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Introduction

Being a nurse can be rewarding, thrilling, and fulfilling—but it can also be exhausting. That’s why you need to make time to take care of yourself just like you take care of your many patients.

So, why does it often feel difficult to muster up the energy and motivation to make this happen? Maybe you are busy with children or other family members to care for. Perhaps you feel guilt over prioritizing yourself, or you assume self-care would involve spending money you can’t spare right now. Maybe you find it hard to switch gears from caring for others to caring for yourself.

As a nurse, you are asked to leave yourself at the door, put a smile on your face every day, and prepare to put your patients’ needs first. You happily do this for hours at a time, and this is what makes it such a special profession. But you probably also tend to abandon your own self-care needs as you attentively focus on the well-being of patients and loved ones. It’s time to start making you a priority.

That’s where Self-Care for Nurses comes in! Throughout this book, you will learn how to sustain your physical, emotional, and mental health as a nurse, while also maintaining the practical aspects of daily life, keeping up with your social life, and developing a fulfilling professional career. You’ll find over one hundred self-care activities to help you enjoy your life’s meaningful work while also maintaining a balanced lifestyle once your shift is over. Here are just some of the activities in this book:


	Use a gratitude journal to boost your mood and build a positive mindset.

	Exercise your mental muscles by learning something new, unrelated to nursing.

	Nourish your body by planning healthy work snacks in advance.

	Avoid professional burnout by learning how to say no to unwanted overtime.

	Revel in time with friends by hosting a game night.

	Do away with clutter that is causing you more stress.

	And more!



Prioritizing your own needs can be one of the keys to a successful and joyful nursing career. So, grab your favorite cup of brew, get cozy, and turn the page to experience rejuvenating self-care!






CHAPTER ONE Emotional Self-Care





We all have emotional needs that require nurturing. We need to be able to feel our feelings—both positive and challenging—and process them in a healthy way.

Nurses regularly open themselves up to be able to respond emotionally to their patients’ issues, concerns, and struggles. Whether it’s sharing the low of receiving a difficult diagnosis or the high of a treatment that worked as planned, emotional moments happen frequently during your days at work. But when you are constantly involved in other people’s feelings, it can be challenging to switch gears and put your own emotions first sometimes. Prioritizing your emotional needs involves taking the time to feel positive emotions and learning how to deal with the negative ones. In this chapter you will learn how to make sure you’re tending to your own emotional needs.

Some of the activities in this chapter will allow you to learn more about yourself and explore feelings you didn’t know were lingering. These simple practices are meant to be repeated as often as needed and carried on long term in your nursing career and everyday life. A few emotional self-care ideas you will find in this chapter are sending yourself flowers, making a nostalgic meal, creating a playlist for various moods, creating a gratitude journal, and practicing self-forgiveness. Performing emotional self-care might feel unfamiliar at first, but it is a transformative experience that will leave you feeling happier and more fulfilled as a caretaker for others.




WRITE A LIST OF YOUR ACCOMPLISHMENTS

It’s all too easy to let your busy day-to-day life consume you, making you forget all of the great things you have done in the past…and how much you have grown. Sometimes all you need is a quick reminder by writing them down in a list. This emotional self-care activity can help restore happiness, boost your confidence, and build a sense of pride in all you’ve accomplished.

The idea is as simple as it sounds: Write down a list of personal accomplishments you’ve made over the past five years. Some examples of things you might want to include on this list are passing a difficult exam, graduating nursing school, getting an award at work, staying healthy, learning a new skill, taking on new responsibilities, or even finding time for a weekend getaway with your family. No accomplishment is too small!

Once you’ve made your list, try to review and update it periodically. That might mean once a week or once every few months—whatever works for you.

The beauty of this activity is that it celebrates your wins and reminds you how amazing you are. This method of self-love can also motivate you to reach future goals. After all, if you achieved something difficult once, you can absolutely do it again!






CREATE A GRATITUDE JOURNAL

Nurses have so much to be thankful for, but you might not always recognize it. Learning how to cultivate more gratitude in your life is a very powerful way of creating a happier, healthier, and more emotionally balanced you! Practicing gratitude is about reflecting on things you deeply appreciate, big or small.

As a nurse, you might find yourself focusing on negative outcomes since you see them regularly during your work hours. The constant scanning of your environment, looking for the next obstacle or problem, can quickly have you defaulting to negative thinking and a focus on what’s lacking. Writing in a gratitude journal will help you turn your attention to the positives, the upside, and the solutions.

