and their families through nursing activi-
ties [32]. Previous research has found that a bad nurse-
patient relationship is positively correlated with low job 
satisfaction [33], high turnover intention [34], perceived 
stress, and reduced job involvement [35]. In contrast, a 
positive nurse-patient relationship aids nurses in terms 
of their socioemotional needs. Employees in a positive 
nurse-patient relationship are likely to conserve the emo-
tional resources needed to survive and function in the 
workplace. Thus, according to the job demands-resources 
model (JDR), a positive nurse-patient relationship is a job 
resource that contributes to the alleviation of job burnout 

and role stress. Employees’ emotional exhaustion can 
vary in relation to differences in their perceived nurse-
patient relationship. A better relationship positively 
affects nurses’ work status; the better the relationship, the 
more willing nurses are to engage fully in clinical work, 
thus improving patient health outcomes. Therefore, a 
good nurse-patient relationship is an important resource, 
helping employees handle the detrimental impacts of 
stress and stay focused on their roles [32]. For instance, 
Jiang (2022) found that the impact of stressors on emo-
tional exhaustion tends to be strong for nurses who 
have a tense nurse-patient relationship [36]. Therefore, 
a positive nurse-patient relationship can directly provide 
resources effective for reducing the emotional exhaustion 
caused by abusive supervision. For example, one previous 
study found that patients’ lack of reciprocity moderated 
the positive relationship between abusive supervision 
and mental health risks among nurses [37]. Therefore, a 
positive nurse-patient relationship is likely to buffer the 
connection between abusive supervision and emotional 
exhaustion. Specifically, the influence of abusive super-
vision on emotional exhaustion is likely to be weaker for 
those with positive nurse-patient relationships. Thus, we 
propose the following:

The present study: goals and hypotheses
Drawing upon the COR and JDR, the present study 
explores why and when abusive supervision are associ-
ated with turnover intention in student nurses. Based on 
a literature review, we propose a moderated mediation 
model where the indirect effect of abusive supervision on 
turnover intention via emotional exhaustion depends on 
the level of positivity in the perceived nurse-patient rela-
tionship. The hypothesized moderated mediation model 
is presented in Fig.  1 and comprised of the following 
three hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1 Abusive supervision is positively corre-
lated with nursing students’ intention to leave the nursing 
profession.

Hypothesis 2 Emotional exhaustion mediates the rela-
tionship between abusive supervision and an intention to 
leave the nursing profession.

Hypothesis 3 The perceived nurse-patient relationship 
moderates the relationship between abusive supervision 
and emotional exhaustion.

Method
Participants
This research utilized a quantitative cross-sectional 
methodology. Data collection occurred between March 
and May 2022. It was mandatory that participants be 
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senior nursing students participating in their last clinical 
practicum. All had or were in the process of completing 
a clinical practicum lasting more than six months and 
had been paired with one registered nurse instructor. A 
total of 590 participants responded to a cross-sectional 
research questionnaire. There were 531 valid question-
naires obtained after excluding those that were invalid 
(59 had missing values for abusive supervision, emotional 
exhaustion, and/or turnover intention). The participants 
included 410 females (77.21%), and the average age was 
21.67 years (SD = 0.68). According to Bentler and Chou 
[38], the sample size should be more than 10 times the 
observed variables. Thus, a sample size of 531 met the 
requirement for further analysis.

Procedure
Surveys were distributed to participants from two 
medical universities in southern China. After obtain-
ing informed consent and emphasizing the anonymity 
of responses, participants completed the questionnaires 
on the Wenjuanxing website platform, which is a profes-
sional online questionnaire survey platform in China. 
Participants answered all the measurements in the Chi-
nese language.

Ethical considerations
Ethical approval was granted by the Ethics Commit-
tee of Fujian Medical University. Informed consent was 
obtained during the initial stage of the study, prior to 
survey completion. All participants were informed of the 
study’s goal, assured of confidentiality and anonymity, and 
informed that they could withdraw at any moment and for 
any reason.

Measurements
The abusive supervision scale Abusive supervision was 
assessed using the Abusive Supervision Scale [39]. This 
scale has five items rated on a five-point Likert scale rang-
ing from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). An 
example item is as follows: “My supervisor put me down 
in front of others during my internship.” Higher scores on 
the scale indicate higher levels of abusive supervision. The 

Cronbach’s alpha for this scale in the present study was 
0.91, showing good internal consistency.

The emotional exhaustion scale
Emotional exhaustion was assessed using the Emotional 
Exhaustion Scale [40]. This scale has six items rated on 
a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 5 (strongly agree). An example item is as follows: “I 
feel very tired every morning when I think about facing 
a whole day’s work.” Higher scores on the scale indicate 
higher levels of emotional exhaustion. In our study this 
scale showed good internal consistency, with a Cron-
bach’s alpha of 0.88.

