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Calling the shots 
behind the scenes
Planning patient care and services, managing conflicts,  
helping patients ... it’s all in a day’s work for nurse managers

E
very day, Paulin Koh “walks the 
ground” to oversee her workplace’s 
operations and ensure that every-
thing is running smoothly.

Attending meetings, checking 
emails and managing staff welfare are also 
part and parcel of her job.  

Such job responsibilities may not seem 
unusual for a human resource manager or a 
supervisor. But Paulin’s work setting — in the 
delivery suite of KK Women’s and Children’s 
Hospital (KKH) — is a giveaway that she isn’t 
in a regular managerial post. 

A deputy director of nursing at KKH, 
Paulin belongs to the breed of nurses who 
are on the nursing management track. 

There are different career tracks in the 
nursing profession. In general, senior staff 
nurses can choose to go on the clinical, 
management or education route. 

Nurses on the management track, such 
as Paulin typically have a more administra-
tive role. 

“My role involves driving excellence in 
nursing clinical standards, service quality, 
operational efficiency, staff development 
and budget planning,” explained Paulin, who 
supervises a group of nurses and healthcare 
assistants.

The 41-year-old, who holds a second 
upper class honours degree in nursing stud-
ies from King’s College, University of London, 
has 15 years of nursing experience.

According to her, a side of nursing not 
commonly seen by the public is the nurses’ 
involvement in the planning of certain health-
care policies and standards.

“There’s a public perception that nurses 
only do bedside nursing care. But in reality, 
a nurse also contributes to the planning 
and provision of effective patient care and 
services in the hospital,” she explained. 

For instance, from 2003 to 2005, Paulin 
was posted to the nursing branch at the 
Ministry of Health (MOH), where she was on 
the development committee that reviewed 
nursing policies. 

“My exposure at the MOH headquar-
ters gave me a better understanding of how  
national healthcare initiatives were planned 
and carried out,” she said. 

Like Paulin, Tan Tock Seng Hospital’s 
nurse manager Christina Tan busts all myths 
that nurses “only do cleaning or serve medi-
cation”. 

“As a nurse manager, I wear many hats. 
Because we deal with many different types 
of people in our job, it’s important for nurse  
managers to be people-oriented,” said  
Christina. 

Motivating and developing staff is also 
part of a nurse manager’s job scope. As such, 

communication and leadership skills are  
crucial.

“Staff retention is very important to me. 
You have to be able to manage conflicts, 
deal with difficult people and recognise  
your staff’s talent to ensure that people  
are happy to work in the department,”  
Christina said. 

A common challenge both nurses face is 
meeting patients’ rising expectations. 

“In general, patients now have a higher 
expectation of healthcare standards. But 
that’s a good problem, because only then 
can we continually improve on what we do,” 
said Paulin. 

Although nurse managers generally deal 
with office and administrative duties, both 
nurses said the practical, hands-on aspect 
of nursing still remains a major part of their 
work. 

Said Paulin: “If I walk out of my office 
and a patient presses the call-bell, I’ll still  
attend to her. 

“Even though my current job respon-
sibility is mainly administrative, I am still a 
nurse by training. Whatever route we take, 
patients are our first priority. A caring at-
titude is important.” 

Added Christina: “In that way, your basic 
nursing skills won’t be lost over time, too.” 

Did you know?

1 Nursing is not only about bedside 
care. Nurse managers/clinicians 

can also be involved in contributing to 
national healthcare policies.

2 In the past, it was thought that 
nurses were subordinate in 

the medical hierarchy. With the 
development of nursing degrees — 
PhDs, Master’s and Bachelor’s — and 
specialisation, nurses are now better 
equipped to play a significant role in 
the care of patients and grooming of 
future generations of nurses.

3 Nurses on the clinical track 
manage patients’ cases from 

admission to discharge, taking 
over some of the tasks traditionally 
performed by doctors.

We’d like to thank everyone in 
Ward 5C for making our mum 
happy and comfortable during 
her hospitalisation. The local 
and foreign nurses worked 
together so harmoniously 
under Christopher’s great 
leadership.
Family of Mdm Lim Soo Choo  
on Tan Tock Seng Hospital’s 
senior nurse manager, 
Christopher Lee
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