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As a nursing student, you’re taught to face a variety of challenges while 
caring for your patients. Even though studies show—and you’re often 
taught—that caring for yourself is vital to your health and career success, 
your personal well-being is often the last thing you consider in your hectic 
student or new-nurse life. 

Self-Care for New and Student Nurses presents techniques to prepare you 
for stressors present now and those to come. No matter where you are in 
your nursing career, this book offers you multiple ways to prioritize your 
own mental, physical, and emotional health. Authors Dorrie K. Fontaine, 
Tim Cunningham, and Natalie May have enlisted a group of strong  
contributors, whose valuable tips and exercises will guide you to:

• Spot the stressors that lead to burnout
• Prioritize sleep, exercise, and nutrition
• Build your own toolkit of self-care practices
• Develop a resilient mindset
• Establish boundaries
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In a profession marked by burnout, 
high attrition rates, empathy  
fatigue, and moral distress,  
self-care is simply imperative. 

“The authors provide a 360-degree view of self-care for  
student nurses that is also highly relevant and engaging for 
nursing faculty and clinical preceptors. A guide that readers  
can turn to repeatedly for renewed insights and inspiration.”
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Foreword
You’ve decided to be a nurse. Perhaps you’re pursuing your life’s dream or an in-
tentional career change. As you start your chosen career, you’ll find there are some 
aspects of nursing that you won’t fully appreciate until you have lived the experi-
ence. This begins as a student when you comprehend the immense responsibility 
you have for another human being’s welfare and witness their cheerful moments as 
well as their pain, suffering, and grief. You accept the challenges as a learner who 
must build self-confidence, think critically, learn to trust instincts, act decisively, 
be able to work under pressure, and somehow power through long hours meeting 
multiple demands on your time. 

Nurses are welcomed into a person’s most intimate moments in life—when sick 
and vulnerable, when celebrating new life or restoration of quality of life, or when 
recovering from the brink of death. The work that nurses and other healthcare 
clinicians do across the continuum of joy to heartache is emotional labor, and it 
affects their well-being. 

Nursing is stressful. Of the more than 10,000 nurses who responded to the Ameri-
can Nurses Association’s Healthy Nurse, Healthy Nation Health Risk Appraisal in 
2016, 82% said they are at a “significant level of risk for workplace stress,” which 
is twice the average for the public (ANA, 2017). The survey also assesses work 
environment, physical activity, nutrition, quality of life, and safety—all important 
aspects of being a healthy nurse. Stress compels our body to respond to changes 
in its normal balanced state, leading to either manageable stress or negative and 
overwhelming distress. Stress activates our central nervous system to warn us in 
response to a threat. The body moves from an initial state of alarm to one of resis-
tance, and then it tries to adapt to the stressor. If our bodies cannot adapt and our 
resources become depleted, we reach a state of collapse. Emotional exhaustion then 
gives way to emotional depletion, depersonalization, and depression—all drivers of 
burnout. 

In 2019, the World Health Organization (Woo et al., 2020) elaborated on the 
occupational phenomenon of burnout, describing its three dimensions as “feelings 
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of energy depletion or exhaustion; increased mental distance from one’s job, or 
feelings of negativism or cynicism related to one’s job; and reduced professional 
efficacy.” Nurses gave voice to the term “burnout” decades ago. More recently, 
burnout has been associated with compassion fatigue, stress injury, moral distress 
and moral injury, perceptions of powerlessness, and dissatisfaction with the work 
environment, which transcend the excessive emotional and spiritual demands 
placed on nurses.

A systematic review of 113 studies with more than 45,000 nurse subjects across 
49 countries revealed that burnout affects greater than 11% of the global nurse 
workforce, with the highest prevalence among critical care nurses (Woo et al., 
2020). Numerous other country-level studies report burnout rates of 30% to 45%. 
Although many nurses may escape large doses of sustained periods of stress, one 
glaring exception is the intense situations of caring for COVID-19 patients and the 
deleterious effects on mental health for those clinicians who for weeks faced their 
own mortality, confronted unprecedented rates of death, served as surrogate family 
to dying patients, and endured daily moral adversity. The emotional and physical 
exhaustion rarely seen outside time-limited disasters or in conflict zones laid bare 
the consequences associated with intense human caring, social isolation, and inabil-
ity to fulfill one’s duty to care. Additionally, nurses and other clinicians were treated 
as pariahs and potential COVID spreaders rather than as self-sacrificing profession-
als who risked their own safety and that of their families to care for COVID pa-
tients. No amount of personal courage alone could resist the unprecedented stress 
and emotional turmoil felt across the front lines in such a crisis.

Nurses are not new to adversity in the workplace. Some comes with the territory— 
feeling vulnerable when there’s a bad outcome despite all best efforts when some-
one dies, or when an ethical dilemma causes moral distress. Discrimination on the 
basis of gender, gender identity, race, religion, and ethnicity has, for years, present-
ed challenges for nurses to be treated with respect. They have had to overcome 
harassment and stereotyping to be seen as well-educated and intelligent clinicians 
serving the public regardless of circumstances. These conditions call for self-care as 
survival. 
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The National Academy of Medicine (NAM) acknowledged the growing epidemic 
of burnout among health professionals, students, and trainees and took the lead 
to reverse the trends in clinician burnout through its Action Collaborative on 
Clinician Well-Being and Resilience. The Collaborative recognized that promoting 
clinician well-being is essential for safe, high-quality patient care and posited that 
the absence of well-being could lead to dire consequences such as increased medical 
errors and clinician suicide. NAM also conducted an influential consensus study 
that recommended systems approaches to improving clinical work and learning 
environments as well as imperatives for preventing burnout and promoting profes-
sional well-being.

