
Résumé

Un portrait des infirmières autorisées 
dans les régions rurales et éloignées du Canada 

Norma J. Stewart, Carl D’Arcy, J. Roger Pitblado,
Debra G. Morgan, Dorothy Forbes, Gail Remus,

Barbara Smith, Mary Ellen Andrews, Julie Kosteniuk,
Judith C. Kulig, and Martha L.P. MacLeod

La recherche sur les questions relatives à la pratique infirmière dans les régions
rurales et éloignées du Canada est très limitée. Ce rapport décrit la
méthodologie et les premiers résultats d’une étude approfondie sur les infir-
mières autorisées (IA) qui exercent leur profession en dehors des aires de
migration alternantes des grands centres urbains. Cette étude visait à déterminer
qui dispense les soins infirmiers dans les régions rurales et éloignées du Canada;
la nature et l’envergure de la pratique infirmière; la satisfaction professionnelle
des infirmières et le soutien dont elles bénéficient au sein de la communauté et
de leur profession. L’étude a été effectuée par voie de questionnaire envoyé par la
poste avec suivi constant; les données ont été collectées à partir d’un échantil-
lonnage aléatoire stratifié des infirmières autorisées des régions rurales et de
toutes les infirmières autorisées qui travaillent dans les Territoires du Nord et les
postes (régions) isolés. L’analyse est fondée sur des comparaisons régionales des
données démographiques et du cadre de travail principal ainsi que sur des
comparaisons provinciales des niveaux de satisfaction par rapport au travail et à la
collectivité. L’étude s’inscrit dans le cadre d’un projet multiméthodes plus large
visant à informer les pouvoirs publics sur la pratique des soins infirmiers dans les
régions rurales du Canada.

Mots clés : rurales, éloignées, infirmières, satisfaction professionnelle, satisfaction
au sein de la communauté.
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A Profile of Registered Nurses 
in Rural and Remote Canada

Norma J. Stewart, Carl D’Arcy, J. Roger Pitblado,
Debra G. Morgan, Dorothy Forbes, Gail Remus,

Barbara Smith, Mary Ellen Andrews, Julie Kosteniuk,
Judith C. Kulig, and Martha L.P. MacLeod

Research on nursing practice issues in rural and remote areas of Canada is very
limited.This report describes the method and initial results of a comprehensive
survey of registered nurses (RNs) practising outside the commuting zones of
large urban centres, designed to determine: who practises nursing in rural and
remote Canada; the nature and scope of their nursing practice; and their satis-
faction with their work, community, and practice supports. Using a mailed ques-
tionnaire with persistent follow-up, the data-collection frame included a strati-
fied random sample of rural RNs and the full population of RNs who worked
in the northern territories and outpost (“remote”) settings.The analyses focus
on regional comparisons of demographics and primary work settings and on
provincial comparisons of satisfaction levels related to work and community.The
survey is part of a larger multi-method project intended to inform policy on
rural nursing practice in Canada.

Keywords: rural, remote, nurses, job satisfaction, community satisfaction

Recently there has been considerable interest in health human resources
in general, and nursing services in particular, but most of the Canadian
research on the latter has focused on urban workplaces (Baumann et al.,
2001). Here, we describe the methods and initial results from a national
survey of registered nurses (RNs) in rural and remote work settings
across Canada.

The survey sought to describe: who practices nursing in rural and
remote areas of Canada; the nature and scope of nursing practice in these
areas; and the nurses’ satisfaction with their workplace, their communi-
ties, and their educational and interdisciplinary supports. Since this was
the first nation-wide survey of Canadian RNs working in rural and
remote settings, we wanted to include a broad range of questions related
to the individual nurse, his or her worklife, and the community context.
The survey is part of a larger study titled The Nature of Nursing Practice
in Rural and Remote Canada (MacLeod, Kulig, Stewart, Pitblado, &
Knock, 2004).
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Methods

This section outlines the development of the questionnaire, the sampling
frame, and the survey method. Ethics approval for the survey was received
from the University of Saskatchewan’s Behavioural Research Ethics
Board.

Questionnaire Development

The original questionnaire was developed in relation to issues identified
in previous research in Australia (Hegney, Pearson, & McCarthy, 1997),
Canada (MacLeod, 1998; Remus, Smith, & Schissel, 2000), and the
United States (Dunkin, Juhl, Stratton, Geller, & Ludtke, 1992). It was an
iterative process involving nine revisions of the English version, transla-
tion into French, and a revision of the French translation.The content
domains were demographic, characteristics of the work environment and
nursing practice roles, the context of practice (community, educational,
and interdisciplinary supports for practice), and issues related to nursing
worklife (e.g., work satisfaction, safety, health, and career plans).The
framework for selection of the content was based on the individual
nurse, the workplace, the community, and the interaction (person-envi-
ronment fit) between the individual nurse and the workplace, commu-
nity, and supports for practice.

Content Validity Process

The initial set of questionnaire items was derived from the experience of
the research team and from the literature, using, where possible, scales
with satisfactory psychometric properties.Although each embedded scale
had a theoretical orientation in its original design, the objective here was
to include a comprehensive set of questions that could be used to
examine issues relevant to rural and remote nursing practice from a
variety of perspectives. Since much of the previous research and theory
on nursing worklife had focused on urban environments (e.g., Baumann
et al., 2001), the inclusion of community as a major concept in the
framework was intended to capture the issue of “being in and of the
community” (MacLeod, 1998, p. 5), which shapes practice in a way not
found in urban settings.

Content validation began with a review of items first by the Survey
Investigator Team and Principal Investigators from the larger project
(authors) and then by the full survey Advisory Team of 39 investigators
and decision-makers, who participated in the process over the Internet
through a national listserv developed for the larger project.The objective
of the content validity assessment was to determine whether the range
of questionnaire items would provide a valid description of the nature of
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nursing practice in rural and remote Canada. Since there was no gold
standard available for this purpose, the expert judgement of researchers,
advisors, and nurses practising in rural and remote Canada was used to
determine validity.

