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Introduction: Critical care nursing in South Africa experiences 
a crisis. Nurse leaders, managers and the public opinion reveal 
poor standards of nursing care, which is confirmed by headlines 
in the media. At the heart of these challenges and plaguing 
health care services lays the disengagement of nurses from their 
work and workplace cultures. 

Objective: Reflecting on the crisis in critical care nursing, 
academics from the Department of Nursing Science, University 
of Pretoria, envisioned facilitation of change through practice 
development. Practice development is a continuous process 
which has the intent to address existing workplace cultures and 
bring about change towards the development of person-centred 
cultures. The process is enabled by facilitators. A three year 
practice development programme was initiated in September 
2013. The first objective was to explore the current workplace 
cultures in selected public and private critical care units in 
Gauteng.

Methods: Practice development as a methodology was used to 
observe the workplace culture through utilising the Workplace 
Culture Critical Analysis Tool. A total of 230 hours of observation 
in 11 critical care units (six public and four private) was done. 
The observation was conducted by internal (critical care nurses) 
and external (academia) observers in four phases. The phases 
included pre-observation, observation, consiousness raising and 
problematisation, reflection and critique. The data was analysed 
using a creative hermeneutic data analysis method.

Results: The “Big 7” challenges relating to workplace culture in 
critical care practice were identified, namely: care and caring, 
communication, therapeutic environment, team effectiveness, 
learning environment, time management and professionalism 
(not in order of priority).

Conclusion: Using practice development as a methodology 
allowed critical care nurses to collaborate with academia and 
participate in data collection and analysis. Participating with the 
critical care nurses provided them with an opportunity to observe 
their practice, raise awareness for taken-for-granted practices 
and reflect on these practices. Stepping outside their usual role 
of doing and getting inside the prevailing workplace culture 
provided the first step for taking action and addressing change.
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