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1  | INTRODUC TION

There has been an increase in research on work- life balance and 
well- being among nurses in recent years (see Barnett et al., 2010; 
Dousin, et al., 2021, Dousin, Collins, Bartram, et al. 2021; Jamieson 
et al., 2013; Skinner & Chapman, 2013). These studies investigate 
how approaches to work- life balance, such as flexible working hours, 
supervisor support, lifelong learning and manpower shortages, 

affect nurses’ well- being (job and life satisfaction, organizational 
commitment). According to Tanaka et al. (2011), nurses in Japan 
demand flexible working hours and quality of life benefits as es-
sential work- life balance practices; however, these practices are 
rarely implemented in organizations, while Dousin, Collins, Bartram, 
et al. (2021) discovered that gender norms, workplace collegiality 
and medical professional shortages have a significant impact on 
work- life balancing experiences among nurses in Malaysia.
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Abstract
Aims: To examine the mediating role of flexible working hours on the relationship 
between supervisor support, job and life satisfaction among female nurses in China.
Design: A cross- sectional, quantitative study was conducted with online survey 
questionnaires.
Methods: Convenience sampling was implemented with 171 female nurses from two 
tertiary public hospitals in 2019.
Results: The mediation analysis demonstrates that flexible working hours signifi-
cantly and positively mediate the relationship between supervisor support to job 
(β = 0.775, p < .001) and life satisfaction (β = 0.745, p < .001). In addition, super-
visor support and flexible working hours significantly and positively influence job 
(r = 0.520, p < .01; r = 0.520, p < .01) and life satisfaction (r = 0.487, p < .01; r = 0.487, 
p < .01). The study suggested that flexible working hours iarean indicator of what 
supervisor support (r = 0.656, p < .01) is to improve nurses’ job and life satisfaction. 
The study revealed that flexible working hours and supervisor support are crucial to 
female nurses who face high demands at both work and home.
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China's Registered Nurse population has increased considerably 
in recent years, from 1.3 million in 2004 to 3.8 million in 2017, re-
flecting the Chinese government's recent focus on upgrading the 
healthcare system (China Daily, 2005; National Health Commission 
of the People’s Republic of China, 2017; Shen et al., 2020). While 
this helps in reducing the nurse- patient ratio, the recent implemen-
tation of the “two child policies” in 2016 and the challenges of the 
ageing population have significantly increased the work demand and 
work- life conflict of working adults in China (Min et al., 2018). This 
calls for an in- depth investigation job and life satisfaction of female 
nurses in order to sustain a continuous service that is of quality for 
their patients. In the latest statistics, China is still facing shortages of 
nurses in comparison with the nation's population, which is the larg-
est in the world. The ratio of nurses to population is 2.74 nurses per 
1,000 citizens (1 nurse: 365 patients), a ratio that is still far below the 
average of some developed countries such as the USA (11.9:1,000) 
and Japan (11.8:1,000) (Min et al., 2018; OECD, 2019). Therefore, 
the nursing profession has become a high- risk group of burnouts 
because of the demands of long working hours, on- call for almost 
24 hr a day, high work pressure and demands (Chen & Zhang, 2018; 
Dousin et al., 2019; Li et al., 2008).

Moreover, in the context of the nursing profession within the 
Asian context, women are still expected to participate actively at 
work, while being responsible for household duties as raising cost 
of children continue to rise (Luo, 2018). This leads them to facing 
three major pressures including work pressure from work, pressure 
of family responsibilities, and pressure from caring for their children 
and older people (Dong, 2012; Dousin et al., 2019). In China, women 
are expected to fulfil domestic responsibilities; therefore, in this pa-
triarchal society, women tend to face a high work- life conflict due 
to their dual responsibilities as a professional employee and family 
duties (Adisa et al., 2019; O’Sullivan, 2012). Moreover, the full im-
plementation of the second child policy has had an impact on the 
work- life balance of working women in China (Fan & Qin, 2018). 
In addition, the inflexible and long working hours as well as high 
work demands also contribute to a higher work- life conflict (Adisa 
et al., 2014; Timms et al., 2015; Yu, 2014).