The nurse-patient relationship scale
The nurse-patient relationship was measured using the 
Chinese version of the Nurse-Patient Relationship Scale 
[41]. This scale has four items rated on a 5-point Likert 
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree). Higher scores indicate a better nurse-patient 
relationship. An example item is as follows: “I feel like 
patients treated me with respect during my internship.” 
In the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha for this scale 
was 0.76.

The turnover intention scale
The intention to leave the nursing profession was mea-
sured using the Chinese version of the Turnover Inten-
tion Scale [42]. This scale has four items rated on a 
5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 
5 (strongly agree). An example item is as follows: “I often 
think about leaving my current career.” Higher scores 
indicate a greater willingness to leave. In the present 
study, the Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was 0.74.

Statistical analysis
SPSS 26.0 and SPSS PROCESS v4.1 were used for the 
statistical analysis. First, descriptive analysis was used to 
describe the general demographic characteristics. Sec-
ond, a Pearson’s correlation was applied to determine 
the correlations among abusive supervision, emotional 

Fig. 1 Proposed moderated mediation model
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exhaustion, nurse-patient relationship, and turnover 
intention. The issue of common method variance (CMV) 
was also verified using a Harman’s one-factor model [43]. 
Finally, the mediating role of emotional exhaustion oper-
ating between abusive supervision and turnover inten-
tion was first evaluated through the PROCESS macro 
(Model 4) of SPSS. In addition, the PROCESS macro 
(Model 7) was used to test the moderation of the nurse-
patient relationship. The total, direct, and indirect effects 
of the model were evaluated and found to be statistically 
significant. If the 95% bootstrap confidence interval did 
not contain zero, a 95% bias-corrected CI based on 5,000 
bootstrap samples was used.

Results
Common method variance test
The data collected were self-reported, and thus could 
have caused a common method bias problem. In order to 
reduce the risk of common method bias, a Harman one-
way factor analysis was conducted to determine the pres-
ence of common method bias. The findings indicated that 
only 31.67% of the variation was explained by a single 
component, which is less than the critical value of 40%. 
Thus, there was no serious common method bias prob-
lem in this study.

Sample characteristics
A total of 590 student nurses were initially included in 
this survey. Of these, 59 were then excluded due to miss-
ing data. The sex ratio of males to females was 1:29.51 
and average age 21.67 ± 0.68 years. The average level 

of turnover intention was 12.28 ± 2.66. The details are 
shown in Table 1.

Descriptive statistics
Means, standard deviations, and correlations among the 
variables are shown in Table  2. The results show that 
abusive supervision was positively correlated with emo-
tional exhaustion (r = 0.56, p < 0.01) and an intention to 
leave the nursing profession (r = 0.48, p < 0.01) and nega-
tively related to the nurse-patient relationship (r = -0.48, 
p < 0.01), supporting Hypothesis 1. The results also show 
that emotional exhaustion was positively correlated with 
an intention to leave the nursing profession (r = 0.58, 
p < 0.01). Moreover, the nurse-patient relationship was 
negatively related to emotional exhaustion (r = -0.53, 
p < 0.01) and an intention to leave the nursing profession 
(r = -0.47, p < 0.01).

Mediation of emotional exhaustion
The SPSS PROCESS macro Model 4 was used to exam-
ine the mediating role of emotional exhaustion. After 
controlling for gender and age, abusive supervision was 
found to significantly predict an intention to leave the 
nursing profession (Model 1: β = 0.42, p < 0.001) and emo-
tional exhaustion (Model 2: β = 0.57, p < 0.001). More-
over, emotional exhaustion was significantly correlated 
with an intention to leave the nursing profession (Model 
3: β = 0.54, p < 0.001), and the direct association between 
abusive supervision and an intention to leave the nurs-
ing profession remained significant (Model 3: β = 0.15, 
p < 0.05). The bias-corrected percentile bootstrap analy-
ses showed that emotional exhaustion partially medi-
ated the relationship between abusive supervision and 
an intention to leave the nursing profession (indirect 
effect = 0.31, Boot SE = 0.04, 95% CI = [0.23, 0.39]). The 
contribution rate of the mediating effect to the total effect 
was 67.84%. Therefore, Hypothesis 2 was supported (see 
Table 3).