Content validity was further evaluated by piloting the seventh version
of the questionnaire with a convenience sample of RNs who were cur-
rently or had recently been working in rural or remote areas delivering
primary acute care, community care, home care, or long-term care.
Questionnaires with attached evaluation forms were mailed to nurse
administrators, along with written instructions for the respondents to
complete the questionnaire as if they were study participants, and then
provide written evaluative comments related to the relevance of the
content to their practice, questionnaire format, time to complete, clarity,
and overall reaction to the questionnaire.The nurse administrators con-
tacted 49 RNs who met the study criteria, 33 of whom returned the
questionnaire and the evaluation. Most comments were positive (55%
favourable, 12% very favourable) or neutral (12%); 67% of the pilot
sample said the questions were relevant to their clinical practice in rural
and remote areas. Comments on the survey instrument were used to
revise the questionnaire in two more iterations, with each stage reviewed
by the research team and advisors, until consensus was reached that the
content of the questionnaire would provide a valid description of the
nature of rural and remote nursing practice in Canada.

The content validity phase of the study was completed prior to trans-
lation of the questionnaire into French.After an official translator had
completed the translation, a final review was conducted to check for
consistency of meaning in both languages. Eleven bilingual nurses were
contacted through the investigator and the advisory team.These nurses
completed the questionnaire as if they were study participants, with their
review focusing on clarity and word choice. One participant had exten-
sive experience in translating examinations for the Canadian Nurses
Association (CNA); in this instance, the CNA procedure was followed,
whereby the reviewer had access to both the English and French versions
of the questionnaire. All reviews were examined by the survey team
members and the original translator before the French version was final-
ized.

Linkage to RN Database

The demographics and employment sections of the questionnaire were
derived from the categories of the Registered Nurses Database (RNDB)
compiled by the Canadian Institute for Health Information (CIHI).The
RNDB variables were developed from the information on the registra-
tion forms of all provincial and territorial nursing associations in Canada.
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The first report (Canadian Institute for Health Information [CIHI],
2002) from the larger project (MacLeod et al., 2004) used RNDB data
from the year 2000. In the questionnaire, some minor changes in
wording were made based on comments by rural nurses who served as
content experts. Also, we included several items that are not in the
RNDB analysis (CIHI, 2002), about the licence to practice as an RN,
including a list of all provinces and territories of current registration;
many nurses who work in remote areas do contract work in several
provinces and territories, which entails different registrations for their
respective workplaces.

Embedded Scales 

A Community Satisfaction Scale (Henderson-Betkus & MacLeod, 2003)
was embedded in the questionnaire.The scale had 11 items plus an
overall community satisfaction item. Since the overall community satis-
faction item was not independent of the 11-item scale, this item was
included as a potential alternative to the scale, similar to the approach
described in Stamps (1997) using the Index of Work Satisfaction (IWS).
The Community section of the questionnaire also included items (e.g.,
distance to the nearest basic referral centre and advanced referral centre)
that may be used to construct two rurality indexes from the literature:
the MSU [Montana State University] Rurality Index (Weinert & Boik,
1995) and the General Practice Rurality Index for Canada (Leduc, 1997).
We included an open-ended question to elicit the RNs’ own definitions
of rurality and remoteness.

The seven-point IWS developed by Stamps (1997) was adapted for
this study with some changes in wording to fit the experience of rural
nurses.These changes were based on language used in a study with
nurses in rural North Dakota (Dunkin, Stratton, Harris, Juhl, & Geller,
1994) and the comments made during the content validity phase of the
present study.We examined the variable importance with an open-ended
question (What is the most important thing to you about your nursing
position?), which differs from the approach to importance used by both
Stamps and the Dunkin research group.The practising rural nurses who
evaluated the paired comparison method used by Stamps found it
complex and difficult to do reliably.The method used by Dunkin et al.
(1992) had a satisfaction question and an importance question for each item
of the questionnaire.We were concerned that this procedure could lead
to confounding of the two concepts.Therefore, we decided to explore
importance in a separate question and ask for only the most important job
characteristic.

The IWS was also modified by restricting each subscale to five items,
based on the factor loadings in the studies reported by Stamps (1997).
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The rationale for this was to reduce the length of our questionnaire
while preserving its reliability.We did not use Stamps’ subscale on Task
Requirements because this concept overlapped with a subscale of the Job
Content Questionnaire used in the survey.The 30-item modified IWS
in the questionnaire is followed by the single item “Overall, I am very
satisfied with my job” developed by Dunkin, Stratton, and Juhl (reported
in Stamps).They found that the correlation between the single item and
the original full-scale IWS was over .80, which they suggest reinforced
“the structural integrity of the IWS” (Stamps, pp. 278–279).

The Job Content Questionnaire (Karasek & Theorell, 1990) has been
widely used across many job categories.We selected three subscales (15
items in total): psychological demands, skill discretion, and decision
authority.The latter two subscales may be summed to give an indicator
of decision latitude. Job strain is defined by a quotient of demands over
latitude. Job strain has been correlated with workplace stress and health.

Other embedded scales were a widely used health status measure, the
SF-12 (Ware, Kosinski, & Keller, 1996), which is a short version of the
SF-36, and the four-item version of the 14-item Perceived Stress Scale
(Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983).These standardized scales were
included to make comparisons across professions as well as within the
profession of nursing in different contexts.

A questionnaire developed for a survey of rural and urban RNs in
Saskatchewan (Remus et al., 2000) provided questions on scheduling,
benefits, the work environment, continuing education, and career plans.
The section on nursing knowledge adapted questions from an Australian
study with rural nurses (Hegney et al., 1997).The definition of violence
and related questions came from an international study of nurses in hos-
pitals (Giovannetti, Shamian, Ball, Duncan, & Mallidou, 2001). Questions
on distress related to aggressive behaviour were adapted from a study of
residents in long-term-care settings (Middleton, Stewart, & Richardson,
1999).

An indicator of retention (i.e., intent to leave) was included from pre-
vious research in North Dakota (Dunkin et al., 1994).An open-ended
question related to recruitment was:What was your reason for accepting
your present position? Sections of the questionnaire that drew more
heavily on the experience of the investigative team were those on
advanced practice nursing and interdisciplinary supports.