You may be wondering how to deal with all this and create a personal force field 
that protects against burnout. Practice self-compassion and be kind to yourself? 
Boost your resilience? Be an activist for a supportive work environment? Sounds 
like a lot of work! First consider this advice I’ve given to many nurses throughout 
my career: No one else will ever look out for your personal welfare as well as you 
will look out for yourself. No matter the issue, we need to be good to ourselves. 
This derives from the ANA Code of Ethics for Nurses with Interpretive Statements 
(American Nurses Association, 2015) that states, “The nurse owes the same duties 
to self as others, including the responsibility to promote health and safety…” By 
nature, we care for others—family, friends, and strangers. We learn to care for 
patients and are just now learning the importance of caring for ourselves. 

The good news is that you are not alone. Your organization’s leaders have a shared 
responsibility to provide a supportive workplace with everything from appropriate 
staffing; a safe, satisfying, and inclusive environment; a sense of community; brave 
spaces that are free from discrimination, violence, harassment, and bullying; and a 
variety of opportunities to enhance resilience. It shouldn’t be a solo journey. 

This book’s editors have decades of experience crafting positive environments that 
focus on the well-being of nurses as students and clinicians. With a commitment to 
excellent patient care and quality education, Dean Emeritus Dorrie  
Fontaine founded the Compassionate Care Initiative at the University of  
Virginia School of Nursing. She has decades of experience building healthy work 
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environments in clinical and academic settings with a focus on human flourishing. 
Research professor Natalie May has helped countless clinicians and students devel-
op resilience using appreciative practices. Her work has explored the role of adver-
sity in fostering wisdom, particularly when clinicians experience a harmful error. 
Tim Cunningham is a clinical nurse leader with a doctorate in public health. Now 
a vice president for nursing professional practice and innovation, he uses his prior 
work with Clowns Without Borders to bring humanistic compassion into everyday 
clinical work. Their messages of self-care and resilience instill a focus on positive 
and restorative practices for daily living, one they believe is essential and achievable 
for all.

In the pages that follow, these and other experts will answer your questions, guide 
you, and help you prepare for the exciting work to come. The editors have created 
a scholarly yet practical guide that demonstrates the importance of self-care in ad-
dressing the current state of stress and burnout in nursing. In twenty-three chapters 
written by nurses, researchers, teachers, and other frontline healthcare workers, 
they have crafted a must-read book for every nursing student and early career 
clinician who aspires to not only provide excellent and compassionate patient care, 
but have a meaningful, purposeful life. The writers present both the realities of the 
workplace as well as concrete steps to develop your own personal resilience, or your 
“force field.” Throughout the book, self-care and resilience research is enriched by 
compelling stories and vignettes, shared generously by working nurses. I cannot 
think of anything more valuable than reading the wisdom of these clinicians— 
nurses who have succeeded in establishing self-care practices amid busy clinical 
work, many during times of crisis and upheaval. 

This book adds to the self-care literature in many ways, not in a superficial manner, 
but by delving deeply into both the art and the science of what works. The experts 
highlighted in this book explore self-care and resilience from many perspectives, 
often in fresh, new ways. Topics include appreciative practices, developing your re-
silience skills, narrative and contemplative practices such as T’ai Chi, and caring for 
your physical as well as mental health. There is particular attention given to nurses 
and student nurses who face an additional layer of stress and threat to their well- 
being: our LGBTQIA+, underrepresented, and international nurses. The authors 
address the challenges new graduates face as they transition to practice, and once in 
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a clinical setting, the skills they will need to maintain their compassion and vitality. 
This book has unique value because it does not ignore the role that institutions, 
work environments, and the broader culture play in the well-being of our nurses.

Finally, this work goes further than many others, recognizing that new nurses can, 
and should, see themselves as advocates for their patients and as formal and infor-
mal leaders within their work environments. As I think about the future of health-
care, I appreciate that they have acknowledged the importance of empowering you, 
our future nurse leaders. 

As you turn the pages of this book, you will see that the authors care deeply for 
you, the reader, and your well-being. Their compassion and wisdom are revealed 
throughout. Please take that to heart and know that there is an entire nursing pro-
fession in your cheering section, wishing you great success and happiness.

–Pamela F Cipriano
Dean and Sadie Heath Cabaniss Professor, University of Virginia School of Nursing 

Past President, American Nurses Association 
Steering Committee Member, NAM Collaborative on  

Clinician Well-Being and Resilience
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Introduction
“I have met myself and I am going to care for her fiercely.” 

–Glennon Doyle

Self-care. Well-being. Resilience. Happiness. Self-compassion. 