Writing in a gratitude journal can be as simple or as complex as you want to make it. Here’s how to do it:


	
1. Decide where and how you want to write. You might choose a simple notebook or a decorative journal, an app on your phone, or your laptop.

	
2. Choose a time that works best for you. Whatever time feels right to you is the best time, whether it’s first thing in the morning, once a week, after a shift, or whenever you choose.

	
3. Get writing. Set aside ten to twenty minutes to document one thing you are grateful for, followed by five reasons why. Some obvious areas to focus on are your family, health, friends, career, or home. But try being more specific, like feeling grateful for the specific way your pet greets you after a long day at work.



Your gratitude journal can help you find perspective and develop a deep sense of what it is like to be thankful for even the smallest things around you. Challenge yourself to be grateful even on your most difficult days. Creating a habit of acknowledging your gratitude will encourage you to recognize and appreciate all your many blessings as you deal with the emotional ups and downs of nursing.






LISTEN TO AN AUDIOBOOK BEFORE BED

Nurses depend on good-quality sleep to perform optimally at work. You must walk in with sharp focus, quick memory recall, and a lot of physical energy. You have no time to feel tired and drained, right?

Unfortunately, like many other people, you might have trouble falling asleep sometimes, even though you’re exhausted. Whether you’re thinking about the shift you just had or your to-do list for tomorrow, a busy mind can hinder sleep. Both your emotional and physical health can suffer tremendously with lack of sleep, which will only make everyday stressors seem that much more difficult.

One of the most effective tools for getting a good night’s sleep is to develop a calming nighttime routine. Reading is an excellent way to relax, but if you find yourself too tired to even hold a book open, try listening to an audiobook instead. You can choose short stories or meditations from mobile apps like Calm and Headspace that are easily accessible and meant to lull you to sleep. Or opt to listen to an audiobook from your favorite author. Look for a book that is not scary or too thrilling and is narrated by a tranquil voice. This will help you focus on the narrator and allow your own thoughts to fade away.

Drifting off to dreamland with the help of a recorded story may be the ticket to waking up feeling fresh and emotionally restored the next morning.






WATCH A COMEDY SPECIAL

They say laughter is the best medicine, right? We’ve all experienced how laughing and humor are beneficial for your emotional and mental health. Laughter can alter the neurotransmitters in the brain, dopamine and serotonin, consequently improving your mood. Plus, laughing can boost immunity, lower stress hormones, decrease pain, relax your muscles, ease anxiety and tension, and aid in preventing cardiovascular disease. Talk about an amazing emotional self-care technique!

Have you ever finished watching a funny video or meme with a colleague on your lunch break, and then suddenly realize that you can’t remember what you were stressing over a few minutes ago? Nurses often use humor as a coping mechanism because it’s a quick and easy way to improve your emotional well-being. Watching comedy specials regularly is a great way to keep humor in your day-to-day life.

Finding a comedian that matches your sense of humor is simply a matter of trial and error. You could start by watching short video clips online, then narrow it down to a few comedians that catch your interest. After you’ve chosen one that suits your style, check out one of their comedy specials, which can be up to ninety minutes long. If you don’t have that much time, it’s okay—just watch a few jokes and then pause and return to the special later. The bottom line is that incorporating laughter into your evening can help you return to joy if you’ve had a difficult day at work.






DO A FIVE-MINUTE MEDITATION BEFORE YOUR SHIFT

Heading into a long shift can feel daunting. Your emotions could range from excited to fearful to motivated. Your heart is palpitating and your mind is racing with anticipation. You are thinking of what events could possibly come to pass over the next several hours. You are not alone in this; all nurses experience pre-shift jitters.

Meditation is a powerful tool to help you manage stressful moments just like this. Meditating doesn’t have to be done cross-legged on a peaceful mountain—you can try simple meditations like this one almost anytime, anywhere. Taking a few moments to center yourself and breathe slowly will help you prepare emotionally for anything your day has to offer. This five-minute meditation is quick and effective, and can be done in your car once you’ve arrived at work or on the train or bus as you head to work. So, let’s get started.


	Safety comes first! If you have driven to work, put the car in park, lock your doors, and be aware of your surroundings. If you are taking public transportation, make sure your belongings are secure, your eyes are open, and you are able to hear what is happening around you.

	Get yourself in a comfortable position with both feet on the ground and your palms resting on your lap.

	
Set an alarm for five minutes.