Development of Sampling Frame

Each of the 12 provincial and territorial nursing associations provided
assistance by giving us access to their databases of nurses licensed to prac-
tise in their jurisdiction.Anonymity and confidentiality were protected.
The only geographical information that these databases provide is the
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home address, including postal code, of each RN. Although there are
limitations to the use of postal codes for sampling (Pitblado & Pong,
1999), registration information collected by nursing associations provided
no available alternative to identify rural nurses in their workplaces.

The sampling frame was developed to include: (1) a stratified (by
province) random sample representing “rural” nurses in all provinces of
Canada, (2) all nurses who identified “nursing station (outpost/nurse
clinic)” as their primary work setting, and (3) all nurses who work in the
territories of Canada.

In this study, the definition of “rural” is that provided by Statistics
Canada and equated with the term “rural and small town Canada”
(Bollman & Biggs, 1992; du Plessis, Beshiri, Bollman, & Clemenson,
2001), which includes the population living outside the commuting
zones of large urban centres having a core population of 10,000 or more
(du Plessis et al.; Statistics Canada, 1997).An overview of general demo-
graphic and workplace characteristics comparing rural and urban RNs,
based on this definition of rural, can be found in CIHI (2002).

Nurses working in outpost settings and/or registered with nursing
associations in the Yukon and Northwest Territories (the latter associa-
tion includes Nunavut) were identified as the “remote” sample. Some of
these nurses may have worked in a community with a population larger
than 10,000, and thus not “rural” as strictly defined, but still have consid-
ered themselves “remote” due to their northern location.

Procedure for Sampling

The investigators provided each of the 10 provincial nursing associations
with a computer file (developed by J. R. Pitblado) containing all the rural
postal codes for their province and the sample size that would provide
sufficient representation for 95% confidence in results for that province.
For this level of confidence to be achieved, we initially assumed that the
rural-to-urban ratio of RNs would match the rural-to-urban ratio of the
general population (Pitblado & Pong, 1999). Later, we were able to verify
that this level of confidence had been achieved, by comparing the
number of responses to the statistical population of rural RNs for each
province and territory (CIHI, 2002).

The custom files, using the October 1999 postal-code conversion file
prepared by Statistics Canada (1999), were created because there is no
direct linkage between the characters of a postal code and “rural and
small town Canada.” It should be noted that researchers in Canada can
no longer equate rural with a postal code that contains a second charac-
ter of “0,” as has been done in the past (Wilkins, 1993).This is especially
the case for national surveys, because in some provinces all or many of
the “0” postal codes have been eliminated. Discussion on the use of postal
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codes in health and health human resources research in Canada can be
found elsewhere (du Plessis et al., 2001; Ng,Wilkins, & Perras, 1993; Ng,
Wilkins, Polek, & Adams, 1997; Pitblado & Pong, 1999).

Mail Survey Procedures

In the interests of anonymity, some nursing associations did not release
names and addresses of members to contact for research purposes, while
other associations did release members’ names and addresses for research
purposes with a contract to protect confidentiality. Given contact
restraints, a mail questionnaire was deemed to be the best means of treat-
ing all provincial and territorial RNs equally.

We used a modification of Dillman’s (2000) Tailored Method for the
mail survey.The cornerstones of the Dillman method are personalization
and persistent follow-up. Full personalization was not possible for some
regions, but persistent follow-up by mail was done for all.We did not use
a pre-survey letter to encourage response, nor did we use registered mail
or telephone follow-up. However, the larger project was announced in
provincial and territorial newsletters.

The survey covering letter was printed on the project’s letterhead,
with the logos of both the University of Saskatchewan and the larger
project. It described participation in the survey, why and how the
addressee had been selected, the usefulness of the study, and confidential-
ity of response, as well as expressing appreciation for participation and
willingness to answer questions.The letter was signed by hand.

In the case of those provinces and territories that retained survey
names and address files, we provided (by courier) sealed mail-out pack-
ages to which the association affixed mailing labels. In the case of
provinces that supplied name/address files to the research team, person-
alized letters were generated and inserted in the survey packages. For
both survey streams, the initial mail-out packages were signed by both
lead authors (NS and CD).The follow-up letter that went to all respon-
dents and the covering letter in the final mail-out package were similarly
signed.All other correspondence with participants was signed by one or
both of the lead authors.

The survey covering letter contained a telephone number with
explicit permission for participants to phone collect if they had any ques-
tions or concerns about the study. Early in the data-collection period, it
became apparent that many RNs were living in a rural setting and com-
muting to a large urban centre.To facilitate communication regarding eli-
gibility for the survey, we set up two toll-free telephone lines, one in each
official language, and provided e-mail and fax contact information for the
survey team. Some 400 nurses contacted the research team concerning
the survey.
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The survey involved the following mailings: (a) an initial package in
a manila envelope, (b) a signed follow-up thank you/reminder letter (2
weeks later), (c) a second package to non-respondents (2 weeks after the
follow-up letter), and (d) a third package in a white envelope with
coloured attention stickers (1 month after the second replacement
package).All questionnaire mail-out packages contained a covering letter,
the questionnaire, a self-addressed stamped envelope for returning the
completed questionnaire, and a pencil with the name of the study
printed on it as a token of appreciation.All mail-out packages had return
addresses and were stamped with the correct postage. Both the mail-out
envelope and the return envelope had a tracking number so that the
team could track response/non-response for future mailings.A tracking
database kept a record of all mailings and returns.

Data Management

Returned questionnaires were checked for inclusion criteria. Duplicate
returns were deleted, as were returns from ineligible respondents such as
nurses who lived in a rural community but worked in an urban setting
and nurses who were no longer practising (retired for more than 6
months, on long-term disability, etc.). Eligible questionnaires were
entered into a database program and 10% of questionnaires were double-
entered to monitor and reduce data-entry error. Inconsistencies between
entries for the same case were resolved by checking the original ques-
tionnaire. Comments were entered verbatim. French comments were
translated into English prior to data entry.A SPSS system file was created
for the survey data set. Data editing consisted of frequency runs to check
for errant and strange values and logical inconsistencies, which were
checked against the original questionnaire and resolved.