These are among today’s self-help buzzwords. There are countless books, articles, 
and podcasts on these topics, and many of them are essential resources for anyone 
seeking solid footing in the world today. Self-care remains an imperative for nurses 
and other healthcare professionals as burnout, high attrition rates, emotional 
fatigue, and moral distress loom large over us. The people who so compassionately 
care for others are in dire need of care themselves.

This book, we hope, will be valuable specifically to the student nurse and early 
career nurse. No matter where you are in your nursing trajectory, we hope that 
keeping your mind and body safe and strong is a high priority for you. We hope 
that is why you picked up this book. You understand that the knowledge and skills 
you learn in school are important, but they are not all it takes to be an extraordi-
nary nurse. You understand that your work will be challenging and that caring for 
yourself will help you care for others.

Self-care practices are important because we need you. 

We need all the gifts that you bring to the nursing profession. Your future patients 
need you. Your future colleagues need you. We need you to become the best nurse 
you can possibly be so that you can support other young nurses as they, too, enter 
this profession. Nursing will afford you daily interactions that will change the lives 
of your patients, strengthen the resolve of your colleagues, and ripple beyond your 
immediate circle to surprising places. The gifts that you bring are beyond measure.

Imagine for a moment a patient who is a young mother. Perhaps she is facing her 
health challenges while trying to be strong for her children and partner. The kind-
ness, wisdom, and support that you bring to your interactions with her will have a 
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downstream impact on her children and family. Even her children’s children. Think 
about yourself or your nursing school peers who, when asked why they wanted to 
become a nurse, tell a story about growing up and seeing a nurse who cared for 
them or a loved one during a health crisis. So many nurses are nurses because they 
experienced the compassion of someone like you when they were in need. These 
nurses’ compassion may have started you on your own journey to nursing, even 
though they may never know the impact they had on you. That is one of the super-
powers of nursing: the impact you have on others. You will matter in ways big and 
small, in ways that the universe may never even be able to reveal to you.

But here is the hard, honest truth: While you have chosen one of the most noble 
professions, you have also chosen one of the most difficult. In your career, you will 
face challenges big and small, whether it is a problematic coworker, the death of a 
favorite patient, or a global pandemic. You will have bad days or weeks when you 
ask yourself why you didn’t choose a less demanding path in life. You will expe-
rience exhaustion, frustration, and grief. You will balance not only your nursing 
responsibilities, but your commitments to your family and community. But as you 
question your life choices and wonder how you can take one more step forward, 
that voice inside you will whisper, “You are a nurse.” 

Our goal in writing this book is that you never have to betray that voice. No 
matter what comes your way, you will have the strength, skills, and resilience to 
keep moving forward. But let us be clear: We do not want you to move forward 
at the expense of yourself or your well-being. We want you to move forward with 
wisdom and clarity of purpose by using every resource you can muster. We hope 
that what is contained in this book will become a valuable resource throughout the 
early years of your career, and even beyond.

We welcome you on this journey, and we hope you welcome the opportunity to 
explore the concept of self-care, what it means, what works best for you, and how 
it can help you flourish in good times and help you grow in difficult ones. We are 
especially grateful and humbled that we can do it with you.
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Self-Care May Not Be What You Think
What comes to mind when you hear the words “self-care”? Does the idea of caring 
for yourself sound selfish? Do you think of a good night’s sleep, a meal that in-
cludes a vegetable, or a workout at the gym? Is self-care something you’ll do later, 
when you’re in the throes of a stressful nursing job?

Let’s examine these common assumptions about self-care.

The concept of self-care has all too often been considered selfish care. As a profes-
sion, nurses are recognized for their empathy, compassion, and—to a fault—giving 
so much of themselves to their patients that many suffer exhaustion, moral distress, 
and burnout. Some people even call this pathological altruism—caring so much 
for others that you, yourself become mentally or physically ill (Halifax, 2018; 
Oakley et al., 2011). These mental afflictions are all too real in the nursing pro-
fession. Early career nurses are especially vulnerable. Thirty-three percent of new 
registered nurses look for a new job within the first year of practice (Lucian Leape 
Institute, 2013), and they generally aren’t leaving because the job wasn’t satisfying 
or rewarding. Studies show that feeling burned out leads to concurrent feelings of 
depression and a desire to leave the profession (Rudman & Gustavsson, 2011). 
Not surprisingly, nurse burnout results in lower job performance and quality of pa-
tient care (Dall’Ora et al., 2020). In this same review study (Dall’Ora et al., 2020), 
the authors found that higher nurse burnout is linked to worse patient safety and 
increased errors and adverse events. A national study linked nurses’ physical and 
mental health to medical errors; nurses who were mentally and physically healthy 
were less likely to make medical errors than nurses with worse health (Melnyk et 
al., 2018). Nurses are also more likely than the general population to die by suicide 
(Davidson et al., 2020). We believe it is an easy argument to make: Self-care is far 
from selfish. Healthy nurses, both physically and mentally, lead to healthier pa-
tients. 