Moderation of the nurse-patient relationship
In order to examine Hypothesis 3, interaction effects 
were analyzed with the PROCESS macro Model 7. The 
results show that abusive supervision had a positive pre-
dictive effect on an intention to leave the nursing profes-
sion (β = 0.40, p < 0.001); the interaction effect of abusive 
supervision and nurse-patient relationship on emotional 

Table 1 Demographics Variables of the Student Nurses (N = 531)
Frequency(%)

Age
20 53(9.98%)
21 139(26.78%)
22 275(51.80%)
23 64(12.05%)
Gender
Male 121(22.79%)
Female 410(77.21%)
Place
City 145(27.31%)
Countryside 386(72.69%)

Table 2 Descriptive Statistics
Variable M SD 1 2 3 4
1. Abusive supervision 1.65 0.69 -
2. Emotional exhaustion 3.05 0.86 0.56*** 1
3. Turnover Intention 2.75 0.79 0.48*** 0.58*** 1
4.Nurse-patient relationship 3.30 0.63 -0.48*** -0.53*** -0.47*** 1
Note: M = mean; SD = standard deviation. *p < 0.05, **p#x2009;< 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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exhaustion was significant (ß = 0.13, p < 0.001), and emo-
tional exhaustion had a positive predictive effect on 
an intention to leave the nursing profession (ß = 0.54, 
p < 0.001). These findings indicate that the nurse-patient 
relationship moderated the association between abusive 
supervision and emotional exhaustion. Hypotheses 3 was 
supported (see Table 4).

Additionally, a simple slope analysis was conducted 
to analyze the moderating effect of the nurse-patient 
relationship. Figure  2 illustrates this effect at two mod-
erator levels: low (M – SD) and high (M + SD). For par-
ticipants in the high and low nurse-patient relationship 
groups, abusive supervision had a positive effect on 
emotional exhaustion. In addition, for participants with 
a high nurse-patient relationship, the effect of abusive 

Table 3 Testing for a Mediation Effect
Predictor Model 1 (Turnover Intention) Model 2 (Emotional Exhaustion) Model 3 (Turnover 

Intention)
β t β t β t

Gender 0.03 0.02 0.06 0.58 0.02 0.19
Age 0.52 0.02 -0.01 -0.10 0.03 0.31
Abusive Supervision 0.42*** 8.57 0.57*** 15.60 0.15** 3.59
Emotional Exhaustion 0.54*** 13.52
R2 0.18 0.31 0.40
F 24.64*** 49.73*** 54.71***

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Table 4 Coefficients for the Tested Moderated Mediation Model
Predictor Model 1 (Emotional Exhaustion) Model 2 (Turnover Intention)

β SE t β SE t
Gender 0.01 0.09 0.05 0.01 0.09 0.01
Age -0.05 0.08 -0.73 0.01 0.07 0.19
Abusive Supervision 0.40*** 0.04 10.22 0.15** 0.05 3.59
Nurse-Patient Relationship -0.37*** 0.04 -9.41
Abusive Supervision× Nurse-Patient Relationship 0.13*** 0.04 3.12
Emotional Exhaustion 0.54*** 0.04 13.51
R2 0.41 0.40
F 44.22*** 54.81***
Note: × represents the interaction item of Abusive Supervision and Nurse-Patient Relationship
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Fig. 2 Interaction between abusive supervision and nurse-patient relationship
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supervision on turnover intention (β = 0.27, p < 0.001) 
was weaker than for those in the low group (β = 0.51, 
p < 0.001), confirming our hypothesis that a high nurse-
patient relationship weakens the positive relationship 
between abusive supervision and turnover intention. 
Specifically, as abusive supervision increased, emotional 
exhaustion increased more markedly in the low nurse-
patient relationship group than in the high.

Discussion
The goal of this study was to examine the effect of abu-
sive supervision on an intention to leave the nursing 
profession among nursing students engaged in their 
FCP, as well as explore the mediating role of emotional 
exhaustion and moderating effect of the nurse-patient 
relationship. The results support our belief that abusive 
supervision increases students’ intention to leave the 
nursing profession, and that the relationship is medi-
ated by emotional exhaustion. In this process, the nurse-
patient relationship was found to play a moderating role. 
Specifically, the effect of abusive supervision on turnover 
intention in the high nurse-patient relationship group 
was found to be weaker than what was exhibited by the 
low group.