Since women are the main bearers of family labour, they are fac-
ing a greater workload from both work and family. Evidence suggests 

that supervisor support is associated with nurses’ turnover intention 
when the supervisor increases their career calling (Lee & Idris, 2019; 
Zhang et al., 2020). Besides, it increases distributive justice among 
nurses which indirectly increases their presenteeism at work (Yang 
et al., 2019). These studies further support the importance of hav-
ing supervisor support for nurses. Studies conducted by Chen and 
Zhang (2018) and Fang et al. (2015) stated the issues of shortage of 
nurses leads to increase work- life conflict due to the inflexible work-
ing hours with high pressure and eventually could decrease their 
well- being (i.e. job and life satisfaction). Further, Wang et al. (2012) 
suggested that inflexible working hours sometimes perceived as lack 
of supervisor support while the study by Yang et al. (2017) acknowl-
edged that young nurses in China are facing a higher work- life con-
flict due to their multiple social roles in the face of early marriage and 
starting a new family. Through this study, we aim to further investi-
gate a potential relationship between supervisor support and nurses’ 
job and life satisfaction.

Hence, our research question is as follows: “does flexible working 
hours mediate the relationship between supervisor support to job and life 
satisfaction among female nurses in China?” The study offers import-
ant contribution into integrating the understanding of the issues be-
tween flexible working hours and supervisor support, where flexible 
working hours are an indicator of what supervisor support means; 
as crucial for nurses in a collectivist and patriarchal culture that em-
phasizes the importance of public and external roles and maintain-
ing balance between family and professional work (Abdullah, 1996; 
Dousin, Collins, Bartram, et al., 2021; Dousin et al., 2021). Findings 
of the study aim not only to expand the existing nursing literature 
from the aspect of supervisor but also what supervisors can do to 
improve nurses’ job and life satisfaction, besides extending the topic 
which is currently understudied among nurses in China. The study 
also will further address the importance of flexible working hours 
arrangement and supervisor support among nurses indirectly, in im-
proving the quality of patients’ care. In this paper, first, we introduce 
our conceptual framework and hypotheses development and then, 
we outline our quantitative research method design. Next, the re-
sults will be reported followed by the discussion of our findings and 
finally, we draw the conclusion. Figure 1 below illustrates the study's 
conceptual framework.

F I G U R E  1   Conceptual framework

Supervisor Support Flexible Working 
Hours

Job Satisfaction

Life Satisfaction

H1a

H1b

H2

H3b

H3a

H4



2964  |     DOUSIN et al.

1.1 | Background

Previous studies suggested that the implementation of flexible 
human resource strategies, working hours and supervisor support 
strategies such as child and dependent care, family and parental 
leaves are popular work- concept which perceived by employees as 
beneficial in increasing work- life balance (Grover & Crooker, 2005). 
These organizational strategies could improve employee attraction, 
motivation and retention, since these supportive work- concept 
could maintain their balance between responsibilities at home and 
work besides emphasizing the enhancement of the autonomy of em-
ployees in the process of coordinating and integrating work and non- 
work aspects of lives (De Cieri et al., 2005; Felstead et al., 2002).

In extending the current nursing literature in China, the study 
adopts the spillover theory (Googins, 1991) to investigate the rela-
tionship between supervisor support and job and life satisfaction 
through flexible working hours, an important job resource in nurses’ 
working conditions. The theory argues that individual feelings, atti-
tudes and behaviours of their work will be affected by other domains 
such as their family, and then, there will be a potential spillover be-
tween these two domains. Positive spillover benefits can enhance a 
person's role performance, while negative spillover benefits can ad-
versely affect the quality of a character (Pedersen et al., 2009; Radó 
et al., 2016). Interestingly, women tend to face a negative effect of 
work on family life compared with men due to their lack of access 
to flexible jobs that allow them to manage their time better (Radó 
et al., 2016).