Let us underscore the importance of self-care as we move on to nurses’ physical 
health. Ironically, nurses do a terrific job of teaching their patients about self-care, 
but they don’t do as well regarding their own health (Ross et al., 2017). Regis-
tered nurses have poorer lifestyle behaviors, a higher prevalence of depression, and 
poorer health than physicians and the general population (Blake & Chambers, 
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2012; Priano et al., 2018). Further, nurses who work night and evening shifts have 
increased all-cause mortality as well as increased mortality from cardiovascular 
disease, diabetes, Alzheimer’s disease, and dementia (Jørgensen et al., 2017; Vetter 
et al., 2016).

Your physical health is vitally important. Period. Your overall strength and resil-
ience will depend on the strength and resilience of your body. We will explore some 
aspects of physical health in this book—namely, sleep, exercise, and nutrition—but 
our primary focus will be on your mind and your thinking. Our reasoning is this: 
Many excellent resources exist to keep you healthy and strong. There is little we 
can add to that body of work. However, there is no comprehensive resource spe-
cifically addressing the self-care needs of the student and early-career nurse. Your 
work as a nurse will be as challenging as it is important, and we hope that after 
reading this book, you will fully grasp the potential power of your mind to keep 
you safe, resilient, and well. 

Another assumption about self-care is that it’s something you can simply wait to 
do once you’re a practicing nurse. This notion has arisen alongside the increase in 
well-being, stress management, and resilience programs that are offered in many 
health systems today. The 12-week Stress Management and Resilience Training 
(SMART) program is a well-studied worksite program to help healthcare workers 
make choices that foster well-being (Berkland et al., 2017). Many of the activities 
included in the SMART program (and others) reflect some that are included in this 
book because they have demonstrated effectiveness, and the activities are easily ac-
cessible to almost everyone. Some of these activities include gratitude, mindfulness, 
narrative reflection, spirituality, and more. 

We hope to convince you that waiting until you’re in the middle of a crisis is too 
late, that there is no better time to begin a self-care practice than right now. Begin 
to strengthen your resilience and well-being muscles now while you are a student. 
Start today to notice how your mind and body feel at any given moment. Notice 
how things change at the introduction of a stressor. Once you have noticed these 
shifts in your well-being, only then can you begin to intentionally explore the best 
practices that work for you to help you regain solid footing. It will take practice, 
but we are excited to imagine you with a well-honed self-care practice that will 
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kick into high gear when you are facing the challenges of nursing. Think of this 
time as your runway, and imagine yourself soaring in flight, into your nursing ca-
reer. A plane cannot take off without a runway, and a healthy nurse needs the time 
and reflection required to develop a self-care practice to prepare for liftoff.

There is one more assumption, or misconception, that we need to address. Unfor-
tunately, the concept of self-care has been tainted by healthcare systems abuses 
themselves. Research consistently demonstrates that an unhealthy work environ-
ment is strongly linked to burnout and nurse dissatisfaction (Aiken et al., 2012; 
Casalicchio et al., 2017; Dall’Ora et al., 2020). Organizations that offer mindful-
ness classes but don’t address staffing shortages or equipment failures cannot be let 
off the hook. Self-care as it has often been presented, as a workshop or a pamphlet, 
is not a panacea for the well-being of our nurses, physicians, and others who care 
for patients (Cunningham, 2020). We have been pleased to see calls for systemic 
approaches to clinician well-being in recent years (National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering, and Medicine, 2019).

We hope, of course, that you will come to see yourself as part of the solution, and 
you will contribute to much-needed changes in our society and health systems. We 
hope that you will use your voice and your experience to advocate for yourself and 
others when you see systemic injustice at any level. But the burden is not all on 
you. Much of what you will read in this text stems from the work of psychologists 
and positive psychology researchers, and we caution you (and ourselves) “not to 
be complicit in the move to interiorize well-being” (Prilleltensky, 2020). As Davis 
(2015, pp. 5–6 ) wrote in his book The Happiness Industry, “The risk is that this 
science ends up blaming—and medicating—individuals for their own misery and 
ignores the context that has contributed to it.” Davis’s words can be applied to 
any organization or method that says, “You, not we, are responsible for your own 
well-being.” 

To begin, we would like to push back on these all too common assumptions. In-
stead, we propose that:

• Self-care is not selfish.

• Nurses don’t flourish simply by fostering the well-being of others.
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• Self-care is about the mind as much as it is about the body.

• Self-care is a lifelong practice, and it is best to practice on the safety of the
runway, rather than in mid-air.

• Individual self-care practices do not let organizations off the hook.

What Is Self-Care?
A standard definition of self-care is elusive in part because of the breadth of the 
topic and the individual nature of self-care practices. As you will see in this book, 
one size definitely does not fit all. Practices that have been taught in nursing 
schools include but are not limited to feng shui; T’ai Chi and other martial arts; 
music, art and pet therapy; Reiki and healing touch; drum circles; aromatherapy; 
mindfulness and guided meditation; hypnotherapy; and yoga (Blum, 2014). Nurs-
ing researchers Pam Ashcraft and Susan Gatto (2018, p. 140) offer that self-care 
“can be described as deliberate decisions made and actions taken by individuals to 
address their own health and well-being.” We appreciate their emphasis on “de-
liberate decisions” and the recognition that we are all empowered to manage our 
behaviors and resulting health and well-being. This is an excellent starting point.