Registration-List Issues 

During the survey, issues emerged from the nature of the registration lists
kept by the nursing associations that could have affected the response
rate. Individual nurses can be registered in more than one jurisdiction,
and there is no unique identifier for an RN in Canada. In addition, the
registration lists contained names of people who had retired, moved out
of the country, were on extended disability leave, or had moved from the
listed address.This variable quality of the registration files of the provin-
cial and territorial nursing associations from which we derived our
sample made it difficult to calculate the response rate. Not all of those to
whom we mailed a questionnaire met the inclusion criteria. It was
unclear whether non-responders were actual “refusals”; some could have
moved and left no forwarding address.
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Results

Response Rates

The initial mail-out to the target sample went to 7,065 RNs throughout
Canada.There were only 153 explicit refusals. For 1,114 mailings, the
address was incorrect, there was duplicate registration, or the RN was
deceased.A total of 169 RNs completed the questionnaire but were inel-
igible because they had retired, were on long-term disability, or lived in a
rural area but worked in an urban centre. Correcting for ineligible
respondents, address changes, and duplicate registration, we calculated
that there were 5,782 eligible respondents.We received 3,933 completed
questionnaires, for a response rate of 68% (3,933/5,782).

The response rates by province and territory were generally consis-
tent with the overall rate of 68%: British Columbia 71.3%; Alberta
73.8%; Saskatchewan 80.3%; Manitoba 71.6%; Ontario (French 56.3%,
English 68.7%); Quebec (French 67.2%; English 66.7%); New Brunswick
(French 65.6%, English 63.2%); Nova Scotia 76.7%; Prince Edward
Island 63.8%; Newfoundland 67.6%; Yukon Territory 70.2%; and
Northwest and Nunavut territories 57.1%. RNs from the latter territo-
ries belong to the same nursing association; their lower response rate was
likely related to problems with the association database that became
apparent during the study. Data collection took place from October 2001
to July 2002.

Characteristics of Nurses Working in Rural and Remote Settings

The respondents represented all regions of Canada.Table 1 provides an
overview of gender and age by region of residence. At the bottom of
Table 1, comparisons are made with data from the RNDB (CIHI, 2002).
There was considerable variation in the proportions of male and female
RNs across the country (see regional pattern in Table 1). On a provin-
cial/territorial basis, the percentage of male RNs ranged from 1.7% in
Prince Edward Island to 8.2% in Yukon Territory to 16.4% in Quebec
(provincial data are available from the authors on request). In the other
provinces and territories the percentage of male RNs ranged from 2.6%
to 5.4%. On the national level, 94.8% of the RNs were female (RNDB
= 95.2%) and 5.2% male (RNDB = 4.4%).

Table 1 also illustrates an aging RN workforce in rural and remote
Canada.The largest groups of RNs were those between the ages of 45
and 54 (34.9%) and between the ages of 35 and 44 (31.9%).Almost 20%
were between 25 and 34; 11.7% were 55 or older. Only 1.9% of RNs
were under 25 years of age.There was more regional variation in the
younger and older ranges than in the middle range, from 35 to 54. For
example, in the two westernmost provinces (BC/AB), only 12.1% of
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nurses were in the 25-to-34 age range (10.1% in BC alone), compared
to 18.8% in the Atlantic provinces (26.7% in Newfoundland).The reverse
pattern was found in the 55-to-64 age range, with the four western
provinces having the highest proportion (SK/MB 17.4%, BC/AB 17.2%,
SK 19.6%).The Atlantic provinces and Quebec had 12.2% of RNs in the
55-to-64 age range, which was the lowest proportion by region (the
lowest by province was New Brunswick, at 7.0%). Comparison with the
RNDB data (CIHI, 2002) indicates that 16.9% of respondents were
under 35 years of age, compared to 21.5% in the population. In the
present survey, 15.4% of RNs were over 55, while 11.7% of RNs in the
RNDB analysis were in this age group.

The education of rural and remote RNs by region is reported in
Table 2. Nurses were asked to describe their educational background in
full. Diploma preparation was reported by 79.6% (Territories) to 90.6%
(SK/MB) in the six regions of the country (85% in total). Table 2
includes all educational preparation, rather than highest education in
nursing as reported in the RNDB analysis for the year 2000 (diploma
81.4% in Canada; CIHI, 2002, p. 69). In the present survey, a diploma was
the highest attained nursing education (not including Advanced Practice
Nursing certificates) for 72.7% of RNs.

There was considerable regional variation in baccalaureate nursing
education, ranging from 17% (SK/MN) to 41% (Territories).The total
survey sample with a baccalaureate in nursing was 27% (Table 2), com-
pared to 26% when calculated as the highest education in nursing
(RNDB = 18%; CIHI, 2002, p. 69). In addition, 4.5% of RNs had a
bachelor’s degree in another field. In the Territories there were more
RNs with a master’s degree in nursing (3.3%) and in non-nursing (3.3%)
than in other regions of the country.Advanced practice nursing was most
highly represented in the Territories (11.5%), compared to a range from
2.1% (Atlantic) to 8.7% (Ontario) in the provinces.

Overall, the sample was representative of the larger population as
indicated by comparison of demographic patterns with the RNDB
(CIHI, 2002).This attests to the external validity of the survey and sup-
ports generalization of findings.

Reliability of Embedded Scales

The internal consistency reliability was replicated for scales that were
embedded in the questionnaire. In the present study, the 11-item
Community Satisfaction Scale had a coefficient alpha of .88, compared
to .84 in the original study (Henderson-Betkus & MacLeod, 2003).
The modified IWS (reduced to five-item subscales) maintained accept-
able reliability (compared to other studies reported in Stamps, 1997) for
the six subscales used in this study: (1) Pay subscale alpha = .90 (other
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studies = .83 -.88), (2) Autonomy alpha = .66 (other studies = .69 -.76),
(3) Organizational Policies alpha = .76 (other studies = .65 -.83),
(4) Professional Status alpha = .62 (other studies = .29 -.76), (5) Nurse-
Nurse Interaction alpha = .77 (other studies = .71), and (6) Nurse-
Physician Interaction alpha = .77 (other studies = .81 -.84).The overall
30-item scale alpha coefficient was .87, consistent with the original range
from .82 to .91 reported in previous studies (Stamps).

