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            Foreword

         

         Wow! This is such a great book for nurses who are looking for quick and effective strategies to alleviate stress. Time can fly during a shift and with the constant need to multitask and put the needs of our patients before our own we forget to look after ourselves. I currently work as a senior mental health practitioner, and I’m regularly exposed to traumatic stories, and situations. I know too well how difficult it can sometimes be to switch off after a shift.

         I am currently leading on a wellbeing project for staff within my own service. My employer and the team always try to consider the wellbeing of ourselves as well as the wellbeing of our patients. There has certainly been a shift in views since I began my nursing career 18 years ago. We have ‘wellbeing sessions’ and we are encouraged to work with our patients outside, away from the clinical environment. I also like to share with my colleagues the recent ivbenefits of becoming alcohol free – wine, it turns out wasn’t the most effective coping strategy for me at the end of a busy shift!

         The advice, strategies and exercises in this book are excellent and I’m certainly going to recommend these to my colleagues as well as continue to use the techniques during my working day.

         A great read, perfect for busy nurses.

         Andrew Blackman, 2024

Senior Mental Health Practitioner

Greater Manchester Mental Health NHS Foundation Trust
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            Introduction:

STRESS to Calm …

         

         If you’ve picked up this book, we’re guessing it’s because a part of you knows that your current stress levels are not sustainable. Something has to give!

         Let us start by giving you hope that after reading this book, you will have some very simple tools that will help you to feel more in control and calmer. There are ways you can navigate the unique challenges you face in the nursing profession and while preserving your well-being.

         When emotions start to run out of control, we will teach you to say – just give me one minute! And we will show you the one-minute tools that will make you feel so much better, and quickly.

         For many of us, stress has become an inevitable part of our lives. From managing work deadlines to balancing personal commitments, we can easily become overwhelmed 2and consumed by stress. And for nurses, this stress can be compounded by the responsibility of a heavy workload and long hours, a lack of adequate staffing and funds, as well as the demanding nature of the work.

         Stress is often viewed as a negative experience that should be avoided or minimised at all costs. But it’s a common myth that stress is always bad for us. Stress is a natural response to challenging situations and can be helpful in certain circumstances. In fact, the release of cortisol, a stress hormone, is a necessary physiological reaction that allows us to react quickly in dangerous or stressful situations, such as the ‘fight or flight’ response. Where it goes wrong, is when we perceive our bulging file of work to take home as a predator about to attack!

         When we encounter a stressful situation, our body releases cortisol, adrenaline and other hormones that trigger a series of physical responses. These responses include an increase in heart rate, blood pressure and breathing rate, which prepares the body to respond quickly to the threat. This physiological response is useful when there is a real physical threat, such as being chased by a tiger. Our ancestors needed that ability to focus on their escape … and fast! Sadly, we have the same response in our modern world. But in the hospital, in the consulting 3room, surrounded by colleagues and patients, even when back home – there are no tigers!

         The heart can be pounding, the ‘threat’ feels very real, but this full stress response is inappropriate. What we are confronting may genuinely be a big problem – concerns about patient care or needing to stay on duty after your shift has finished – and there may seemingly be no positive solutions, but it isn’t life-threatening to you, it isn’t a real and present danger for you, and so these physical responses can have negative consequences on our wellbeing. We aren’t meant to constantly release these chemicals, and the prolonged exposure to cortisol and other stress hormones can lead to physical and emotional health problems over time, including anxiety, depression, high blood pressure and a weakened immune system. It can lead to burnout and fatigue, making it difficult to function effectively in our daily lives. In addition to the physical impact, when our minds are consumed with panic, destructive thoughts and incessant chatter, we can fall into patterns of negative thinking which can impact our mental health and overall outlook on life.

         We want you to feel empowered and in control in your professional capacity – and these simple tools we share with you in this book will help you find more of a sense 4of calm. They will help you manage the stresses in your working day, help you find your centre and maintain balance in your working day. These tools are practical and based on scientifically proven methods that will reduce stress, empower you to take control of your stress levels and improve your overall wellbeing.