The idea of our own empowerment resonates with us, as well as several other 
authors in this book. Self-care generates the energy and wisdom that you will draw 
upon when the going gets rough. Self-care is a collection of personally and cultur-
ally appropriate practices that provide nurses with skills to be with their stress, 
to experience growth during difficult times, and to provide compassionate care 
always. Self-care takes time, effort, and reflection. Self-care is a conscious decision 
to be aware of your thoughts and feelings and to be curious about them. Self-care 
is gentle and self-compassionate. It follows then that self-care is not judgmental or 
harsh. It’s not a failed diet or New Year’s resolution—we should never feel guilt or 
shame for struggling periodically or even frequently. 

We have found that the diversity of self-care definitions mirrors the diversity of our 
nursing workforce—there are countless meaningful and critical self-care practices. 
We would be remiss to say there is only one definition that is “right,” that there 
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is only one correct way to do self-care. Use this book and every resource at your 
disposal to find the practices that resonate with you, that make your heart leap a 
bit and cause you to think, “Yes, that sounds like a good fit for me.” Your self-care 
practice should complement—even enhance—who you are and what you’re already 
doing. Your self-care practice will evolve as you grow and as your life circumstances 
change. With this book and workbook, we hope you’ll find what fits for you now 
and that you will store away ideas for future use. Exploration and practice are the 
guiding principles of this text.

Self-care is not a magical elixir. It alone will not fix the problems that create stress 
in your life as a student or new nurse; however, a self-care practice can help you 
develop the necessary tools to find creative solutions to problems, to enjoy and rely 
on the camaraderie of your team, and ultimately to flourish in a meaningful and 
exciting career. 

Your self-care journey will take effort on your part, and this book aspires to guide 
you along the way. 

How to Use This Book: Explore, Practice, Reflect, and 
Journal
There is no better opportunity to explore and develop self-care practices than 
during your years as a student nurse. There is growing recognition that new gradu-
ate nurses will benefit from developing self-care practices and the ability to be resil-
ient when facing new stressors (Ashcraft & Gatto, 2018). Nurse training programs 
are recognizing the value of teaching self-care skills to their students (Bartlett et al., 
2016). This book shares many authors’ wisdom about self-care and how it can be 
accessible to all nursing students, new graduates, and early career nurses. Together, 
we present complex ideas and illustrate them with practical exercises in the accom-
panying workbook. As a student nurse, you will have the opportunity to explore an 
array of self-care techniques and to choose those that fit you best. Our instructor’s 
guide offers ideas, resources, and curriculum suggestions. We challenge you, as 
individuals and members of the most trusted professional community, to explore, 
practice, and imagine the power of a lifelong practice of self-care.  
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Throughout this book, we will underscore our belief that self-care practices are 
just that—practices—that must be learned and used consistently and in multiple 
settings to prepare the new nurse for the clinical stressors to come. Just as we 
wouldn’t expect you to run a marathon with no training, we have seen tremendous 
value in “training” nurses for self-care before they even reach the starting line, or 
their first weeks or months of their nursing practice. When you read in this book 
about a practice that resonates with you, try it out. Do it consistently for a period 
of time. Reflect on its impact on your well-being. Make adjustments. Repeat. Our 
hope is that when you finish reading this book, you will have several tools in your 
self-care tool kit that will have become second nature to you. When your patient 
misses her fourth appointment, your manager schedules you on nights (even 
though you’ve been requesting days), or you simply feel like you are spinning 20 
plates at a time, you will remember, “I am a nurse. I’ve got this.”

We have organized the book into five sections. In Section I, “Fundamentals,” we 
provide an overview of why self-care is so important in nursing, what we mean by 
resilience, and concrete practices to get you started. In Section II, “The Mind of a 
Nurse,” we explore practices that address the needs of underrepresented nursing 
students, LGBTQIA+ students, international students, as well as narrative and 
mindfulness practices. Section II also includes an important chapter about the risks 
of “one-sided” resilience training; as we discussed earlier, a healthy work environ-
ment is critical to nurses’ health and well-being.

In Section III, “The Body and Spirit of a Nurse,” we explore the physical and spiri-
tual needs of the resilient nurse. We talk more about strengths-based resilience, and 
we introduce our work bringing T’ai Chi practice to nurses and student nurses. We 
include a chapter on your physical well-being, with a focus on sleep, exercise, and 
nutrition.

Section IV, “The Transition to Nursing Practice,” was designed to help you navi-
gate that anxiety-provoking period between finishing your studies and beginning 
your practice. Will you be prepared? What is the role of a mentor? How do you 
choose a healthy work environment? We even include a chapter about humanitar-
ian aid nursing as a possibility you might want to explore. We hope this section 
helps you navigate this exciting, if fraught, period.
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The final section, “The Heart of a Nurse,” focuses on your early years of nursing. 
No matter where you land professionally, you will not be working alone. Section 
V hopes to spark ideas about ways to navigate the interpersonal, interprofessional, 
and organizational issues you may face. 

Each chapter includes sidebars, often including vignettes, that further illustrate the 
chapter topic. We have also included several stand-alone essays, written by nurses 
from many backgrounds at various points in their careers. We find these voices 
of practicing nurses compelling, shining light on self-care practices in the “real 
world.”