We conceptualized supervisor support as a management effort 
that uses a “practical system of objective measures to foster im-
provements in procedures, personal interactions and management of 
primary healthcare facilities” (Adeyemo, 2017, p. 54). Flexible work-
ing hours defined as the use of time schedules that allows employees 
to schedule when their work to be completed in different periods 
with deliberately obeying the contractual time (Allan et al., 1998). In 
the nursing context, it also refers to whether nurses can finish their 
work during their working shifts (White et al., 2003). Job satisfaction 
refers to a subjective evaluation of how employees value their work 
besides their perception about the work environment and process, 
job content, performance and evaluation as well as interpersonal re-
lationships in the workplace (Hagmaier et al., 2018). We defined life 
satisfaction as a subjective assessment of individual's quality of life, 
which was being influenced by their work situation combining mate-
rial desires, spiritual desires and the psychological gap after compar-
ison with others (Lian & Ling, 2018; Suárez et al., 2017).

1.1.1 | Supervisor support, job and life satisfaction

In the context of the healthcare sector, supervisor support is a 
process that enhances the overall quality of the health system by 
optimizing resources allocation, strengthening internal relation-
ships within the system, practical system of objective measures 

to promote improved procedures, personal interaction and effec-
tive management of primary healthcare institutions (Marquez & 
Kean, 2002). It also focuses on promoting high standards, teamwork 
and efficient two- way communication through supportive leader-
ship which supports quality improvement process and improves 
quality of care. In China, regular supervisor support is perceived as 
a work- family support strategy that could improve nurses’ job and 
life satisfaction, well- being and retention (Lu et al., 2012; Madede 
et al., 2017; Zuo et al., 2011).

The concept of supervisor support also includes nurses’ team 
cohesion, good cooperation with colleagues in providing optimum 
patient care (Lu et al., 2012). However, supervisor support is still 
being perceived as inadequate due to the nature of the work en-
vironment and the nature of work, which nurses often struggle to 
balance work and life (Zuo et al., 2011). Supervisor support is cru-
cial in the nursing profession with supervisors taking a series of 
measures within a system to provide nurses with work guidance 
to improve the work processes besides to assist them to carry 
out their work more effectively, strengthen internal communi-
cation and improve their well- being (Madede et al., 2017; Panda 
et al., 2015). Therefore, we propose that supervisor support will 
have a direct effect on nurses’ job and life satisfaction by proposing 
the following hypotheses:

H1 Supervisor support is positively associated with (a) 
job satisfaction and (b) life satisfaction.

1.1.2 | Supervisor support and flexible 
working hours

A positive organizational climate and highly committed supportive 
supervision practices could encourage employees to be highly in-
volved in organizational tasks, promotes positive well- being (e.g. 
job and life satisfaction) and strive to achieve organizational goals 
(Ahmad et al., 2018). Within the organization, employee partici-
pation and channel expression could encourage a positive work 
environment (Petrescu & Simmons, 2008). At present, flexible 
working hours not only refer to their flexible working arrangement 
but also extended to factors such as job sharing and career leaves 
(John, 2017). This practice could improve employee well- being by 
ensuring that working hours can be adjusted to match individual 
needs and different workloads.

Several researchers argued that besides supervisor support, 
the implementation of family- friendly policies that allows employ-
ees to negotiate work requirements and flexible working hours 
could improve employee well- being and reduce turnover inten-
tions (Dong, 2012; Pan, 2018). In China, the inflexible and excessive 
working hours among nurses could lead to negative perceptions as 
unsupportive supervisors which eventually decrease employees’ 
well- being since they are required to spend more time at work (Fang 
et al., 2015; Fang, 2017). Thus, we propose that supervisor support 
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will influence nurses’ flexible working hours because of the positive 
organizational climate presented by their highly committed supervi-
sor support. We propose the following hypotheses:

H2 Supervisor support is positively associated with 
flexible working hours.

1.1.3 | Flexible working hours, supervisor support, 
job and life satisfaction

Providing flexible and family- friendly work practices can be an 
employee's active spillover from family to work, making work and 
family complementary (Pedersen et al., 2009). The implementation 
of supervisor support and flexible working hours is seen as a social 
support needed by most employees to reduce family- work spillo-
vers (García- Cabrera et al., 2018). Furthermore, organizational 
working hours are closely related to work– family conflicts, which 
is the key factor to influence the subjective well- being (i.e. job and 
life satisfaction) of individual, especially female employees. Due to 
the traditional gender division of labour in China, women are re-
sponsible for most household duties that lead to a higher conflict 
in managing their work and family roles. An extensive time spent 
at work could reduce their subjective well- being (Wu et al., 2016). 
Besides, there is a positive spillover effect among nurses from ac-
tive work- related scenarios to private life (Agosti et al., 2015). A 
meaningful and supportive work environment helps to improve 
individual positivity in life through organizational practices such 
as flexible work hours, supervisor and job support (Poulose & 
Sudarsan, 2017).