         The tools in this book are designed to be easily incorporated into a busy nurse’s daily routine. They can be done in just a few minutes a day and they require no special equipment or training. We will explore techniques such as breathing exercises, mindfulness, positive affirmations and visualisation, all of which have been shown to reduce stress and promote calm.

         We will explore the concept of choosing happiness. Yes, we show you that this can be a choice! We look at the importance of setting goals for both work and personal life. We also learn to focus on positive outcomes and how to take small steps towards achieving them, to shift your mindset and cultivating a more positive outlook.

         Throughout the book, we will cite scientific studies that demonstrate the benefits of each technique we discuss. For example, studies have shown that mindfulness can reduce stress and anxiety levels, while breathing exercises can lower cortisol levels and improve heart health. 5We hope you will be able to utilise the real and tangible benefits of these simple tools and techniques.

         Nursing is undoubtedly one of the most demanding (albeit rewarding) professions, requiring not only technical skills but also emotional resilience. The healthcare landscape is constantly evolving, and nurses are at the forefront of patient care, often working long hours in high-pressure environments, so it comes as no surprise that nursing is consistently ranked among the most stressful professions.

         A report ‘Staff Stress and Wellbeing in the NHS’ (2018) by the Health and Safety Executive specifically explored stress and well-being in the NHS, including nursing staff. The findings indicated that high levels of demand, coupled with low levels of control and support, contributed to stress among NHS employees, including nurses.

         Among these, heavy workloads, inadequate staffing, and the emotional toll of dealing with patients’ suffering were contributors to nurses’ stress levels. In addition, the unpredictable nature of healthcare, coupled with the responsibility of making critical decisions in real-time, adds another layer of stress.

         Florence Nightingale, once said, ‘The very first requirement in a hospital is that it should do the sick no harm.’ This 6underlines the immense responsibility that nurses bear for the well-being of their patients. Nursing professor and author, Jean Watson, emphasizes the transformative power of compassion in nursing. She notes, ‘Caring for others is an expression of what it means to be fully human.’ We acknowledge that there is a noble aspect to nursing, but this also highlights the emotional weight that comes with the profession.

         So why are nurse’s feeling the need to go from Stress to Calm? 

         As already alluded to, heavy workloads, often with insufficient staffing levels, whether due to budget constraints or shortages of qualified personnel, contribute significantly to stress and several nurses felt that it can lead to burnout, and compromised patient care. Nurses face emotional demands: dealing with patients who are in pain, experiencing trauma, or facing life-threatening conditions can take a toll on nurses emotionally. Nurses are expected to have a huge amount of compassion, but the constant exposure to suffering and trauma can lead to emotional exhaustion.

         Some nurses felt that within the NHS there is a lack of, or limited access to essential resources, such as medical equipment, medications, or proper training, and several 7cited the burden of administrative tasks that take time away from patient care. It seems that excessive paperwork, charting requirements, and bureaucratic processes can contribute to stress and frustration. Ineffective communication, both within the healthcare team and with patients, also creates misunderstandings and contributes to workplace stress.

         Nurses also told us that in recent years they face ethical dilemmas that create moral distress. Balancing patient autonomy, family expectations, and institutional policies can be challenging, leading to internal conflict and stress. It is of course, the nature of the job, but shift work and irregular schedules, night shifts, etc. causes disruption to circadian rhythms and the challenge of balancing work and personal life can contribute to stress.

         We were surprised to find that nurses, despite their crucial role in patient care, may sometimes feel undervalued and unappreciated. Lack of acknowledgment for their hard work can contribute to feelings of stress and burnout.

         Former nurse, and author Ann Girling, documents her stress and burnout as a nurse, her depression, baby loss and grief journey, in her book Journey to Chocolate. Ann talks of exhaustion, anger, having a short fuse, smoking, drinking alcohol, and overwhelm at work. Ann says: 8
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