We included three subscales from the Job Content Questionnaire
(Karasek & Theorell, 1990): (1) Psychological Demands (five-item alpha
= .76 from present survey), (2) Skill Discretion (six-item alpha = .74),
and (3) Decision Authority (three-item alpha = .68). The variable
Decision Latitude (Skill Discretion + Decision Authority) had an alpha
of .80 and the alpha for the overall Job Strain variable (Psychological
Demands/Decision Latitude) was .75.The original alphas (Karasek &
Theorell) ranged from .61 to .81.

The current survey alpha for the four-item Perceived Stress Scale was
.83, compared to .72 in the original research reported by Cohen et al.
(1983).The SF-12 measure of health status had an alpha of .88 in the
present study, compared to original alphas of .76 and .77 (Ware et al.,
1996). In general, the alphas for the embedded scales are comparable to
or better than alphas for these scales in other studies, which attests to the
quality of the data.

The replication of internal consistency reliability reported here has
been conducted based on the composite survey results from the English
and French questionnaires (after translation of French results to English).
Further reliability testing, including test-retest reliability, could be con-
ducted on the French questionnaires separate from the English question-
naires.

Primary Work Setting

Table 3 provides data on the work setting of rural and remote nurses.
Acute care was the primary work setting with the largest proportion of
nurses overall: 39% worked in general hospitals, air ambulance, and dialy-
sis.An additional 5.3% of respondents worked in an integrated facility,
which combined acute and long-term care, while 13.7% worked pri-
marily in long-term care, including rehabilitation and nursing homes.
The outpost group of nurses (13.5%) worked in a nursing station or
nurse clinic with no physician on site. Community-based nurses worked
in home care (7.2%) or a community health/public health agency
(10.6%).Table 3 outlines the additional work settings of mental health
(1.8%), physician’s office (1.7%), industry (1.3%), and 2% in settings
outside direct care such as education, government, and nursing associa-
tions.The “other” category listed includes multiple work settings and
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idiosyncratic settings such as parish nurse, military clinic, regional posi-
tion, laboratory, disability management, offshore, or not-for-profit orga-
nization.

Work Satisfaction

Table 4 presents an overview of work satisfaction for rural and remote
nurses, according to their province or territory of residence. Mean scores
of overall work satisfaction clustered at the low end for nurses residing in
Quebec, New Brunswick, and Newfoundland. In comparison, nurses
living in British Columbia and Alberta reported higher mean scores of
work satisfaction than nurses living in the other provinces.Approximately
27% to 30% of nurses in Quebec, New Brunswick, and Newfoundland
fell below the 20th percentile in the work-satisfaction score, compared
with approximately 13.5% in British Columbia and Alberta. Of the six
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Table 4  Overall Work Satisfaction and Pay Subscale Scores 
by Province/Territory of Residence (N = 3,933)

Overall Work <20th >80th
Satisfactionb Percentile Percentile Payc

na Mean (SD) (%) (%) M (SD)

NL 319 4.49 (0.70) 27.0 10.0 2.76 (1.41)

PE 163 4.69 (0.68) 17.8 18.4 3.16 (1.33)

NS 338 4.80 (0.71) 16.6 24.6 4.28 (1.47)

NB 250 4.47 (0.72) 28.8 10.4 3.48 (1.38)

QC 362 4.44 (0.67) 30.4 9.4 3.72 (1.39)

ON 350 4.73 (0.80) 21.4 23.4 3.74 (1.54)

MB 377 4.65 (0.74) 22.0 17.2 3.36 (1.53)

SK 427 4.77 (0.72) 16.2 21.8 3.70 (1.53)

AB 411 4.93 (0.73) 13.6 32.8 5.15 (1.35)

BC 350 4.94 (0.73) 13.4 30.3 4.87 (1.45)

YT 160 4.78 (0.84) 19.4 25.0 3.99 (1.64)

NT/NU 267 4.86 (0.75) 15.0 28.1 4.17 (1.51)

Total 3,774 4.72 (0.75) 20.0 20.0 3.92 (1.61)

a May not sum to total sample size owing to missing values.
b Range: 2–7. Quartiles: 1st 4.23, 2nd 4.77, 3rd 5.23, 4th 7.00.
c Range: 1–7. Quartiles: 1st 2.60, 2nd 4.00, 3rd 5.20, 4th 7.00.
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subscale components that made up the IWS, analysis of variance indi-
cated that the variations in pay subscale mean scores corresponded most
closely to variations in overall work satisfaction. Compared with nurses
residing in other provinces, nurses living in Alberta reported significantly
higher satisfaction with pay, while Newfoundland nurses reported the
lowest satisfaction with pay.

Community Satisfaction

The scores on the 11-item Community Satisfaction Scale are presented in
Table 5. Nurses living in Quebec and Nunavut/Northwest Territories had
mean scores indicating the lowest community satisfaction. Nurses in
Prince Edward Island reported the highest community satisfaction in the
country. Approximately 24% to 27% of nurses in Nunavut/Northwest
Territories and Quebec fell below the 20th percentile in the community-
satisfaction score, compared to 9% in Prince Edward Island.