Flexible working hours arrangement could be beneficial to em-
ployees since there is a freedom for them to choose their working- 
time besides it can be adjusted to suit individual and different 
workloads (Ambrose, 1992; Elbing et al., 1975). Zuo et al. (2011) 
studied the issue among emergency nurses in China and revealed 
that flexible working hours are a work– family support strategy, 
which could lessen work- life conflict. In addition, Dousin, Collins, 
Bartram, et al. (2021) also revealed that flexible working hours 
could improve nurses’ employee well- being (job and life satisfac-
tion). Excessive working hours with inflexible arrangement could 
decrease job satisfaction that can lead to increase burnout (Fang 
et al., 2015). Therefore, flexible working hours are crucial to im-
prove employee job and life satisfaction as well as to strengthen 
their perceptions of supervisor support. These debates lead to the 
development of the hypotheses as below:

H3 Flexible working hours are positively associated 
with (a) job satisfaction and (b) life satisfaction.

H4 Flexible working hours mediate the relationship 
between supervisor support and (a) job satisfaction 
and (b) life satisfaction.

2  | THE STUDY

2.1 | Aims

Our study examines the mediating role of flexible working hours on 
the relationship between supervisor support to job and life satisfac-
tion among nurses in Guigang, China.

2.2 | Design

A cross- sectional quantitative study conducted with nurses from 
two tertiary public hospitals in Guigang, China, in between April– 
June 2019. Tertiary hospitals are the representative of large general 
hospital in China, which have the highest level of medical technology 
and major providers for critical care besides emphasizing on qual-
ity care and patient's safety (National Health Commission of the 
People’s Republic of China, 2011; Shen et al., 2020; Xiang & Zhuo- 
Ping, 2015). Since nurses in these tertiary hospitals tend to have a 
higher burden to attend patient needs, their perception towards the 
issues of supervisor support, flexible working hours, job and life sat-
isfaction reflects the hypotheses for the study.

2.3 | Participants

Convenience sampling (Sekaran & Bougie, 2013) was adopted to re-
cruit nurses from two public tertiary hospitals in Guigang, China. A 
total of 171 female clinical nurses participated in the study. Table 1 
shows that most participants aged between 21– 35 years old (69.6%), 
with 1– 5 year's work experience (33.9%). The majority of partici-
pants were junior nurses (70.8%) holding a Bachelor Degree (42.7%).

2.4 | Data Collection

Supervisor support (3 items) was adopted from Shinn et al. (1986) 
and Yoon and Lim (1999) measurement. An example of the item 
was, “my supervisor is supportive when I want to re- schedule my 
duty roster”. The measurement of flexible working hours (5 items) 
was adopted from White et al. (2003). For instance, the item stated, 
“I can finish work within my contracted hours.” Job satisfaction (5 
items) adopts Hackman and Oldham (1975) while life satisfaction (4 
items) adopts Diener et al. (1985) satisfaction with life scale (SWLS). 
In specific, a sample item was, “I am satisfied with my working hours” 
and “the conditions of my life are excellent.” The study adopts a 5- 
point Likert scale ranging from 1=“strongly disagree/ dissatisfied” to 
5=“strongly agree/ satisfied” for all measurement scales. All of the 
measurement items were written in English, and the data were gath-
ered using an online survey. A month after the survey and informed 
consent were provided, an email was sent to the Nurse Manager as 
a reminder.
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2.5 | Ethical Consideration

The study was approved by the Faculty of Business, Economics and 
Accountancy, UMS Research Committee. Nurse managers of the 
participating hospitals were briefed about the nature of the study 
by the researcher. After that, the researcher emailed copies of the 
informed consent forms, a letter from the university approving the 
study and a link to the survey questionnaire. The instructions on the 
inform consent form made it clear that their participation is entirely 
voluntary and that confidentiality and anonymity are guaranteed. 
Then, participants of the study were informed by their nurse manag-
ers to fill- in the inform consent and the online survey.