	Turn off any distracting entertainment like music or podcasts. That said, if there is too much noise around you, find soothing meditation or spa music (without lyrics) that you can listen to. You can use headphones if that feels comfortable to you.

	Close your eyes and inhale deeply.

	Feel the breath in your belly, and then feel it move up into your ribs, then your chest, and finally up to the crown of your head.

	Gently hold your breath for five seconds.

	Slowly reverse this process on the exhale for another count of five.

	As you breathe and hold, try to clear your mind. Rather than trying to “think of nothing,” focus instead on being present in the moment and counting your breaths. If a negative thought comes to mind, acknowledge it and let it go, then return to the here and now.

	Continue this process for five minutes. When your alarm sounds, open your eyes. Enjoy your more relaxed and emotionally prepared mindset.



One of the most valuable benefits of practicing regular meditation is that it can build resilience over time—but it also has the capability of relieving anxiety in minutes, as shown in this activity. Try it before your next shift!






MAKE A NOSTALGIC MEAL

Nostalgia can provide comforting, reassuring emotions when you need them most. As a nurse, you might see the effects of nostalgia firsthand when a patient shares a special memory or story from their past. Their smile can easily turn into a giggle that develops into a full belly laugh. How amazing is that to witness?

You can evoke that same pleasant feeling by making a delicious recipe that reminds you of a happy memory. Whether it’s a warm soup your grandparent made to warm you on cold days or a unique dessert your family served to celebrate special events, whipping up a dish that you associate with good times can help you recapture those happy memories. Since you’re already probably overworked, you might not want to take on anything too difficult—the simpler and faster, the better.

As you savor the dish, try to connect with each of your five senses. Let the flavors, aromas, and textures take you back to that happy time and infuse you with those joyful emotions you shared with people you love.






SEND YOURSELF FLOWERS

Don’t you love the feeling of walking into a patient’s room and seeing fresh flowers at the bedside? Or coming home to a beautiful bouquet on your dining room table?

There’s something special about fresh flowers’ ability to lift your mood. Research has shown that keeping fresh flowers indoors may help with concentration and memory because the extra oxygen they provide fills up your living space and boosts your brain cells. Floral scents can also play a role in combatting the blues and lowering stress. Soothing scents like the ones from the flowers of lavender, chamomile, and jasmine are a few examples of calming aromatherapy.

You don’t need to wait for a partner or loved one to send you flowers, though. Take the initiative and choose some yourself! You worked hard all week, keeping all of your patients safe, and now you want to remind yourself of how special and deserving you are.

You can hop online and get a bouquet delivered, visit a florist, or shop at your local grocery store and get creative building a bouquet of your own. The most important part of this activity is to do it with intention. Choose your favorite colors and soothing scents so the display is sure to brighten your spirits.

Don’t forget to write yourself a lovely note to go along with it…from you to you, celebrating all of your hard work and dedication!






ACKNOWLEDGE TRAUMATIC EXPERIENCES

Too often nurses work shifts that traumatize us emotionally, mentally, and physically. But how often do you go home and digest what actually happened?

It is easy as a nurse to fall into the habit of compartmentalizing while at work—but you may never actually process your feelings later. You constantly deal with stressors and trauma, but may brush it off as “this is just what I do.” And in some senses, that’s true—in order to effectively perform in any emergency situation, you need to master your parasympathetic nervous system and focus on what needs to be done in that moment.

After your shift, however, it’s important to allow yourself to process your emotions in a healthy way. You are still human after all, and at the end of the day, what happens to you at work becomes a part of your life experience and will ultimately affect you as a whole.

Acknowledging your emotions may feel uncomfortable at first, but it’s worth practicing. Here are two relatively easy ways to allow yourself to feel your feelings:


	
1. Decompress before you arrive at home. If you know your house is chaotic and will require lots of energy as soon as you walk in, take five minutes to sit in your driveway (or park down the street) to digest your day. Use this time to think about the events that took place during your shift, take note of the emotions that are coming up, and remind yourself that it is okay for you to feel this way. Take a few deep breaths and then make your way inside.

	
2. Write down your feelings. Once you are in a comfortable space after your shift, write down what actually happened and ask yourself: How am I feeling? Why do I feel this way? Could I have done anything differently to change the situation? After the questions are answered and you have acknowledged your shift, thank yourself for opening up and then feel free to let the emotions go and move on with your evening.



This activity helps you carve out space and time to face difficult feelings head-on so you can free yourself from them.