Norma J. Stewart, Carl D’Arcy, J. Roger Pitblado, et al.
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Table 5  Community Satisfaction Scores by Province/Territory 
of Residence (N = 3,933)

Community <20th >80th
Satisfactionb Percentile Percentile

na Mean (SD) (%) (%)

NL 324 39.6 (7.08) 17.9 19.8

PE 165 42.1 (7.14) 8.5 30.9

NS 343 39.8 (6.85) 15.2 19.5

NB 259 39.1 (7.18) 14.3 14.7

QC 360 37.4 (7.62) 26.7 15.6

ON 353 40.3 (8.04) 17.6 27.2

MB 373 39.1 (8.16) 19.8 20.1

SK 428 39.5 (7.34) 16.4 21.7

AB 411 40.0 (7.69) 15.3 23.4

BC 352 40.0 (7.33) 18.2 24.1

YT 170 39.0 (7.24) 15.3 17.6

NT/NU 275 38.1 (7.54) 23.6 13.8

Total 3,813 39.4 (7.54) 20.0 20.0

a May not sum to total sample size owing to missing values.
b Range: 11–55. Quartiles: 1st 35.0, 2nd 40.0, 3rd 44.0, 4th 55.0.
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Discussion

We have described the methodology and initial results of a unique survey
of rural and remote nurses from all provinces and territories in Canada,
with data collected in both English and French.The results presented
here are a small part of this comprehensive survey, focusing on the demo-
graphic characteristics of RNs practising in rural and remote areas, their
work settings, and their satisfaction with their worklife and their com-
munity. Questionnaire scale-reliability results suggest that the data are of
good quality.The content validity process used in the development of the
questionnaire provided evidence that the items were relevant to nursing
practice in rural and remote Canada.

The survey response rate of 68% was very good for a mailed ques-
tionnaire of this type. Many RNs wrote detailed comments in addition
to the structured responses.The Dillman (2000) approach, particularly
persistent follow-up, made a substantial improvement in the response
rate, from under 50% after the initial mailing.The cost of repeated mail-
ings yielded the important benefit of more representative data.Access to
the databases of all the nursing associations in the country was important
for generalization of findings. However, future survey research and health
human resource planning would benefit from a unique identifier for each
RN in Canada. In the northern territories in particular, where RNs
from other jurisdictions may come to work for periods of time, we had
difficulty tracking RNs who had multiple registrations.

Nursing databases in Canada have been developed by the provin-
cial/territorial nursing associations based on the annual registration infor-
mation gathered when RNs apply for renewal of licensure.The only
indicator of “rural” on the current registration forms is the home address.
Even though use of the postal code has limitations for sampling, future
research would benefit from registration data with postal-code informa-
tion on primary workplace as an identifier of rural nurses.The data are
submitted to CIHI on an annual basis for national publication. In 2002
a special issue of CIHI’s annual publication, Supply and Distribution of
Registered Nurses in Rural and Small Town Canada, was developed by
Pitblado and colleagues from the overall project,The Nature of Nursing
Practice in Rural and Remote Canada, in consultation with CIHI staff.
The rural/urban distinctions in this CIHI report were based on the
postal code of residence from the provincial/territorial nursing associa-
tion data linked to the Statistics Canada definition of “rural and small
town Canada” (du Plessis et al., 2001).We recommend that rural/urban
indicators such as these be included in future reports at the national level,
in the interests of rural research and health human resource planning.
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Comparison of the survey sample data (2001–02) with the RNDB
population data of RNs who registered in 2000 (CIHI, 2002) revealed
that the survey was representative of RNs in rural and small-town
Canada.While there are some differences in numbers (e.g., the survey
sample was slightly older), the basic demographic and work profiles were
similar; they illustrate the same themes (e.g., an aging workforce). No
comparable data are available from CIHI for RNs registered in 2002
because the rural and small-town distinction was not made in the report
for that year (CIHI, 2003).

The higher proportion of survey RNs with a baccalaureate in nursing
can be attributed to the over-sampling of “remote” RNs, which was
done because the numbers of RNs in the territories and outpost settings
are relatively small. In the survey, 41.0% of rural RNs from the territo-
ries had a baccalaureate in nursing, compared to 17.0% to 28.8% in other
regions.A similar pattern is evident in the RNDB analysis (CIHI, 2002,
p. 46).While 23.8% of urban nurses Canada-wide had a nursing bac-
calaureate, compared to 18.0% of rural nurses, and most provinces were
in the same direction (urban>rural), the pattern was reversed (rural>
urban) in New Brunswick and the territories.The need for more educa-
tion was a theme in the open-ended comments from survey participants,
particularly those in remote settings. In the documentary analysis for the
larger project (Kulig et al., 2003), we found that education should be
more closely matched with the nature of nursing practice in these areas.

The primary work settings of RNs varied.The largest proportion of
rural RNs worked in institutions: acute care (39.0%), long-term care
(13.7%), and integrated facilities (which combine acute and long-term
care) (5.3%). Another 18.8% worked in the community: home care
(7.2%) and public health (10.6%). In remote areas, 13.5% of RNs worked
in an outpost or nursing station where advanced practice nursing is
required. However, only 8.6% of the sample had specific education for
advanced practice nursing or outpost certification.The categorization of
work settings is somewhat imprecise because there is some regional vari-
ation in labels (e.g., integrated facilities do not exist in every
province/territory) and some settings could be community-based or
institution-based (e.g., mental health). Comparison with the RNDB
(CIHI, 2002, p. 48) again revealed that the survey had a representative
sample. In 2000, there were 60.9% of rural nurses working in hospitals,
16.3% in long-term care, 4.9% in home care, and 12.7% in community
health. Only 1.0% of RNs were in outpost settings, which was the basis
for our decision to over-sample this group in the survey, to elicit mean-
ingful data from remote nurses in order to guide policy development
(Kulig, Nahachewsky,Thomlinson, MacLeod, & Curran, 2004).
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Average satisfaction levels for both work and community were on the
positive side of the scales. In the case of work satisfaction, the national
mean of 4.72 is just under 5, which represents the descriptor for “mildly
agree” on the seven-point scale. Regional comparisons are consistent
with a range of means, from 4.44 (Quebec) to 4.93 (Alberta).A subse-
quent analysis at the subscale level revealed that most variability could be
accounted for by the “pay” subscale, with nine provinces falling below
the neutral midpoint of 4 in the dissatisfaction end of the subscale.The
highest satisfaction with pay was found, not surprisingly, in the provinces
with the highest pay scales (Alberta and British Columbia). Although
there is a growing literature on job satisfaction, there is much variability
in measurement, so it is difficult to compare results across rural settings
and between rural and urban settings. However, a study from the United
States that used the earlier version of the IWS (Coward et al., 1995)
found no differences in job satisfaction between rural and urban nurses
in long-term-care settings.An Australian study that demonstrated a rela-
tionship between job satisfaction (measured by the IWS) and intention
to stay in nursing (Cowin, 2002) found that professional status was the
most important aspect of job satisfaction overall, and pay was important
to young nurses who were making the transition from student to regis-
tered nurse, but not to experienced nurses.