The results show that abusive supervision was posi-
tively correlated with an intention to leave the nursing 
profession, as well as that the former directly influencing 
the latter. Previous studies have confirmed the effect of 
abusive supervision on an intention to leave the nursing 
profession [44–46]. However, to the best of our knowl-
edge, this is the first study to explore the effect of abusive 
supervision on an intention to leave the nursing profes-
sion among nursing students engaged in their FCP; this 
is essential in order to highlight the critical role of the 
supervisor (i.e., clinical teaching staff) in enhancing stu-
dent nurses’ retention. Abusive supervision may pose a 
threat to student nurses and make them insecure; they 
may perceive themselves as being treated as outgroup 
members [47]. Thus, consistent pressure from super-
visors is likely to push student nurses towards nega-
tive reactions such as an intention to leave the nursing 
profession [48]. The results indicate that student nurse 
supervisors play an important role in building a posi-
tive or negative workplace climate, which can in turn 
either strengthen or harm students’ workplace sense of 
belonging. Therefore, abusive supervision is costly, as it 
results in an increase in an intention to leave the nursing 
profession.

Our results also show that abusive supervision posi-
tively but indirectly influenced student nurses’ intention 
to leave the nursing profession, and emotional exhaus-
tion played a mediating role [11]. In other words, abu-
sive supervision can augment emotional exhaustion 
in student nurses and thus increase their likelihood of 

forming an intention to leave the profession, a result that 
can be explained by the COR [49]. Abusive supervision 
is a form of workplace stress that drains student nurses’ 
mental resources. When such students work in a stressful 
environment caused by their supervisor’s behavior, they 
may experience a threat to their resources and feeling of 
tiredness, resulting in high emotional exhaustion [50]. 
According to the COR theory, individuals seek to obtain, 
retain, and protect their resources and minimize the 
threat of resource loss [51]. Thus, emotionally exhausted 
student nurses may feel helpless, decreasing their desire 
to remain in the nursing profession. Consequently, emo-
tional exhaustion was shown to be a strong predictor of 
an intention to leave among the student nurses studied. 
These results support the notion that abusive supervi-
sion has a broader impact on newcomers (in this context, 
nursing students engaged in clinical practice), not only 
within companies but also in medical organizations.

Moreover, the results also show that the nurse-patient 
relationship moderated the linkage between abusive 
supervision and emotional exhaustion. Though the influ-
ence of abusive supervision on turnover intention has 
been confirmed in previous studies [47, 52], there has 
been little research exploring the factors that might buffer 
its effects. To our knowledge, this is the first to provide 
empirical evidence of the effect of the nurse-patient rela-
tionship on the correlation between abusive supervision 
and an intention to leave the nursing profession among 
nursing students engaged in clinical practice. Therefore, 
it is a novel addition to the extant literature. The results 
are consistent with the JDR model [53]. Positive nursing-
patient relationships are a job resource that contributes 
to the alleviation of role stress. An increase in the qual-
ity of the nurse-patient relationship was found to weaken 
the predictive effect of abusive supervision on emotional 
exhaustion. Student nurses with negative nurse-patient 
relationships rated stronger negative reactions to abu-
sive supervision than did individuals with more positive 
relationships. Patient respect and trust is an important 
resource to help student nurses handle the detrimental 
impacts of stress and stay focused on their role [31]. Pre-
vious studies have focused more on the impact of poor 
nurse-patient relationships on an intention to leave the 
nursing profession, while this study confirmed the posi-
tive impact of positive nurse-patient relationships on 
positive psychological resources for nursing students 
engaged in clinical practice.

Implications
Our results will improve the greater understanding of 
the organizational and individual factors affecting stu-
dent nurses’ intention to leave the nursing profession, 
thus assisting instructors with developing effective inter-
vention strategies to retain talented nursing personnel. 
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First, the results highlight key practical implications for 
healthcare organizations seeking to avoid the negative 
consequences of abusive supervision by clinical prac-
tice supervisors. Nurturing positive relationships among 
supervisors and nursing students, as well as mutual 
respect and support, and creating an ideal clinical learn-
ing environment are central to decreasing nursing stu-
dents’ voluntary turnover. Healthcare organizations 
should adopt these findings and implement programs 
designed to educate, train, and support clinical teaching 
staff to avoid abusive supervision. Second, nurse educa-
tors should incorporate emotion regulation into their 
specific intervention strategies for handling emotional 
exhaustion resulting from abusive supervision. Third, 
a patient-nurse relationship based on trust has critical 
importance for the intention to remain. Such relation-
ships allow student nurses to feel respected and trusted 
by their patients. Nurse educators should develop train-
ing to improve nurse-patient communication and trust 
skills for nursing students.

Limitations
There are several limitations of the current study that 
need to be considered. First, a cross-sectional design was 
adopted, and this restricted the analysis to the causal rela-
tionship between abusive supervision and an intention 
to leave the nursing profession. Longitudinal research 
should be conducted in the future, particularly as longi-
tudinal studies are rarely adopted in the area of abusive 
supervision in clinical practice. Second, the data were 
collected through the self-reporting of nursing students 
via an online survey, which may have led to response bias 
based in social desirability. Other measurements should 
be adopted to draw stronger conclusions about the rela-
tionship between abusive supervision and its conse-
quences. Third, this study did not explore the effects of 
different types of abusive supervision on the intention to 
leave the nursing profession. Different types of abusive 
supervision should be distinguished to confirm what par-
ticular types of abusive supervision can be appraised as 
most stressful.

