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Learn about the causes and dangers
of nurse fatigue and how to combat it. 

HAVE YOU EVER gotten home from a shift and forgot-
ten the journey from the hospital to your house? Are
you ever irritable and cranky, but can’t figure out why?
Almost all of us have encountered these situations, often
the effects of nurse fatigue, during our nursing careers. 

What is nurse fatigue?
Nurse fatigue is described as feeling emotionally, men-
tally, or physically tired or weary as a result of the de-
mands of nursing. An overwhelming amount of litera-
ture discusses the causes of nurse fatigue, showing its
relationship to lack of sleep or low-quality sleep as a
result of work demands, personal responsibilities, and
other lifestyle factors. The literature also cites long
work hours, not enough recovery time between shifts,
night shifts, rotating shifts, excessive workload and job
demands, staffing shortages, and dangerous work envi-
ronments as main causes of nurse fatigue. 

The dangers of nurse fatigue
The mental impairments and physical tiredness caused
by nurse fatigue can lead to decreased work perform-
ance, which can compromise patient safety and satis-
faction. Being tired all the time also can decrease our
own job satisfaction. 

Fatigue is linked to various health problems, such as
cardiovascular disease. Work related injuries, such as
needlestickes, are more likely to occur when you’re not
paying attention. And falling asleep at the wheel can
easily happen when you’re tired. 

The 12-hour shift 
The 12-hour shift can be a hot-button topic. These shifts
make it possible for nurses with family and other per-
sonal responsibilities to have a full-time job without
working 5 days a week. But the evidence is clear that
12-hour shifts can lead to fatigue that may result in er-
rors and impact patient and staff safety. Research has
shown that the most patient errors occur in the last 4
hours of a 12-hour shift. However, eliminating 12-hour
shifts entirely may lower nurse satisfaction rates. 

Minimizing nurse fatigue
While staffing shortages and insufficient resources are
common causes of nurse fatigue, they’re often out of
your control. So focus on changing what you can con-
trol, such as scheduling, sleep, and self-care.  

Develop good scheduling practices. If you’re
fortunate enough to make your own work schedules,
avoid the temptation of clumping your days together
so that you have a week off between pay periods. Al-
though that week off is nice, working several shifts in
a row will leave you exhausted and can increase your
chances of making an error. If you’re responsible for
making schedules for others, heed this same advice
and try not to schedule too many consecutive days
for individual employees.

Rest when you can. If you have a spare hour or
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two, don’t be afraid to kick your feet up and relax or
take a nap. The dishes and laundry aren’t going any-
where, so be selfish and take some time to rest. Those
small moments can add up and truly make a difference
in combating fatigue. If you benefit from napping dur-
ing your work breaks, then go ahead and take a short
snooze, if permitted by your organization’s policy. 

Sleep. Try to sleep 7 to 9 hours in a 24-hour period.
Be sure your environment is dark, cool, and quiet to
promote sleep. Remove distractions such as televisions,
tablets, and cell phones. 

Take care of yourself. Don’t expect others to know
how you’re feeling, so make yourself a priority. Your
emotional health is just as important as your physical
health, so take care of your mind and spirit the same
way you take care of your body. Get a massage, take
20 minutes in the morning to read the newspaper
while you sip on your coffee, or enjoy time with your
family or friends at the park. And don’t forget to exer-
cise and eat right. These activities can reset your frame
of mind and brighten your spirit.  

Your responsibility
The effects of nurse fatigue can be devastating and life-
threatening, so work to minimize it. It’s your profes-
sional responsibility to avoid working when fatigued—
it could save a life, including your own.                  

Kelsey Wong is an RN II at Children’s Hospital Los Angeles and adjunct faculty at
Mount Saint Mary’s University in Los Angeles.
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For more information about nurse fatigue, visit ANA
at www.nursingworld.org/NurseFatigue.
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