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he term resilience often gets a bad rap, but the ability to take care of
yourself during stressors remains key to creating a work environment
where you can thrive.

Grounded in research and rich in expertise gleaned from fellow nurses and
other practitioners across the healthcare spectrum, Self Care for Nurses offers
proven self-care strategies in small doses that can positively transform your
relationship with work. The authors filled this book with practical exercises
that will fit easily into your lifestyle and might just keep you from the brink of
burnout.

Contents include:

+ Over 30 science-based wellness practices that tend to your mind
and body

* Bite-sized exercises that apply the latest in self-care research

+ Relatable stories and helpful guidance from nurses and wellness
experts that offer inspiration, camaraderie, and support for your
challenging-yet-rewarding work as a nurse

Authentic self-care practice is best for you, for your patients, and for your
colleagues. Integrating these purposefully simple and easy-to-adopt
strategies into your life can help you flourish in good times and grow in
difficult ones.

NATALIE B. MAY, PhD, is a self-care and resilience researcher and Associate
Professor at the University of Virginia School of Nursing.

TIM CUNNINGHAM, DrPH, MSN, RN, FAAN, is the Co-Chief Well-Being Officer
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To all nurses:
May you care for
yourselves and each
other with the same
fierceness that you
care for your patients
and their families.
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I have met myself and I am going
to care for her fiercely.

—Glennon Doyle

Small Doses for
Your Happiness
and Health

The terms resilience and self care may carry some baggage
for nurses. Did we just see an eye roll? But we firmly believe
the ability to take care of yourself in the midst of stressors
is the core of creating a work environment where you can
be well. We’re not here though to suggest you must adopt
the contemplation practices of a monk and exhibit the
compassion of Mother Teresa, all while eating organic
foods and taking a daily bubble bath. The version of self
care we present in this book—one backed by research—is
something you can fit seamlessly into your life at doses
appropriate to your circumstances. (And sure, maybe
that results in a new meditative practice!) When you’re
empowered to take deliberate steps toward your own
well-being and that of others, everyone flourishes. If your
workplace isn’t prioritizing your well-being, that’s all the
more reason for you to ferociously guard your health and
to advocate for the change you and your patients deserve.
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Since publishing our previous book, Self-Care for New
and Student Nurses (2021), we’ve heard a lot from nurses.
Some of it has been delightful to hear:

"This book is great.”
"] keep it on my desk as a resource.”

"I'wish | could give this book to every nurse.”

But from some nurses who are facing increasing challenges
in their work, their comments have been hard to hear:

"Don’t talk to me about self care when | can’t even get time off
for a doctor’s appointment.”

"If one more person tells me to breathe, I'm going to scream.”

"Self care is basically just telling the drowning person
to save themself.”

"I hate it that anyone has to be resilient.”

So what are three passionate teachers, researchers, nurses,
and writers who care deeply about the well-being of our
colleagues to do? One path is to keep listening, teaching,
and writing. Another is to delve even deeper into
advocacy for our nurses and every one of us who works in
healthcare. A third approach is to shout from the rooftops
that self care still does matter! We choose to do all three.
If approached with openness, self-compassion, and a
little science, self care can bring us joy and foster better
connections with those around us. In fact, it may be our
most powerful tool in delivering fiercely compassionate
care and creating meaningful change. And frankly, if we
don’t care for ourselves, who will?
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This goes without saying, but we’ll say it anyway: We
need all the gifts you bring to the nursing profession.
Your patients need you. Your colleagues need you,
and especially new nurses need you as they enter the
profession. There are a lot of people at stake in your
becoming the best nurse you can possibly be. Nursing
affords you routine interactions that change the lives of
your patients, strengthens the resolve of your colleagues,
and ripples beyond your immediate circle to surprising
places. Your gifts are beyond measure.

We know there is more to your life than nursing. You
also have commitments to family, friends, and others
and passions outside of your work that are worthy of
your most joyful and best self. This isn’t a book about
self care “just” to make you a better or more resilient
nurse. We approach self care in a holistic way to foster
your well-being in all aspects of your life. If you can bring
awareness and mindful responses to a difficult patient
encounter, then you can use those same skills to create
greater connection to your family and friends.

What do we mean by 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’ll learn in this book, one
size definitely doesn’t fit all. If you’re lucky, you may
have learned some self-care practices in nursing school.
Or maybe you’ve learned some from the school of life,
books, or podcasts. There are so many terrific resources
out there today. Nursing researchers Pam Ashcraft and
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Susan Gatto' offer that self care is “deliberate decisions
made and actions taken by individuals to address their
own health and well-being.” We appreciate their emphasis
on deliberate decisions and the recognition that we’re all
empowered to manage our behaviors and resulting health
and well-being. We think this is an excellent starting
point.

Here are some more truths about self care:

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 culturally appropriate
practices that provide you 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 isn’t judgmental or harsh. It's not a failed diet or
New Year's resolution—you should never feel guilt or shame for

struggling periodically or even frequently.

