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Abstract

Purpose: This study investigated how clinical nurses construct and experience ‘happiness’ in contemporary nursing practice and
their lives. Nurses frequently encounter emotional labor, organizational pressure, and high-intensity care demands; therefore,
understanding their perceptions of happiness provides meaningful insights into their professional well-being and workforce
sustainability. Methods: A qualitative content analysis was conducted through in-depth interviews with 22 clinical nurses working
in general and tertiary hospitals. Data were collected from January-March 2025 and analyzed using content analysis as proposed
by Krippendorff (2018) to identify themes reflecting the nurses’ lived experiences. Results: Five major themes were derived:
(1) Enduring the weight of professionalism while growing through instability; (2) Experiencing comfort and healing through the
solidarity of “us”; (3) Embracing burnout and emotional wounds to rise again; (4) Drawing boundaries between work and life to
protect oneself; and (5) Finding small moments of stability and gratitude embedded in ordinary days. These themes suggested
that nurses’ experience of happiness is a multilayered process shaped by professional responsibility, collegial relationships,
emotional recovery, self-protection strategies, and appreciation of daily life. Conclusion: Nurses’ happiness extended beyond
individual emotional states and was deeply influenced by organizational culture, interpersonal support, professional identity, and
the ability to recover from ongoing psychological burden. These findings highlight the need to build healthier work environments,
promote emotional support systems, and strengthen policies to enhance nurses’ well-being and long-term retention.
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Table 1. General Characteristics of Participants (N=22)

Characteristics Categories n(%) Mean=+SD
Gender Female 22(100)
Age <30 3(13.6) 38.2317.90
30~<40 8(36.4)
40= 11(50)
Hospital type General Hospital 14(63.6)
Tertiary hospital 8(36.4)
Current department Nursing education & administration 10(45.5)
General ward 6(27.3)
Special ward 4(18.2)
Outpatient department 209.1)
Clinical career (years) <5 2(9.1) 15.73+7.93
5-<10 4(18.2)
10-<20 5(22.7)
>20 11(50)
Turnover experience Yes 9(40.9)
No 13(59.1)
Marital status Yes 13(59.1)
No 9(40.9)
Parenting Yes 12(54.5)
No 1045.5)
SD=standard deviation

2. U2 A2 MO FY

Z 2075 9] AT Frojziele] HE W8-S BAJSH Axt 5817119] H&ol|A 102709 =5 &35, 5719 slsAt 8719 519 a7}
EZ2EtHTable 2).

Korean Journal of Health & Nursing Vol.2 No.2



Becoming a Happy Nurse: A Narrative Inquiry into Personal and Professional Growth in Nursing Practice + 133

Table 2. Core Themes and Subthemes Identified from the Narrative Inquiry

Core Themes Subthemes
1. Growing through the weight of 1.1. Acknowledging one’s emotions encountered through change and emotional turbulence
professionalism amid instability 1.2. Expanding professional identity and competence through experiences of achievement
2. Healing and comfort sustained by the ~ 2.1. The strength of colleagues who endure intense clinical realities together
solidarity of “us” 2.2. Emotional circulation within therapeutic caring relationships
3. Rising again by embracing burnout ~ 3.1. Moments of collapse marked by admitting one’s vulnerability
and emotional wounds 3.2. Becoming aware of what enables one to stand up again
4. Protecting the self by drawing 4.1. Establishing boundaries to prevent emotions from overwhelming daily life
boundaries between work and life 4.2. Creating an inner refuge to maintain emotional balance

5. Discovering small moments of stability
and gratitude within exhausting days
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