Conclusion
This study represents a first look at abusive supervision 
in healthcare organizations, using a sample of student 
nurses in China. We proposed and tested a novel model 
for abusive supervision’s direct, indirect, and relaxation 
effects on the intention to leave the nursing profession 
among nursing students engaged in clinical practice. 
The present study’s findings emphasize the important 
role of abusive supervision, emotional exhaustion, and 
nurse-patient relationships in nursing students’ inten-
tion to leave the profession. The results indicate that abu-
sive supervision significantly affects nursing students’ 

intention to leave. Emotional exhaustion is also signifi-
cantly related to nursing students’ intention to leave. Fur-
thermore, emotional exhaustion indirectly affects the 
relationship between abusive supervision and nursing 
students’ intention to leave the nursing profession. This 
research adds to this research domain by examining the 
moderating role of nurse-patient relationships based on 
trust and confirms that such nurse-patient relationships 
could moderate the association between abusive super-
vision and an intention to leave the nursing profession. 
Consequently, patient support may enable student nurses 
to feel cared about, significant, and capable, and thus 
help eliminate the harmful effects of abusive supervisors 
for those engaged in the FCP.

Acknowledgements
We would like to thank all nursing students who participated in this study.

Author contributions
Y. H. contributed to the study design, data collection, data analysis and original 
draft writing. M. Ch. contributed to the data investigation, data analysis and 
writing review. C. Ch. and M. Q. contributed to the data investigation.

Funding
This study was funded by grants from the Fujian Social Science Planning 
Project under Grant (grants Number: FJ2022BF018).

Data availability
The data supporting the findings of this study can be obtained from the 
corresponding author upon reasonable request.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of Fujian Medical University, 
Fuzhou, China. Written informed consent was obtained from all participants. 
All methods were performed in accordance with the relevant guidelines and 
regulations.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Author details
1School of Nursing, Fujian Medical University, Fuzhou, China
2Critical Care Department, Longyan People’s Hospital, Longyan, Fujian, 
China
3Center for information Management, Fujian Provincial Hospital, Fuzhou, 
Fujian, China

Received: 27 November 2023 / Accepted: 17 May 2024

References
1. Shen Y, Jian W, Zhu Q, Li W, Yao L. Nurse staffing in large general hospitals in 

China: an observational study. Hum Resour Health. 2020;18(1):2–7. https://
doi.org/10.1186/s12960-020-0446-5.

2. Kavakli BD, Yildirim N. The relationship between workplace incivility and 
turnover intention in nurses: a cross-sectional study. J Ners Manage. 
2022;30(5):1235–42. https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.13594.

3. Lin YL, Hu ZJ, Danaee MH, Alias H, Wong LP. The impact of the COVID-19 pan-
demic on future nursing Career turnover intention among nursing students. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12960-020-0446-5
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12960-020-0446-5
https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.13594


Page 9 of 10Hong et al. BMC Nursing          (2024) 23:361 

Risk Manag Healthc P. 2020;14:3605–361. https://doi.org/10.2147/RMHP.
S322764.

4. Jones CB, Gates MG. The costs and benefits of nurse turnover: A Business 
Case for Nurse Retention. Online J Issues Nurs. 2007;12(3):1–9. https://doi.
org/10.3912/OJIN.Vol12No03Man04.

5. Duffield C, Roche M, Linda O’, Brien-Pallas, Catling-Paull C, King M. Staff sat-
isfaction and retention and the role of the nursing unit manager. Collegian. 
2008; 16(1): 11–17. https://doi.org/11-17.10.1016/j.colegn.2008. 12.004.

6. Minore B, Boone M, Katt M, Kinch P, Birch S, Mushquash C. The effects of nurs-
ing turnover on continuity of care in isolated first Nation communities. Can J 
Nurs Res. 2005;37(1):86–100.

7. Tseng HC, Wang HH, Weng WC. Nursing students’ perceptions toward 
the nursing profession from clinical practicum in a baccalaureate nursing 
program-A qualitative study.Kaohsiung. J Med Sci.2013; 29(3): 161–168. 
https://doi:161-8.10.1016/j.kjms.2012. 08.027.

8. Galletta M, Portoghese I, Aviles Gonzales CI, Melis P, Marcias G, Campagna M, 
et al. Lack of respect, role uncertainty and satisfaction with clinical practice 
among nursing students: the moderating role of supportive staff. Acta 
Biomed. 2017;88(3S):43–50. https://doi.org/10.23750/abm.v88i3-S.6613.