This book has an accompanying workbook, providing the opportunity for you to 
explore the ideas within the book, to practice some of the ideas presented here, and 
to reflect upon the “fit” for you as a student and nurse.

We strived to present a wide array of self-care concepts, but you will probably 
notice that there are common threads that weave throughout the chapters, and we 
call this “synergy.” But you may also notice some redundancy. If you see a topic or 
idea multiple times, please assume that it is something we think is very important. 
As Jon Kabat-Zinn (2010) said, “There are a million doors into the same room.” 
We want you to try opening as many doors, or to try as many practices, as time 
will allow. 

We hope that this book opens your mind to the value of self-care and its power to 
change the way you work, interact with others, and respond to adversity. This is 
such an exciting time. You are “meeting yourself” during these years of training 
and preparation for your nursing practice. You are a nurse. Our wish for you: Care 
for yourself fiercely. 

Let’s begin.
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“Caring for myself is not self-indulgence, 
it is self-preservation, and that is an act 

of political warfare .” 

–Audre Lorde
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This chapter focuses on the additional stressors that lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans-
gender, gender nonconforming, queer, or questioning (LGBTQ+) nursing students 
may experience and offers suggestions for self-care strategies to address them.

To Begin, A Note About Language
In the other chapters of this book, you’ve learned about common stressors for nurs-
ing students as well as about self-care strategies that can be helpful regardless of the 
identities you hold. This chapter focuses on the additional stressors that lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, gender nonconforming, queer, or questioning (LGBTQ+) 
nursing students may experience and offers suggestions for self-care strategies to 
address them. As an LGBTQ+ person myself, I remember going through my under-
graduate and graduate programs without ever coming across a chapter in a text-
book that was written for me. There was no shortage of textbook chapters about 
me, though—chapters that talked about LGBTQ+ people under that ubiquitous 
catch-all heading, “Special Populations.” For this reason, I’ve written this chap-
ter specifically for LGBTQ+ people. When I use the word “you,” I’m talking to 
LGBTQ+ readers. If you don’t identify as LGBTQ+ but you’re reading this chapter, 
this is an opportunity to experience what it might feel like to navigate a world in 
which the default assumptions about your identities are wrong. 

Acknowledging How Far You’ve Come
Your journey to get to nursing school wasn’t easy. Whether you came out to your 
family a long time ago, came out to them recently, haven’t come out to them yet, 
or have decided you’re never going to come out to them, you’ve gone through life 
carrying something that most of your nursing school classmates haven’t had to: 
the knowledge that your sexual orientation or gender identity are “different” than 
most of the people around you. Even if your family has been loving and accepting 
of who you are, you may have struggled to love and accept yourself. The fact that 
you’re here today pursing a degree in nursing, or you’re a new nurse just beginning 
this professional trajectory, is something you should feel incredibly proud of. So, 
before we jump into talking about self-care in nursing school, take a minute to 
appreciate how well you’ve taken care of yourself on your journey to get here. 
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“Straight Talk” About Stressors
As an LGBTQ+ nursing student, you’re going to be exposed to many of the same 
stressors as your peers: piles of reading, assignment deadlines, tests, and clinical 
skills to master. In addition to the usual stressors, however, you’re likely to encoun-
ter a few that your non-LGBTQ+ classmates will not. The following are some of 
the stressors you may encounter in nursing school and beyond.

Family Expectations
There’s probably a disconnect between who your family thought you’d grow up 
to be and who you actually are. At first glance this may not seem like a nursing 
school–related stressor, but it is: Your relationship with your family can be a source 
of support or a source of stress as you progress through nursing school. When 
you were born or adopted into your family, they probably didn’t think you would 
grow up to be LGBTQ+. Some families navigate this disconnect with ease, loving-
ly accepting their LGBTQ+ child unconditionally, and other families struggle to 
reconcile their expectations with their new reality. Some families are unaware there 
even is a disconnect because their LGBTQ+ child has not “come out” to them. If 
your family is aware of your LGBTQ+ identity/ies, they may express concern about 
your safety and about whether you should be “out” at school. Regardless of what 
you’ve told your family about your identity/ies and how accepting they’ve been, 
managing your relationships with your family can be challenging at times. 

Social Norms and Assumptions
Odds are that most of your classmates in nursing school are heterosexual and 
cisgender. The social norms in nursing school are similar to those found in other 
groups of mostly heterosexual and cisgender young adults. For undergraduate 
nursing students at residential colleges or universities, social life may seem to 
revolve around parties, hanging out with friends, and “hooking up” with romantic 
partners. (For undergraduate nursing students at community colleges or graduate 
nursing students in any educational setting, a school-centered social life may feel 
nonexistent.) Regardless of the setting or educational level, nursing students will 
generally assume everyone they meet is cisgender and heterosexual unless they’re 
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told otherwise. This is because nursing students have been raised and educated in 
an environment that is heteronormative, meaning an environment in which hetero-
sexuality and the gender binary are considered to be the norm and, as such, are the 
default assumption. For LGBTQ+ nursing students, the heteronormativity of nurs-
ing school can translate into some uncomfortable situations; your fellow nursing 
students might:

• Ask you on a date while making an incorrect assumption about your sexual
orientation

• Ask questions about your weekend that clearly convey an incorrect assump-
tion about the gender identity of the people you date