3  | RESULTS

3.1 | Description of data analysis

All statistical analyses were performed with SPSS version 23.0. 
Standardized scores were used to conduct our analysis. The prin-
cipal component analyses were used to examine the structure of 
the measures, and hypotheses were tested using Baron and Kenny’s 
(1986) procedure for testing mediation effects. The analyses started 
by analysing the participants’ demographic, and validity and reliabil-
ity analysis. Pearson correlation analysis was employed to examine 
linear relationships, whereas Baron and Kenny (1986) were employed 
to examine mediation relationships. According to Baron and Kenny 
(1986), there is a mediation effect if: (i) the independent variable 

significantly predicts the dependent variable; (ii) the independent 
variable significantly predicts the mediating variable; (iii) when the 
dependent variable is regressed simultaneously on the independ-
ent and the mediating variable, the mediating variable significantly 
predicts the dependent variable and the effect of the independ-
ent variable on the dependent variable is less than that obtained in 
Condition 1. If the independent variable has a significant effect in 
condition 3, then there is partial mediation. If the independent vari-
able has a non- significant effect in condition 3, then there is a full 
mediation. According to Baron and Kenny (1986), only conditions 2 
and 3 are needed to demonstrate mediation effects.

3.2 | Validity and reliability

The study used Harman's single factor test to address common 
method variance (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Results shows that the 
percentage value of the variance of the sample for this research was 
42.05%, indicating there are no common method variance problems 
(Podsakoff et al., 2003).

Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was used to examine the con-
struct validity of the scales. This method allows the researcher to 
determine the structure of factors to be evaluated and can be used 
even when the relationships between latent and observable vari-
ables are unknown or uncertain (Pallant, 2005). EFA was also used 
to determine the dimensionality and convergent validity of the item- 
construct relationships. Because it is robust, generates more clearly 
interpretable findings and maximizes the variance of the loading, 
principal component analysis with varimax rotation was used (Hair 
et al., 2006; Pallant, 2005). A factor analysis with varimax rotation 
was first done for four variables with 17 items. Then, the Kaiser– 
Meyer– Olkin test (KMO) was conducted to measure the sampling 
adequacy for each variable and the results shows that it was accept-
able according to the guidelines by Hair et al. (1998) and Nunally and 
Bernstein (1994). The result shows that: (i) the loadings for factor 
analysis for all items were above 0.4 which is acceptable to the stan-
dard of validity analysis (ii) all research variables exceeded 0.6 value, 
the acceptable standard of Kaiser– Meyer– Olkin's and were signif-
icant in Bartlett's test of sphericity and (iii) the eigenvalues for all 
research variables were larger than 1 (Hair et al., 1998).

In addition, Cronbach alphas for all variables was analysed to 
check reliability. The result shows that all research variables scored 
the acceptable standard of reliability analysis of 0.7 (Nunally & 
Bernstein, 1994). These statistical analyses confirmed that measure-
ment scales used in this study have met the acceptable standard of 
validity and reliability analyses as shown in Table 2 below.

3.3 | Hypotheses testing

Table 3 presents the correlations between all measures at the indi-
vidual level. The results from the Baron and Kenny (1986) mediation 
analyses are shown in Table 4.

TA B L E  1   Participants characteristics

Participant characteristics

Nurses

No. of 
respondents Percentage (%)