9. Fallatah F, Laschinger HK, Read EA. The effects of authentic leadership, 
organizational identification, and occupational coping self-efficacy on 
new graduate nurses’ job turnover intentions in Canada. Nurs Outlook. 
2017;65(2):172–83. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.outlook.2016.11.020.

10. Favaro A, Wong C, Oudshoorn A. Relationships among sex, empowerment, 
workplace bullying and job turnover intention of new graduate nurses. J Clin 
Nurs. 2021;30(9–10):1273–84. https://doi.org/10.1111/jo cn.15671.

11. Boamah SA, Laschinger H. The influence of areas of worklife fit and work-life 
interference on burnout and turnover intentions among new gradu-
ate nurses. J Nurs Manage. 2016;24(2):E164–74. https://doi.org/10.1111/
jonm.12318.

12. Rodwell J, Brunetto Y, Demir D, Shacklock K, Farr-Wharton R. Abusive supervi-
sion and links to nurse intentions to quit. J nurs Scholarsh. 2014;46(5):357–65. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/jnu.12089.

13. Whitman MV, Halbesleben JR, Shanine KK. Psychological entitlement 
and abusive supervision: political skill as a self-regulatory mechanism. 
Health Care Manage R. 2013;38(3):248–57. https://doi.org/10.1097/
HMR.0b013e3182678fe7.

14. Harold CM, Holtz BC. The effects of passive leadership on workplace 
incivility.J Organ Behav.2015; 36(1): 16–38. https://doi.org/10.1002/job.1926.

15. Haar J, De Fluiter A, Brougham D. Abusive supervision and turnover inten-
tions: the mediating role of perceived organisational support. J Manage 
Organ. 2016;22(2):139–53. https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2015.34.

16. Hobfoll SE. Conservation of resources. A new attempt at con-
ceptualizing stress. Am Psychol. 1989;44(3):513–24. https://doi.
org/10.1037//0003-066x.44.3.513.

17. Tepper BJ. Consequences of abusive supervision. Acad Manage J. 
2020;43(2):178–90. https://doi.org/10.2307/1556375.

18. Bowling NA, Michel JS. Why do you treat me badly? The role of attributions 
regarding the cause of abuse in subordinates’ responses to Abusive Supervi-
sion. Work Stress. 2011;25(4):309–20. https://doi.org/10.1080/02678373.2011.
634281.

19. Tepper BJ. Abusive supervision in work organizations: review, synthe-
sis, and research agenda. J Manage. 2007;33(3):261–89. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0149206307300812.

20. Tepper BJ, Carr JC, Breaux DM, Geider S, Hu C, Hua W. Abusive supervision, 
intentions to quit, and employees’ workplace deviance: a power/depen-
dence analysis. Organ Behav Hum Dec. 2009;109(2):156167. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2009.03.004.

21. Sluss DM, Thompson BS. Socializing the newcomer: the mediating role of 
leader–member exchange. Organ Behav Hum Dec. 2012;119(1):114–25. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2012.05.005.

22. Ou Z, Wang J, Chen T. Managing organizational entry in China: the roles of 
newcomer-supervisor exchange, incumbent support, and perceived insider 
status. Int J Hum Resour Man. 2018;29(3):485–509. https://doi.org/10.1080/09
585192.2016.1216879.

23. Rodríguez-García MC, Gutiérrez-Puertas L, Granados-Gámez G, Aguilera-
Manrique G, Márquez-Hernández VV. The connection of the clinical learning 
environment and supervision of nursing students with student satisfaction 
and future intention to work in clinical placement hospitals. J clin nurs. 
2021;30(7–8):986–94. https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.15642.

24. Konovsky MA, Cropanzano R. Perceived Fairness of Employee Drug Testing 
as a predictor of Employee attitudes and Job Performance. J Appl Psychol. 
1991;76(5):698–707. https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.76.5.698.

25. Namie G. The challenge of workplace bullying. Employ Relat Today.2207; 
34(2),: 43–51https://doi.org/10.1 002/ert.20151.

26. Wright TA, Cropanzano RS. Emotional exhaustion as a predictor of job perfor-
mance and voluntary turnover. J appl Psychol. 1998;83(3):486–93. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0021-9010.83.3.486.

27. Thompson MJ, Carlson DS, Hackney K, Vogel RM. Vicarious abusive supervi-
sion and turnover in expectant working mothers: does financial dependency 
trigger emotional disconnect? J Organ Behav. 2022;43(3):448–64. https://doi.
org/10.1002/job.2579.