GET OUT IN NATURAL SUNLIGHT

When you’re regularly working inside a hospital, office, school, or operating room for long hours, you can easily miss the chance to enjoy sunlight. You may even go into work before sunrise and leave work in the same darkness. Unfortunately, if you often miss out on sunlight, your emotional health is likely to suffer a bit.

Safe sun exposure has many mood-lifting and health benefits. For example, exposure to sunlight triggers production of serotonin in your brain, which is associated with mood-boosting and calming qualities. Safe amounts of sunlight also improve vitamin D production in your skin, which can ultimately build stronger bones, aid in preventing certain cancers, help heal some skin conditions, and improve immunity.

The good news is that you only need a few minutes here and there to grab some safe sun exposure. For example, you could take a ten- to fifteen-minute break outside in the sun, enjoy your lunch break outside, go for a quick walk with a coworker, or drink some of your morning coffee outside. You can also open up all the shades and blinds in your home and eat a picnic outside on your off days. Though you can’t get vitamin D through the window, just being in the presence of the natural light can improve your mood.

Try to find those snippets of time during your workday to spend a few minutes basking in natural light. You will be surprised at how it can impact how you think, look, and feel!






COLOR IN A COLORING BOOK

That’s right—coloring books aren’t just for children anymore! There is no doubt that you live in a go, go, go state at work. Long shifts can leave you emotionally drained and without the energy to do much when you get home. Instead of plopping in front of a mindless TV show, consider coloring for a few minutes.

Coloring has many benefits that are important to nurses’ emotional well-being. Coloring can help you slow down your thoughts and focus on the present moment—a practice known as mindfulness. Taking twenty minutes a week to color can induce a Zen-like state similar to what you’d accomplish with traditional meditation! Drawing and coloring also have the ability to relax the amygdala, the part of your brain that controls fear. Who knows fear and worrying better than nurses? After all, you are constantly anticipating the next diagnosis, intervention, admission, or task. Concentrating on coloring positive images can also help you get rid of negative thoughts.

No matter what your interests, you can find a coloring book that is perfect for you. Whether it’s images of vintage flora, inspirational quotes with fun lettering, or geometric patterns, choose something that speaks to you. Grab some colored pencils, markers, or high-quality crayons, find a quiet spot, play relaxing music, and bring joy to your page. Let your inner child run free and start coloring without judgment!






CHALLENGE YOUR NEGATIVE THOUGHTS

Most people spend an enormous amount of time “inside their mind,” especially nurses. Of course, a big chunk of your day involves thinking: thinking about your patient’s diagnosis, what their medications are used for, how you will complete all of your tasks in a timely manner, and what family members you need to update. Even on your best and brightest days, your mind gets flooded with a mixture of your own commentaries.

Amidst this running narrative, negative thoughts can easily dominate. Maybe you’re worrying about the future, replaying something that happened in your past, doubting yourself, or concerned about a patient or family member. While these worries might feel valid in the moment, too many negative thoughts can have a detrimental impact on your emotional health.

The key is to know which negative thoughts aren’t worth your energy. The method of dealing with negative thoughts described here will help you learn to notice your negative thoughts, analyze whether they are actually as bad as you think, and replace them with truthful ones. Essentially, you are going to take five or ten minutes to challenge the legitimacy of your negative thoughts.

Start by drawing three big boxes on a piece of paper labeled My Negative Thought, My Evidence, and My Conclusion. In the first box, write down the negative thought that has been disturbing you. In the second box, list all of the evidence you have in your life to prove that this thought is true and real. In the last box, come to your conclusion, using your evidence, to credit or discredit the negative thought. For example, a negative thought can be “I am never going to get into the Nurse Practitioner program at my preferred school.” The evidence you have to make this statement true would have to be a rejection letter from the program. If you don’t have this evidence, your conclusion would be that this statement is false and based on fear. Therefore, part of your conclusion will be to turn the negative statement to “I have worked hard to be the best candidate I can be; if I don’t get in, it doesn’t mean that I am a bad nurse or that I am not going to get in at a later time.” Arriving at your conclusion requires you to find evidence that proves the negative thought true. Take some time to reflect on the evidence that refers specifically to the thought.

What you’ll likely realize is that most of your negative thoughts are not based on facts, but instead originate from fear and imagination. This step-by-step process will ultimately help you reframe your mind so that recurrent negative thoughts that aren’t true don’t use up your precious emotional energy.
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