Age

21– 35 years 119 69.6

36– 45 years 34 19.9

46 years and above 18 10.5

Length of Service

<1 year 1 0.6

1– 5 years 58 33.9

6– 10 years 48 28.1

11– 15 years 20 11.7

16– 20 years 10 5.8

21 years and above 34 19.9

Job Title

Junior Nurse 121 70.8

Senior Nurse 9 5.3

Nurse Manager 41 24.0

Education Level

Bachelor's degree 73 42.7

Diploma 98 57.3
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Hypotheses 1 (a) and (b) predicted that supervisor support would 
show positive relationships with job and life satisfaction. As indi-
cated in Table 3, the outcome of testing the direct effects, the model 
showed that supervisor support is significantly and positively cor-
related with job and life satisfaction (r = 0.520, p < .01) and (r = 0.487, 
p < .01), therefore H1 (a) and H1 (b) were supported. Hypotheses 2 
indicated that supervisor support significantly predicts flexible work-
ing hours. The result of the hypothesis testing in Table 3 revealed that 
supervisor support has a positive and significant relationship with 
flexible working hours (r = 0.656, p < .01); therefore, H2 was sup-
ported. Hypotheses 3 (a) and (b) predicted that flexible working hours 
are positively associated with job and life satisfaction. The results as 
shown in Table 3 revealed that flexible working hours have significant 
and positive relationship to job and life satisfaction (r = 0.520, p < .01) 
and (r = 0.487, p < .01); therefore, H3 (a) and (b) were supported.

Our analysis in Table 4 confirmed the mediation effect from 
supervisor support to job and life satisfaction via flexible working 
hours. The Baron and Kenny (1986) mediation results are as follows: 
(i) supervisor support significantly predicts job and life satisfaction 
(β = 0.519, p < .001, β = 0.484, p < .001); hence, condition 1 is met; 
(ii) supervisor support significantly predicts flexible working hours 
(β = 0.804, p < .001); hence, condition 2 is met; and (iii) flexible work-
ing hours were regressed on supervisor support and job satisfaction 
(β = 0.775, p < .001) and life satisfaction (β = 0.745, p < .001); hence, 
condition 3 is met. Therefore, H4 (a) and (b) were supported as flexi-
ble working hours fully mediate the relationship between supervisor 
support to job and life satisfaction.

4  | DISCUSSION

The study investigated whether flexible working hours mediate the 
relationship between supervisor support to job and life satisfaction 

among nurses in Guigang, China. Our study identified four key 
findings.

First, our study suggests that supervisor support has a posi-
tive relationship to job and life satisfaction. This result is consistent 
with most previous studies (see Chen & Scannapieco, 2010; Goh 
et al., 2015; Madede et al., 2017). The supervisor support is a pro-
cess, which should be cyclical and continuous besides supervisor as 
mentors to collectively identify and address work- related issues and 
encourages a two- way communication (Adeyemo, 2017). We em-
phasize supervisor support to include conducive work environment 
that is empowered by delivering feedbacks that are constructive in 
terms of employee performance as it is found to be critical to work- 
life balance initiatives.

Secondly, our findings revealed that supervisor support is posi-
tively related to flexible working hours. Previous studies suggested 
that supportive supervisor behaviours include effective manage-
ment of healthcare system, optimizing resources allocations and 
strengthening internal relationships within the system (Marquez & 
Kean, 2002). Hereby, the study confirmed flexible working hours as 
another key element of supervisor support. As suggested by pre-
vious researchers, supervisor support and flexible working hours 
complement each other to promote a positive and highly committed 
organizational climate as well as to encourage positive well- being 
among employees (Ahmad et al., 2018; Petrescu & Simmons, 2008).

In the context of the healthcare sector, supervisor support is a 
process that enhances the overall quality of the health system by 
optimizing resources allocation, strengthening internal relationships 
within the system, practical system of objective measures to pro-
mote improved procedures, personal interaction and effective man-
agement of primary healthcare institutions (Marquez & Kean, 2002). 
It also focuses on promoting high standards, teamwork and efficient 
two- way communication through supportive leadership that sup-
ports quality improvement process and improves quality of care. 

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Education level 1

2. Length of service 0.106 1

3. Flexible working hours 0.099 0.059 1

4. Supervisor support 0.094 0.143 0.656** 1

5. Job satisfaction 0.052 0.097 0.780** 0.520** 1

6. Life satisfaction 0.020 0.102 0.740** 0.487** 0.851** 1

Note: N = 171, **p < .0.01.