We’ve found that the diversity of self-care definitions
mirrors the diversity of the nursing workforce—there are
countless meaningful self-care practices. We’d be remiss
to say there is only one definition that is “right,” that
there is only one correct way to do self care. Use this book
and every resource at your disposal to find the practices

© 2023 by Sigma Theta Tau International Honor Society of Nursing. All rights reserved.
Visit www.sigmamarketplace.org/sigmabooks to purchase the full book.



10 Self Care for Nurses M

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. 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 new or
veteran nurse; however, a self-care practice can help you
to 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.
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For if the brain is
the cause of suffering,
it can also be its cure.

—Rick Hanson
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Rewire

Your Brain
for Resilience

Your self-care activities—going for
a run, getting a massage, spending
time with friends—have benefit beyond
the moment when you're doing them.
Sure, these are pleasurable experiences,
but more importantly, they benefit your
future self in powerful ways. They change
your brain and lead to resilience.

© 2023 by Sigma Theta Tau International Honor Society of Nursing. All rights reserved.
Visit www.sigmamarketplace.org/sigmabooks to purchase the full book.



34  Self Care for Nurses M

It's all about changing your brain

Your brain literally rewires based on your experiences. It’s
called the science of neuroplasticity, your nervous system’s
ability to form new neural pathways. Those self-care
activities you’re doing change your neural pathways, and
the result is resilience. Maybe you’ve learned that traumatic
events can change victims® brains in negative ways.
Similarly, positive neuroplasticity explains why fostering
your own well-being today has a powerful influence on
your well-being months or even years from now when you
face adversity.

What do we mean by the word resilience? Clinical
psychologist Rick Hanson translates the complex
neuroscience of resilience into effective, simple behaviors
that anyone can practice:

Mental resources like determination, self-worth, and
kindness are what make us resilient: able to cope with
adversity and push through challenges in pursuit of
opportunities. While resilience helps us recover from
loss and trauma, it offers much more than that. True
resilience fosters well-being, an underlying sense

of happiness, love, and peace. Remarkably, as you
internalize experiences of well-being, that builds
inner strengths which in turn make you more resilient.
Well-being and resilience promote each other in an
upward spiral.?®

By watching a funny movie or snuggling with your canine
or feline companion, you’re on your way to building
new positive pathways in your brain, turning “passing
experiences into lasting inner resources built into your
brain.”?
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Savor the good things

How can you make sure your self care has lasting change?
The most important method of fostering resilience is to
internalize experiences of well-being. Be present and pay
attention to those experiences that fill you with positive
emotions. It’s not enough simply to focus on it; you must
truly sit with an experience or feeling long enough (and
often enough) to enable that experience to rewire your
neural pathways. You must be intentional about creating
positive change.

In other words, for neuroplasticity to take hold, you must
savor experiences. You can practice savoring all day long:

» How do you feel in your cozy bed in the morning? What
sounds do you hear?

+  Truly taste that first cup of coffee or tea.

*  What do you see on your way to work? Don’t travelin a
trance. Absorb the sights, sounds, and smells around you.

*  When a patient or family member says, “Thank you. You
made such a difference,” do you rush off to the next task,
or do you take a moment to appreciate the connection
that exists between you?

This is simply the beginning of an infinite list of moments
to savor throughout any given day. Every moment of your
day presents an opportunity to create lasting changes in
your brain. For example, do you have a beloved pet? When
that fur ball curls up in your lap, don’t always be texting
or watching Netflix. For just a few moments, notice the cat
purring and how happy that makes you feel. Notice how
much the dog’s snoring makes you smile, and feel grateful
that you have a pet.
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Next time you sit down to a meal, savor the sights,
sounds, flavors, and feelings the meal evokes. Is the food
delicious? Does it remind you of your childhood? Does it
stir gratitude because someone cooked it for you?

If you love music, don’t allow the music to fade into the
background. Take time to not only listen intently but pay
attention to how it makes you feel. Does the song make
you feel powerful and energized? Does the symphony send
you on a whole range of emotions or bring you to tears?
Live concerts are the greatest opportunities to absorb the
sights, sounds, and energy of music.

These experiences and so many others are fuel for positive
neuroplasticity. Your goal is to strengthen the circuits in
your brain, specifically the circuits you want to strengthen,
such as those that foster positive emotions.

Seek these positive emotions, and when they present,
really double down on appreciating them. This takes
practice. Your 3-pound brain has 1.1 trillion cells and
100 billion neurons, and each neuron fires 5 to 50 times
each second.?”” This presents nearly an infinite number of
opportunities to strengthen your resilience and fortify
your well-being.
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This practice can sound like a lot to do, and to pay attention
to, especially if you feel like you live a very busy life. But
what about considering doing these practices—all about
paying attention—in short spurts? Even if your day is totally
booked, you still can take a minute to enjoy your furry
friend or a few seconds to gaze up at the clouds. Take a few
breaths, smell your tea or coffee, and then get back into the
mix of things. Some people consider this micro-dosing well-
being, and so do we. It’s the little stuff, done regularly over
time, that helps us positively change our brains. Imagine
that your brain is a forest full of many paths. When you
savor things that bring you joy, envision that you are forging
new paths while letting the old paths that don’t serve you
grow over with brush and grass.

Savor the Day
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