28. Maslach C, Schaufeli W, Leiter M. Job Burnout. Annu Rev Psychol. 
2001;52(1):397–422. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.397.

29. Wu TY, Hu C. Abusive supervision and employee emotional exhaus-
tion: dispositional antecedents and boundaries. Group Organ Manage. 
2009;34(2):143–69. https://doi.org/10.1177/1059601108331217.

30. Aquino K, Grifeth RW, Alen DG, Hom PW. Integrating injustice constructs into 
the turnover process: a test of a referent cognition model. Acad Manage J. 
1997;40(5):1208–27. https://doi.org/10.2307/256933.

31. Witt LA, Andrews MC, Carlson DS. When conscientiousness isn’t enough: 
emotional exhaustion and performance among call center customer service 
representatives. J Manage. 2004;30(1):149–60. https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 
jm.2003.01.007.

32. Ozaras G, Abaan S. Investigation of the trust status of the nurse-
patient relationship. Nurs Ethics. 2018;25(5):628–39. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0969733016664971.

33. Mo XT, Xu LZ, Luo HW, Gai RY. Medical professional perceived doctor-patient 
relationship,job satisfaction and turnover intention. Chin J Clin Psychol. 
2015;23(1):141–6. https://doi.org/10.16128/j.cnki.1005-3611.2015.01.032.

34. Gou L, Ma S, Wang G, Wen X, Zhang Y. Relationship between workplace ostra-
cism and turnover intention among nurses: the sequential mediating effects 
of emotional labor and nurse-patient relationship. Psychol Health Med. 
2022;27(7). https://doi.org/1596-1601.

35. Ma T. Relationship among perceived physician-patient relationship,job 
involvement and job satisfaction of medical staffs in Jinli province. Med Soc. 
2018;31(03):62–5. https://doi.org/10.13723/j.yxysh.2018.03.020.

36. Jiang HR, Yu XH, Gao SH, Shang PP, Cao P. Influence of doctor-patient relation-
ship on perceived stress of grassroots medical staff in Jilin Province. Med 
Soc(China). 2022;35(08):105–9. https://doi.org/10.13723/j.yxysh.2022.08.020.

37. Qian J, Wang H, Han ZR, Wang J, Wang H. Mental health risks among nurses 
under abusive supervision: the moderating roles of job role ambiguity and 
patients’ lack of reciprocity. Int J Ment Health Syst. 2015; 9(1): https://doi.
org/1-6.10.118 6/s13033-015-0014-x.

38. Bentler PM, Chou CP. Practical issues in structural modeling. Sociol Methods 
Res. 1987;16(1):78–117. https://doi.org/10.1177/0049124187016001004.

39. Mitchell MS, Ambrose ML. Abusive supervision and workplace deviance 
and the moderating effects of negative reciprocity beliefs. J Appl Psychol. 
2007;92(4):1159–68. https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.92.4.11591159.

40. Maslach C, Jackson SE. The role of sex and family variables in burnout. Sex 
Roles. 1995;12(7–8):837–51. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00287876.

41. Gao H. The role on medical staff to perceived the doctor-patient relationship 
mediating effect of empathy fatigue and organization supports the regula-
tion of perception.2019. Harbin Medical University(China).Master’s thesis.

42. Mobley WH, Horner SO, Hollingsworth AT. An evaluation of precursors of 
hospital employee turnover. J Appl Psychol. 1978;63(4):408–14. https://doi.
org/10.1037/0021-9010.63.4.408.

43. Beasley TM. Tests of mediation: paradoxical decline in statistical power as a 
function of Mediator Collinearity. J Exp Educ. 2014;82(3):283–306. https://doi.
org/10.1080/00220973.2013.813360.

44. Hayes A. Introduction to mediation, moderation, and conditional process 
analysis: Aregression-based approach. NewYork: Guilford Press; 2013.

45. Pradhan S, Jena LK. Emotional intelligence as a moderator in abusive 
supervision-intention to quit relationship among Indian healthcare profes-
sionals. Asia-Pac J Bus Adm. 2018;10(1):35–49. https://doi.org/10.1108/
APJBA-09-2017-0089.

46. Özkan AH. Abusive supervision climate and turnover intention: is it my 
coworkers or my supervisor ostracizing me? J nurs Manage. 2022;30(6):1462–
9. https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.13398.