TA B L E  3   Pearson correlation analysis

TA B L E  2   Validity and reliability analysis

Measure Items
Factor 
loadings KMO

Bartlett Test of 
sphericity Eigenvalue

Variance 
explained

Cronbach 
alpha

Flexible Working Hours 5 0.48– 0.71 0.84 312.70 3.06 61.15 0.84

Supervisor Support 3 0.77– 0.85 0.67 133.90 2.03 67.59 0.76

Job Satisfaction 5 0.47– 0.71 0.73 184.40 2.38 59.41 0.76

Life Satisfaction 4 0.67– 0.85 0.85 422.31 3.34 66.84 0.87
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In China, a regular supervisor support is perceived as a work- family 
support strategy could improve nurses’ job and life satisfaction, 
well- being and retention (Lu et al., 2012; Madede et al., 2017; Zuo 
et al., 2011). The concept of supervisor support also includes nurses 
team cohesion, good cooperation with colleagues in providing opti-
mum patient care (Lu et al., 2012).

Thirdly, our findings recommend that flexible working hours 
have a positive relationship to job and life satisfaction. This result 
supports previous studies conducted by Dousin, Collins, Bartram, 
et al. (2021), Dousin et al. (2019) and Nurumal et al. (2017), which 
stated that flexible working hours will improve nurses’ job satisfac-
tion which is a critical factor to nurse retention. This work practice 
is a part of organizational work- life balance practices, which is im-
portant to reduce employees’ emotional labour and burnout, which 
could reduce their intention to leave (Bartram et al., 2012; Cheng 
et al., 2013).

Furthermore, the study also suggests that flexible working hours 
positively mediate the relationship between supervisor support to-
wards job and life satisfaction. Although there are only few studies 
of these relationships, this result highlights that this issue is critical 
to be explained. Employees perceived the flexible working hours 
practice as beneficial to complement supervisor support, which 
could improves nurses’ job and life satisfaction. Hall and Atkinson 
(2006) stated that this work practice is as important as financial ben-
efits and management support in which employees demanded for 
an effective working- time management with an adequate flexibility 
because it could improve their well- being and retention. In the con-
text of the nursing profession in China, an informal flexible working 
arrangement could be implemented, which allows employees to re-
quest for a temporary change in their planned work- roster within 

a short period of time and this practice is more favourable than a 
formal working arrangement (Hall & Atkinson, 2006). In addition, the 
implementation of flexible work schedule could also improve em-
ployees’ emotional health (Dhaini et al., 2018).

In relation to theoretical contributions, this study expands the 
understanding of work- life balance by enriching the spillover theory 
(Googins, 1991). The study provided a comprehensive understand-
ing of the theory by proposing that nurses required an emotional 
positive spillover, when positive emotional states in one domain con-
tinue to other domains. A value- based overflow occurs when values 
obtained and applied in one realm help to execute in other realms. 
A continuous work- life balance practices could provide nurses with 
a balance role system through an adequate support from supervi-
sors and having an option for a flexible working arrangement. It will 
then allow them to experience greater role ease, less role strain and 
other enhancements. The findings from this study emphasizes the 
role of healthcare supervisor and managers in cultivating positive 
supportive role with the nurses in order to enhance the job and life 
satisfaction. Therefore, in turn contribute to the retention of nurses, 
particularly in healthcare organizations as well as noticeably enhance 
their work performance (Wu et al., 2019). Then, our study proposed 
those flexible work hours’ arrangements and supervisor support 
influences nurses’ job satisfaction and life satisfaction. Although 
job satisfaction and life satisfaction are well acknowledged in man-
agement research, they have not been simultaneously examined as 
emanating from flexible work hours and supervisor support (García- 
Cabrera et al., 2018; Lott, 2018; Wu et al., 2012; 2016). Second, the 
present study expands previous research by linking flexible work 
hours through supervisor support in understanding their impact 
on job and life satisfaction. These relationships were evaluated by 

TA B L E  4   Baron and Kenny (1986) mediation analysis

Variables Dependent Variable: Job Satisfaction Dependent Variable: Life Satisfaction