In terms of community satisfaction, the results presented here are
comparable to those of a study with public health nurses in British
Columbia (Henderson-Betkus & MacLeod, 2003).The reported scores
represented a moderate level of community satisfaction.

In conclusion, the method for sampling rural RNs and the survey
design yielding a 68% response rate contribute to a national survey data
set with high external validity that can be used for evidence-based deci-
sion-making and policy development related to nursing practice in rural
and remote settings in all regions of Canada.The questionnaire that was
developed in English and French has satisfactory content validity and
internal consistency reliability of embedded scales.

The profile of rural and remote RNs confirms that this is an aging
group and health human resource plans are needed to recruit younger
nurses in order to ensure sustainability of the workforce. Educational ini-
tiatives should target the specific needs of nurses working in a variety of
rural and remote settings.Although these nurses report some satisfaction
with both work and community, overall satisfaction levels could be raised
if specific improvements were made, particularly in the area of educa-
tional and interdisciplinary support for practice. In the present analysis,
pay was identified as a significant contributor to work satisfaction.
Subsequent reports will focus on a variety of issues that could inform
policy for rural and remote nurses.

A Profile of Registered Nurses in Rural and Remote Canada

CJNR 2005,Vol. 37 No 1 141

10-Stewart  2/3/05  5:37 PM  Page 141



References

Baumann,A., O’Brien-Pallas, L.,Armstrong-Stassen, M., Blythe, J., Bourbonnais,
R., Cameron, S., et al. (2001). Commitment and care:The benefits of a healthy
workplace for nurses, their patients and the system. Ottawa: Canadian Health
Services Research Foundation.

Bollman, R. D., & Biggs, B. (1992). Rural and small town Canada:An overview.
In R. D. Bollman (Ed.), Rural and small town Canada (pp. 3–44).Toronto:
Thompson Educational.

Canadian Institute for Health Information. (2002). Supply and distribution of reg-
istered nurses in rural and small town Canada, 2000. Ottawa:Author.

Canadian Institute for Health Information. (2003). Workforce trends of registered
nurses in Canada, 2002. Ottawa:Author.

Cohen, S., Kamarck,T., & Mermelstein, R. (1983).A global measure of perceived
stress. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 24, 385–396.

Coward, R., Hogan,T., Duncan, R., Horne, C., Hilker, M., & Felsen, L. (1995).
Job satisfaction of nurses employed in rural and urban long-term care facili-
ties. Research in Nursing and Health, 18, 271–284.

Cowin, L. (2002). The effects of nurses’ job satisfaction on retention: An
Australian perspective. Journal of Nursing Administration, 32(5), 283–291.

Dillman, D. (2000). Mail and Internet surveys:The Tailored Design Method. Toronto:
John Wiley.

Dunkin, J., Juhl, N., Stratton, M., Geller, J., & Ludtke, R. (1992). Job satisfaction
and retention of rural community health nurses. Journal of Rural Health, 8(4),
268–275.

Dunkin, J., Stratton,T., Harris,T. R., Juhl, N., & Geller, J. (1994). A predictive
model for retention of rural nurses. Grand Forks, ND: University of North
Dakota Rural Health Research Centre and School of Medicine.

du Plessis,V., Beshiri, R., Bollman, R. D., & Clemenson, H. (2001). Definitions
of rural. Rural and Small Town Canada Analysis Bulletin, 3(3). Catalogue #21-
006-XIE. Ottawa: Statistics Canada.

Giovannetti, P., Shamian, J., Ball, J., Duncan, S., & Mallidou,A. (2001, June 10).
Hospital and patient outcomes:A cross national study. Paper presented at meeting
of the International Council of Nurses, Copenhagen.

Hegney, D., Pearson,A., & McCarthy,A. (1997). The role and function of the rural
nurse in Australia. Canberra: Royal College of Nursing Australia.

Henderson-Betkus, M., & MacLeod, M. (2003) Retaining public health nurses
in rural British Columbia:The influence of job and community satisfaction.
Canadian Journal of Public Health, 95(1), 54–58.

Karasek, R., & Theorell,T. (1990). Healthy work: Stress, productivity, and the recon-
struction of working life. New York: Basic Books.

Kulig, J., Nahachewsky, D.,Thomlinson, E., MacLeod, M., & Curran, F. (2004).
Maximizing the involvement of rural nurses in policy. Nursing Leadership,
17(1), 88–96.

Kulig, J. C.,Thomlinson, E., Curran, F., Nahachewsky, D., MacLeod, M., Stewart,
N., et al. (2003). Rural and remote nursing practice:An analysis of policy documents.

Norma J. Stewart, Carl D’Arcy, J. Roger Pitblado, et al.

CJNR 2005,Vol. 37 No 1 142

10-Stewart  2/3/05  5:37 PM  Page 142



Report #R03-2003 for The Nature of Nursing Practice in Rural and
Remote Canada. Lethbridge,AB: University of Lethbridge.

Leduc, E. (1997). Defining rurality: A General Practice Rurality Index for
Canada. Canadian Journal of Rural Medicine, 2(3), 125–131.

MacLeod, M. (1998). “We’re it”:The nature of nursing practice in very small rural and
remote hospitals in northern British Columbia. Prince George, BC: University of
Northern British Columbia.

MacLeod, M., Kulig, J., Stewart, N, Pitblado, J.R., & Knock, M. (2004).The
nature of nursing practice in rural and remote Canada. Canadian Nurse,
100(6), 27–31.