• Refer to you using the wrong pronouns because they made an incorrect as-
sumption about your pronouns based on their visual assessment of you

Invisibility
Where there’s heteronormativity, there’s invisibility. Unless you tell the people you 
interact with in nursing school that you’re LGBTQ+, they’re probably going to 
assume that you aren’t. In my 20s I remember feeling like no one could see me—
my long hair and makeup were interpreted by others to mean “straight.” Being 
invisible can seem like a good thing: If no one knows you’re LGBTQ+, you may 
feel somewhat shielded from homophobia (or transphobia). After all, if people 
don’t know you’re LGBTQ+, how can they treat you badly because of it? Over the 
long haul, though, the feeling of being invisible may weigh you down, and you may 
begin to feel as though that invisibility isn’t a superpower, it’s a prison. 

Legally Sanctioned Discrimination, Hate, and Violence
With “outness” comes the risk of discrimination, hate, and violence. As an 
LGBTQ+ nursing student, you face a very real risk of legalized discrimination in 
half of the states in the United States (Movement Advancement Project, 2020). 
When you graduate and pass the NCLEX, your gender identity or sexual orienta-
tion can be used against you when you try to rent an apartment, attempt to buy a 
house, or try to enter a public business. In fact, until June 2020, it was completely 
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legal to fire someone for being LGBTQ+ in 25 states and three territories in the 
United States because there were “no explicit prohibitions for discrimination based 
on sexual orientation or gender identity in state law” (Movement Advancement 
Project, 2020). On June 15, 2020, the US Supreme Court issued a ruling that the 
1964 Civil Rights Act protects employees from being fired because of their sexual 
orientation or gender identity. While this landmark ruling protects LGBTQ+ people 
from employment discrimination, LGBTQ+ people are still vulnerable to discrimi-
nation in other aspects of their lives (Movement Advancement Project, 2020):

• In 25 states and five territories, it’s completely legal to evict someone or refuse
to rent or sell housing to someone solely because they are LGBTQ+.

• In 26 states and five territories, it’s completely legal to deny entry or refuse to
serve someone in a restaurant, hotel, doctor’s office, bank, or park because
they are LGBTQ+.

• In 17 states and three territories, assaulting or killing an LGBTQ+ person
because of their sexual orientation or gender identity would not be considered
a hate crime even if the person who committed the assault or murder explic-
itly said—in front of hundreds of witnesses—that they were beating you up
because you were LGBTQ+.

Self-Care Strategies for LGBTQ+ Nursing 
Students
Given the plethora of stressors that LGBTQ+ nursing students face, practicing self-
care is vitally important. The following self-care strategies are designed to comple-
ment the strategies provided elsewhere in this book.

Explore “Outness” in Your Own Time and Your Own Way
There is no “right” way to be an LGBTQ+ person in nursing school. You can 
choose to share your LGBTQ+ identity/ies with some, all, or none of your 
classmates, instructors, and preceptors. Give yourself permission to share your 
LGBTQ+ identity/ies only when and where you feel safe doing so. If coming out to 
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your parents/family of origin may put your physical safety, mental health, or source 
of financial support at risk, allow yourself the time and space to come out to them 
only if and when you feel safe doing so.

Find a Mentor Who Shares Your Identity/ies
A good mentor can help you navigate nursing school as well as your career in  
the coming years. Mentors don’t have to be LGBTQ+ in order to be effective, 
but you may find it helpful to work with someone who shares your identity/ies. 
LGBTQ+ mentors have likely experienced some of the challenges you’re going to 
encounter—as such, they’re uniquely qualified to give you helpful guidance. If you 
also identify as Black, Latinx, Indigenous/Native, or a member of another under-
represented group, you may find it helpful to also have a mentor who shares that 
identity. You can never have too many mentors!

Seek Out Healthy Ways of Being in Community With 
Other LGBTQ+ People
As an LGBTQ+ nursing student, you may be unsure of how to meet other 
LGBTQ+ people. If you’re an undergraduate student, this may be the first time in 
your life that you’ve had the freedom to construct a social life for yourself without 
your parents/guardians watching your every move. This can be both exciting and 
terrifying, especially if you don’t know where to find other LGBTQ+ people in  
your college/university community. It can be tempting to think that dating apps  
like Tinder, Grindr, and Bumble are the answer to this dilemma, but “finding com-
munity” is more complicated than finding someone to hook up with. As a starting 
point, make a list of the activities in your life that bring you joy. Do you enjoy 
hiking? Dancing? Photography? Basketball? Attending religious services? Cooking? 
Once you’ve put together your list, look for LGBTQ+ clubs for these activities.  
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For example, if you’re LGBTQ+ and 
you love playing basketball, do a Google 
search for the name of your town and 
the words “basketball” and “LGBT.” 
(Not everyone uses the term LGBTQ+, 
so the term LGBT when used as a search 
term may give you more “hits.”) Pick one 
activity and make a commitment to your-
self that you’ll set aside time for it each 
week. Spending time with other LGBTQ+ 
people in settings other than bars will 
help you envision what your life as an 
LGBTQ+ adult can be like. 