Controlled Variable Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

Education level 0.042 0.001 −0.031 0.009 −0.029 −0.0.060

Length of service 0.092 0.023 0.053 0.101 0.036 0.065

Supervisor support 0.519*** 0.007 0.484*** −0.0.006

Flexible working hours 0.775*** 0.745***

R 0.105 0.520*** 0.782*** 0.102 0.489*** 0.744***

R2 0.011 0.271*** 0.612*** 0.010 0.239*** 0.554***

R2 change 0.011 0.259*** 0.341*** 0.010 0.228*** 0.315***

Controlled variable

Dependent variable: flexible working hours

Step 1 Step 2

Education level 0.238 0.159

Length of service 0.068 0.003

Supervisor support 0.804***

R 0.176 0.646***

R2 0.031 0.418***

R2 square change 0.031 0.387***

Note: N = 171, ***p < .001.
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exploring the exhaustive role of female nurses who are in China who 
see increasing workload due to China's high nurse: patient ratio and 
increasing number of children.

4.1 | Implications for nursing practice

Our study has positive implications for the nursing management in 
China. First, in the context of the Chinese government's policy of 
reopening the second child, this undoubtedly increases the poten-
tial work– family conflict of nurses. Supervisory support and flexible 
working hours in hospitals will help nurses ease the conflict between 
work and family to a certain extent, and gradually achieve a work- life 
balance. Secondly, in China, the vast majority of managers are pursu-
ing the "people- oriented" management philosophy (Lu, 2011). The 
two human resource management practices proposed in this paper— 
supervisor support and flexible working hours are all manifestations 
of the "people- oriented" management philosophy. Flexible working 
hours are a work practice which displays supportive supervisor be-
haviour. In addition, flexible working hours also resonate with su-
pervisor support as effective and supportive management practices. 
Eventually, these work practices could develop strong trust between 
supervisor and supervisee which could improve the leader- member 
exchange and perceived organizational support, which further im-
prove employee commitment and retention (Robson and Robson, 
2016). In addition, the support from management and flexible work-
ing arrangement could improve the social processes in the health-
care sector because it allows nurses to work together as cohesive 
groups, which could emphasize and improves the care- quality im-
provement (Kjellström et al., 2017). Thus, it is extremely important 
to improve job satisfaction for nurses as this has the ability to both 
boost the perceptions of the quality of care of patients and ensure 
sufficient nursing workforce (Lu et al., 2019).

4.2 | Limitations

This study acknowledged its limitations. First, the survey data were 
collected from a single source (the nursing sector) and from Guigang; 
therefore, the conclusions may carry less weight than those triangu-
lated from multiple sources and across China. Furthermore, because 
the findings are preliminary and exploratory, they should be tested in 
different contexts and with a larger sample using structural equation 
modelling (SEQ), which can account for error variance and goodness 
of model fit, which this exploratory study could not measure. Next, 
the variables were self- reported at a given period, which could leave 
data subject to some biases in the sampling techniques, responses 
and representativeness. However, steps were taken to reduce single- 
source bias based on past research (Podsakoff et al., 2003). The data 
analysis did not include factor analysis with oblique rotation, and 
no CFA had been performed as of yet. Furthermore, no multi- group 
analysis was performed, which may show different results for either 

single or multiple demographic variables. The study did not compare 
participants’ occupational levels and years of employment. Thus, fu-
ture research could consider these issues. The results of study could 
be interpreted with caution given that a larger group and employees 
from a different work culture could lead to different results.

5  | CONCLUSION

Flexible working hours and supervisor support were identified as 
critical approaches to assist organizations in motivating and retain-
ing valuable nurses in these two Chinese tertiary hospitals in this 
preliminary- exploratory study. Because employees' work and lives 
in China are influenced by traditional conceptions, family and work 
commitments, and the practice of supervisor support and flexible 
working arrangements, which increase their job and life happiness, 
the study needs to be replicated with a larger sample. The direct 
and mediated relationships of flexible work hours arrangement and 
supervisor support with job and life satisfaction among nurses in 
this study have led to a more detailed view of the dynamic issue 
of employee satisfaction, which in turn will help to build successful 
methods for resolving nursing deficiencies and increasing the qual-
ity of patient care in China. Since the nursing profession in China is 
still facing a huge shortage of staff, an informal work- life balance 
practices such as close- mentoring and informal flexible working ar-
rangements are suggested to be implemented as an improvement to 
the current management practices, which could improve employee 
motivation, retention and to meet the needs of the current and fu-
ture workforce.
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