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Night shift nurses experience problems with circadian misalignment which may impact
performance and patient outcomes. Fatigue mitigation strategies can include deliberate
use of restful work breaks, using naps, and caffeine. However, nurses have reported
frequently missing break opportunities and the rationale for missed breaks remains
unclear. As the shift progresses, night shift nurses experience greater difficulties with
performance and sleepiness. Increased risk of medication errors has also been reported
for 12-hours nurses compared to 8-hour nurses. Such hazards have been well-
documented in the literature and can have direct impact on patient care outcomes and
nurses’ well-being. Therefore, strategies to reduce risks to patients and workers’ health
are needed and the current literature does not accurately describe the reasons why
nurses are not able to take restorative or restful breaks during their shift

Purpose: The purpose of this study is to describe and interpret the lived experience of
nurses taking breaks on night shift in a hospital environment and the meaning of this
phenomenon as it relates to the workplace.

Methods: Registered nurses (n=16) from a United States community hospital were
interviewed using the research methodology of interpretive phenomenology. Data was
analyzed by multiple researchers and nursing experts until consensus on emerging
themes was reached.

Results: Identified themes included 1) breaks as a time to eat and socialize, 2) breaks
as inconsistently supported by unit-level structures and processes, and 3) breaks as a
luxury, not a right.

Conclusion: Nurses in this study report absence of consistent and restorative breaks.
Organizations should analyze gaps in systems and processes to optimize a consistent,
restorative nature of the break experience among nurses working night shift. Break
policies appear to be the norm for nurses working in the hospital-setting yet break
support for night shift workers does not appear to be consistent. A change in culture
regarding breaks may be needed to empower nurses to participate in restorative
breaks. Evidence suggests that taking regular, restorative breaks may improve the
overall health of night shift nurses. Nurses in our study report a desire to take
restorative breaks but may need support from organizational and unit-specific leaders to
address unique night shift barriers.
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Abstract Summary:

Night shift nurses have reported frequently missing breaks. The purpose of this study is
to describe the lived experience of nurses taking breaks on night shift. Identified themes
included 1) breaks as a time to eat, 2) breaks as inconsistently supported, and 3)
breaks as a luxury, not a right.
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