Focus on What Your Body 
Can Do, Not on Who Your 
Body Can Attract
The LGBTQ+ community isn’t immune 
to the pressures experienced by cisgender, 
heterosexual people regarding physical 
appearance and weight. Rather than see 
your body as something that needs to 
be shaped or constricted or shrunk to 
make you attractive to other people, try 
to see your body as a vehicle that’s going to get you from Point A to Point B in life. 
What does your body need from you in terms of food, sleep, and exercise in order 
to function at its very best? If you focus on treating your body like a racecar that 
needs premium gas instead of like a fixer-upper that’s never good enough, you’ll 
feel a lot more joy in life. If you’re interested in dating during nursing school, you 
can find someone who appreciates your body just as it is. You don’t need to make 
yourself smaller or prettier or stronger—you are perfect exactly as you are.

In Real Practice
You’ve heard of professional organi-
zations like Sigma Theta Tau Inter-
national (STTI) and the American 
Nurses Association (ANA), but did 
you know there’s an organization for 
LGBTQ+ nurses? Founded in 2013, 
GLMA Nursing: Nursing Advancing 
LGBTQ Health Equity was established 
to serve as a “home” for LGBTQ+ 
nurses and allies who are actively 
engaged in improving LGBTQ+ health 
and LGBTQ+  issues in nursing. Now 
or when you graduate, join profes-
sional organizations like STTI and 
ANA and get involved as a member. If 
you’re LGBTQ+ or an ally committed 
to advancing LGBTQ+ health, con-
sider also joining GLMA Nursing and 
getting involved as a member.  Partic-
ipation in events like GLMA Nursing’s 
annual summit can be incredibly 
energizing and affirming for LGBTQ+ 
nurses. Many national nursing organi-
zations have taken steps in advocat-
ing for LGBTQ+ health. For a com-
plete list of supportive statements 
and actions from national nursing 
organizations, check out Table 26.2 in 
Zollweg et al. (2020).
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Queering Self-Care: The Daily Becoming the Sacred
–Dallas Ducar, MSN, RN, PMHNP-BC, CNL, NREMT-B, NP (she/her)

Personal 
Perspective

I felt an incredible sense of loneliness as a nursing student, especially when being perceived 
as male. After graduating, and becoming a nurse, I embarked on a new journey; I allowed 
myself to be authentic and the world to see me as I truly was, female. No self-care book 
could have prepared me for this.

Transitioning gender is an unfolding process, an intentional act of noticing the self and how 
people react to the changing self. When I started to transition, patients no longer assumed I 
was the doctor; they assumed I was the nurse. When a patient was agitated, I was no longer 
on the frontline; I stood in the back. (It seems to frequently be the case that cis men—and 
many cis women—generally operate from the mental schema that men should be in the 
front when confronting an agitated patient, as that is what is traditionally expected of them 
as men.)

To be sure, I was White in the southern United States. I was not the subject of the same dis-
crimination that the QTBIPOC (Queer, Trans, Black, Indigenous People of Color) community 
bore. Still, this was an act of losing privilege. My muscles waned, my physical strength dis-
appeared, my frame slightened, and my voice softened. With this, I also gained a supreme 
sense of self-confidence. My transition was an existential quest—to proclaim myself and 
know myself. 

Traditional, Western self-care involves sitting on the meditation cushion, in silence, alone. 
Emerson and Thoreau both retreated in solace to discover their own self. Self-care for the 
queer community, like many marginalized communities, is relational, to learn you are not 
alone, or the only one. Queering self-care involves connecting with others and knowing 
those compartmentalized and closeted spaces of your self do not need to stay hidden. It in-
volves deep listening, storytelling, sacred spaces, bearing witness, and organizing together. 
These rituals open space for voices that have not been heard, to welcome stillness, genera-
tivity, and activism.

I was supported by strong allies in my workplace. This was crucial. However, self-care had to 
be communal. 

Self-care would not have been possible without other queer folks. I had to know queer 
people who were not suicidal. Being together was a chance to escape “flight or fight mode,” 
even when it served someone to survive. It was an opportunity to no longer need to fight 
to survive and be seen. It was a chance to be vulnerable enough to allow others to see me. 
Once I could truly experience others seeing me, I could then see myself, and care for my self. 
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Key Points
• LGBTQ+ students have gone through life carrying something that most of

their nursing school classmates haven’t had to: the knowledge that their
sexual orientation or gender identity are “different” from most of the people
around them.

• LGBTQ+ nursing students are exposed to many of the same stressors as
their heterosexual, cisgender peers: piles of reading, assignment deadlines,
tests, and clinical skills to master. In addition to the usual stressors, howev-
er, they’re likely to encounter stressors related to family expectations, social
norms and assumptions, invisibility, and legally sanctioned discrimination,
hate, and violence.

• Given the plethora of stressors that LGBTQ+ nursing students face, practic-
ing self-care is vitally important. Four self-care strategies are presented here
to complement the strategies provided elsewhere in this book.
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I continue to queer self-care by organizing collectively against systems of oppression today, 
the social, cultural, economic, and political forces that are dedicated to suppressing queer 
voices and identities. My very expression of being is a radical act of self-care. Painting my 
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Most importantly, that loneliness is gone, and the community has taken its place. 
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