Middleton, J., Stewart, N., & Richardson, J. S. (1999). Caregiver distress related
to disruptive behaviors on special care units versus traditional long-term care
units. Journal of Gerontological Nursing, 25(3), 11–19.

Ng, E.,Wilkins, R., & Perras,A. (1993). How far is it to the nearest hospital?
Calculating distances using the Statistics Canada Postal Code Conversion
File. Health Reports, 5(2), 179–188.

Ng, E.,Wilkins, R., Polek, J., & Adams, O. B. (1997). How far to the nearest
physician? Health Reports, 8(4), 19–31.

Pitblado, J. R., & Pong, R.W. (1999). Geographic distribution of physicians in
Canada. Centre for Rural and Northern Health Research, Laurentian
University, Sudbury, Ontario. Report prepared for Health Canada.Available:
www.laurentian.ca/www/cranhr/proj.htm

Remus, G., Smith, B., & Schissel, B. (2000). Creating supportive environments for reg-
istered nurses in Saskatchewan. Saskatoon: University of Saskatchewan.

Stamps, P. (1997). Nurses and work satisfaction:An index for measurement (2nd ed.).
Chicago: Health Administration Press.

Statistics Canada. (1997). GeoRef user’s guide. Catalogue #92F0085XCB. Ottawa:
Author.

Statistics Canada. (1999). Postal Code Conversion File – October 1999 postal codes.
Reference guide. Catalogue #92F0027XDB. Ottawa: Minister of Industry.

Ware, J., Kosinski, M., & Keller, S. (1996).A 12-item short-form health survey:
Construction of scales and preliminary tests of reliability and validity. Medical
Care, 34(3), 220–233.

Weinert, C., & Boik, J. (1995). MSU Rurality Index: Development and evalua-
tion. Research in Nursing and Health, 18, 453–464.

Wilkins, R. (1993). Use of postal codes and addresses in the analysis of health
data. Health Reports, 5(2), 157–177.

Authors’ Note

This research was supported by funding or in-kind support from:
Canadian Health Services Research Foundation, Canadian Institutes of
Health Research, The Nursing Research Fund, Alberta Heritage
Foundation for Medical Research, Michael Smith Foundation for Health
Research, Nova Scotia Health Research Foundation, Ontario Ministry
of Health and Long-Term Care, Saskatchewan Industry and Resources,

A Profile of Registered Nurses in Rural and Remote Canada

CJNR 2005,Vol. 37 No 1 143

10-Stewart  2/3/05  5:37 PM  Page 143

http://www.laurentian.ca/www/cranhr/proj.htm


British Columbia Rural and Remote Health Research Institute of the
University of Northern British Columbia, Canadian Institute for Health
Information, Government of Nunavut, and the 12 provincial and terri-
torial professional registered nurses’ associations. First Nations Inuit
Health Branch, Health Canada, provided financial support for the devel-
opment of the questionnaire in English and French.

We thank the Survey Project Coordinator, Michelle Cholowsky, and
the overall project Coordinator, Donna Bentham. Content experts for
questionnaire development included co-investigators from the larger
project: Kathy Banks, Ginette Lazure, Ruth Martin-Misener, Jennifer
Medves, Michel Morton, Carolyn Vogt, Lela Zimmer, and the Principal
Decision-Maker, Marian Knock.We also thank Gisèle Piché, Murielle
Cormier, and Randall Kehrig for assisting with the French translation of
the questionnaire and the translation back to English for data entry.We
are grateful to the following research and clerical assistants at the
University of Saskatchewan: Gwen Russell, Fawn Nielson, and Freda
Elash.We appreciate the input from Advisory Team members in all
provinces and territories at all stages of the project. Finally, we thank the
rural and remote nurses from across Canada who took the time from
their busy lives to complete the survey.

Inquiries about the survey may be directed to Norma J. Stewart,
College of Nursing, University of Saskatchewan, 107 Wiggins Road,
Saskatoon, Saskatchewan S7N 5E5 Canada.Telephone: 306-966-6254.
Fax: 306-966-6703. E-mail: norma.stewart@usask.ca Information on the
larger project is available on its Web site: http://ruralnursing.unbc.ca

Norma J. Stewart, PhD, RN, is Professor and Associate Dean (Graduate Studies
and Research), College of Nursing, University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon,
Canada. Carl D’Arcy, PhD, is Professor and Director, Applied Research,
Department of Psychiatry, College of Medicine, University of Saskatchewan.
J. Roger Pitblado, PhD, is Professor of Geography and Faculty Investigator,
Centre for Rural and Northern Health Research, Laurentian University, Sudbury,
Ontario, Canada. Debra G. Morgan, PhD, RN, is Associate Professor and Chair,
Rural Health Delivery, Institute of Agricultural Rural and Environmental
Health, University of Saskatchewan. Dorothy Forbes, PhD, RN, is Associate
Professor, College of Nursing, University of Saskatchewan. Gail Remus, MN,
RN, is Director, Primary Health Care, Sunrise Health Region,Yorkton,
Saskatchewan. Barbara Smith, MCEd, RN, is Professor and Assistant Dean
(Lifelong Learning), College of Nursing, University of Saskatchewan. Mary Ellen
Andrews, MN, RN, is a doctoral student in the College of Nursing, University
of Saskatchewan. Julie Kosteniuk, MA, is Research Officer,Applied Research,
Department of Psychiatry, College of Medicine, University of Saskatchewan.

Norma J. Stewart, Carl D’Arcy, J. Roger Pitblado, et al.

CJNR 2005,Vol. 37 No 1 144

10-Stewart  2/3/05  5:37 PM  Page 144

http://ruralnursing.unbc.ca


Judith C. Kulig, RN, DNSc, is Professor, School of Health Sciences, University
of Lethbridge,Alberta, Canada. Martha L. P. MacLeod, PhD, RN, is Associate
Professor, Nursing and Community Health programs, University of Northern
British Columbia, Prince George, British Columbia, Canada.

A Profile of Registered Nurses in Rural and Remote Canada

CJNR 2005,Vol. 37 No 1 145

10-Stewart  2/3/05  5:37 PM  Page 145


