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•
Rediscover your authentic self and
regain your moral compass.  

RACHEL works in critical care and had been with the
same employer for 8 years. Another health system in her
area offered a $15,000 sign-on bonus for expe-
rienced nurses. She interviewed with the
system and accepted the position.
She rationalized that the $15,000
bonus would compensate for
some of the concerns she had
about her new employer.
Now, she’s unhappy and
feels trapped; the culture
and lack of profession-
alism aren’t congruent
with her values. Nurse
turnover in the inten-
sive care unit (ICU) is
very high, and little op-
portunity exists to par-
ticipate in any shared
governance. She finds
herself becoming disen-
gaged from the profession
that she once loved. Rachel
feels that she’s lost direction; she
never considered that a work envi-
ronment could have such a profound
impact on her.

Rachel’s dilemma isn’t uncommon. Many of us at
some point in our careers have been in an organiza-
tional culture that wasn’t in line with our values. When
this happens, we experience cognitive dissonance or
discomfort, knowing that we’re not being true to our
authentic selves. Bill George, a well-known researcher
on this topic, describes this as losing direction or veer-
ing from our “true north.”

George defines true north as our moral compass.
Much like a literal compass that points us in the geo-
graphic direction we want to travel, our moral compass
keeps us on a track that’s congruent with our values,
beliefs, and sense of purpose. When you lose your true

north, like Rachel has, you feel as though you’re drift-
ing. Regaining your moral compass involves rediscover-
ing your authentic self.

Finding your authentic self
Simply stated, finding your authentic self means finding
and being yourself. Often we view this as who we are
as individuals—our interests and views on certain top-
ics—but finding your authentic self also matters pro-

fessionally. This means that as you pursue a
career path, you must reflect on what

mat  ters to you and that your job
choice should mirror your beliefs
and values. To find your au-
thentic self, you must be
willing to set individualized
boundaries that you won’t
allow to be compromised
by outside or societal
pressures. When you
maintain these bound-
aries, you set yourself
up for finding and
achieving a consistent
authentic self.
Always ask yourself

whether something, such
as having an opportunity

to participate in the shared
governance of your unit, does

or does not matter to you. This
keeps your nonnegotiable values

and beliefs in the forefront of your
mind. For Rachel, this clearly includes a cul-

ture of shared governance. In addition to being cog-
nizant of nonnegotiable values and beliefs, finding
your authentic self includes being in the moment. If
you’re able to find your authentic self, you’ll not only
stay true to who you are, but you’ll also be engaged
and in the moment. So, it’s not a surprise that when
Rachel’s nonnegotiable values and beliefs were com-
promised she stopped being present and engaged.

Knowing what’s nonnegotiable and staying present
and engaged will lead to meaningful work and help
you find your authentic self. As nurses, this is crucial 
to caring and advocating for our patients with compas-
sion. Furthermore, finding and being your authentic
self strengthens your voice within the profession. 
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Living your own true north
When you experience lack of co-
herence between your authentic
self and your current professional
life, such as Rachel is experiencing,
take the time to discover your own
true north. You can do this through
self-reflection. Bill George recom-
mends using guiding questions.
(See Guiding questions.) 

Asking these questions before
making a decision can provide guidance about what
matters most to you and what your next steps should
be to get back on track. Through self-reflection, Rachel
may discover that the short-term monetary gain of the
sign-on bonus results in long-term losses in her profes-
sional career.

Getting back on track 
Rachel is experiencing an erosion of authenticity and
needs to get back on track. Luckily, she can.

First, Rachel needs to take a step back and examine
her values and beliefs as an individual and nurse, and
determine the negotiability of each. After that, she can
consider what contributes to or hinders her ability to
be in the moment so that she can maintain profession-
alism and provide the best care for her patients. 

Next, Rachel should determine if the elements that
make up her authentic self and her work environment
are in alignment. She’s experiencing a disconnect be-
tween her value of shared governance and profession-
alism with the organization’s values, resulting in disen-
gagement. To get back on track, Rachel can either make
another job change or seek out leadership and peer
support for change within the organization. Though
both of these options might feel daunting, not taking
action will only result in Rachel losing more of her
authentic self.

Last, Rachel must share her values and beliefs, even

if it makes her feel vulnerable.
Finding the inner strength to voice
her values and beliefs, drawing
boundaries around what can and
can’t be compromised, and being
vulnerable will lead her back to
her authentic self. If Rachel choos-
es to stay, she may need to be-
come a voice for change by paving
the path for shared governance. By
making this decision, Rachel may

indirectly help others find their own authentic selves
and help to change the high ICU turnover.

Let your compass guide you
Rachel’s true north can serve as a fixed point in an of-
ten chaotic world. Money, as she has learned, can be
seductive, but it carries a price. Because her true north
is derived from her most deeply held values, beliefs,
and principles, it can serve as her internal compass to
help guide her when her values are tested.

Return to your true north when you encounter changes
and challenges. It can serve as a guide to help you
determine if your current role is still congruent with
your authentic self. When it’s not, your true north can
help pull you back.                                              
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These questions (adapted from Bill
George) can help you rediscover and
ultimately live your own true north. 

• What do you want your nursing
legacy to be 10, 20, or 50 years from
now? How would you like to be re-
membered?

• What one word do you want people
to use to describe you as a nurse?
Would they use this word now?

• If money were no object, how
would you spend your time and
where?

• What is your biggest regret? If you
could go back and have a “redo,”
what would you change?

• When was the last time you told a
lie? Why did you do it and what
would have happened if you told
the truth?

• If you could accomplish one thing
by the end of the year that would
make the biggest impact on your
happiness, what would that be?

• What would others say is your great-

est strength as a nurse? What would
they say are your flaws?

• What are your core values? Look at
your organization’s mission and val-
ues to see if they match yours.

• Fast-forward your life by 10 or 20
years. What is something that you
have never pursued but would re-
gret not trying?

• Think about your talents, passions,
and values. How can you use them
most effectively in nursing to con-
tribute to society?

Guiding questions 

To find your authentic
self, you must be willing

to set individualized
boundaries that you

won’t allow to be
compromised.