47. Wang Z, Du J, Yu M, Meng H, Wu J. Abusive supervision and newcomers’ turn-
over intention: a perceived workplace ostracism perspective. J gen Psychol. 
2021;148(4):398–413. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221309.2020.1751043.

https://doi.org/10.2147/RMHP.S322764
https://doi.org/10.2147/RMHP.S322764
https://doi.org/10.3912/OJIN.Vol12No03Man04
https://doi.org/10.3912/OJIN.Vol12No03Man04
https://doi.org/10.23750/abm.v88i3-S.6613
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.outlook.2016.11.020
https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.12318
https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.12318
https://doi.org/10.1111/jnu.12089
https://doi.org/10.1097/HMR.0b013e3182678fe7
https://doi.org/10.1097/HMR.0b013e3182678fe7
https://doi.org/10.1002/job.1926
https://doi.org/10.1017/jmo.2015.34
https://doi.org/10.1037//0003-066x.44.3.513
https://doi.org/10.1037//0003-066x.44.3.513
https://doi.org/10.2307/1556375
https://doi.org/10.1080/02678373.2011.634281
https://doi.org/10.1080/02678373.2011.634281
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206307300812
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206307300812
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2009.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2009.03.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.obhdp.2012.05.005
https://doi.org/10.1080/09585192.2016.1216879
https://doi.org/10.1080/09585192.2016.1216879
https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.15642
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.76.5.698
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.83.3.486
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.83.3.486
https://doi.org/10.1002/job.2579
https://doi.org/10.1002/job.2579
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.52.1.397
https://doi.org/10.1177/1059601108331217
https://doi.org/10.2307/256933
https://doi.org/10.1177/0969733016664971
https://doi.org/10.1177/0969733016664971
https://doi.org/10.16128/j.cnki.1005-3611.2015.01.032
https://doi.org/10.13723/j.yxysh.2018.03.020
https://doi.org/10.13723/j.yxysh.2022.08.020
https://doi.org/10.1177/0049124187016001004
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.92.4.11591159
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00287876
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.63.4.408
https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.63.4.408
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220973.2013.813360
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220973.2013.813360
https://doi.org/10.1108/APJBA-09-2017-0089
https://doi.org/10.1108/APJBA-09-2017-0089
https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.13398
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221309.2020.1751043


Page 10 of 10Hong et al. BMC Nursing          (2024) 23:361 

48. Lyu D, Ji L, Zheng Q, Yu B, Fan Y. Abusive supervision and turnover intention: 
mediating effects of psychological empowerment of nurses. Int j nurs sci. 
2018;6(2):198–203. https://doi.org/10.10 16/j.ijnss.2018.12.005.

49. Son SY. The effects of Perceived Organizational Support and Abusive Supervi-
sion on Employee’s turnover intention: the mediating roles of psychological 
contract and emotional exhaustion. Int J Eco Manage Eng. 2015;8(4):1114–20. 
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.1092060.

50. Ahmad I, Begum K. Impact of abusive supervision on intention to leave: a 
moderated mediation model of organizational-based self esteem and emo-
tional exhaustion. Asian Bus Manag. 2020;22:669–88. https://doi.org/10.1057/
s41291-020-00116-0.

51. Lam CK, Walter F, Huang X. Supervisors’ emotional exhaustion and abusive 
supervision: The moderating roles of perceived subordinate performance 

and supervisor self-monitoring. J Organ Behav. 2017; 38(8): 1151–1166.
https://doi.org/1151-1166.10.1002/job.2193.

52. Abid S, Abid H. Abusive supervision and turnover intention among 
female healthcare professionals in Pakistan hospital. Int J Approx Reason. 
2017;5(11):470–9. https://doi.org/10.21474/IJAR01/5792.

53. Park SK, Rhee MK, Lee SW. The effects of job demands and resources on turn-
over intention: the mediating roles of emotional exhaustion and depersonali-
zation. Work. 2021;70(1):301–9. https://doi.org/10.3233/WOR-213574.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in 
published maps and institutional affiliations.

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.1092060
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41291-020-00116-0
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41291-020-00116-0
https://doi.org/10.21474/IJAR01/5792
https://doi.org/10.3233/WOR-213574

	Abusive supervision and nursing students’ intention to leave the nursing profession: a moderated mediation model of emotional exhaustion and the nurse-patient relationship
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Background
	Abusive supervision and nursing students’ intention to leave the nursing profession
	Emotional exhaustion as a mediator
	Nurse-patient relationship as a moderator
	The present study: goals and hypotheses

	Method
	Participants
	Procedure
	Ethical considerations
	Measurements
	The abusive supervision scale



	The emotional exhaustion scale
	The nurse-patient relationship scale
	The turnover intention scale
	Statistical analysis
	Results
	Common method variance test
	Sample characteristics
	Descriptive statistics
	Mediation of emotional exhaustion
	Moderation of the nurse-patient relationship

	Discussion
	Implications
	Limitations

	Conclusion
	References


