
4      American Nurse Today       Volume 14, Number 6                                                                                                                               AmericanNurseToday.com

NURSES dedicate their lives to helping others. Most of 
us say the profession is rewarding and fulfilling, with 
many sources of satisfaction gained through the differ-
ent roles we perform day in and day out: caregiver, ed-
ucator, interpreter, planner, coordinator, and motivator, 
just to name a few. Patients and their families depend 
on quality, safe care from alert clinicians who can think 
quickly and react appropriately in any situation. What 
happens if that reaction time is diminished by a lack 
of sleep or a high level of fatigue?    

How sleepy are you? How likely are you to fall 
asleep while sitting and reading, watching TV, sitting 
inactive in a public place (such as a theater or in a 
meeting), or as a passenger in a car? The answers to 
these questions could be life altering. We’re learning 
that sleepiness on the job is directly linked to patient 
harm, including mortality.  

Researchers say you can be “awake” but are actually 
sleeping on the job because of prolonged mental, phys-
ical, and emotional exhaustion that adds up to burnout. 
Burnout is more like a battery draining over time rather 
than a blown-out candle. Excessive demands on one’s 
energy caused by a poor work environment, extreme 
job requirements, and inadequate coping skills drain the 
battery. The result is a combination of physical fatigue, 
emotional exhaustion, and cognitive weariness affecting 
attitude, safe practice, and productivity.  

The Joint Commission acknowledged the link be-
tween fatigue and adverse events, raised concern for 
patient safety and the quality of patient care, and is-
sued a sentinel event alert “Health care worker fatigue 
and patient safety” in 2011, which was updated in 2018 
(jointcommission.org/sea_issue_48). 

Ann Rogers, PhD, RN, FAAN, a nationally renowned 
sleep medicine expert, published one of the first and 
largest studies on nurses documenting that error rates 
triple when the nurses work shifts longer than 12.5 
hours. Other research reveals increased risk of occupa-
tional injuries when shifts exceed 12 hours. Evidence 
abounds demonstrating beyond a doubt that fatigue im-
pacts physical and cognitive performance, and ultimate-
ly safety.  

Nurses need to be alert and healthy to give the best 
care to patients and to take care of themselves. The Na-

tional Academy of Medicine says that 43% of inpatient 
nurses have a high degree of emotional exhaustion.   

 
Time to wake up 
For years, other industries have recognized risks for 
burnout and proactively manage it. NASA says suc-
cess can be maximized by assessing the entire organi-
zation for fatigue-related risks, educating staff at every 
level of the organization about sleep and the effects 
of fatigue on safety, trying different combinations of 
countermeasures to find what works best for individ-
uals, and developing and maintaining a safety cul-
ture. NASA studies emphasize that the only way to 
counteract the severe consequences of sleepiness, fa-
tigue, and burnout is to sleep. 

Use these tips to create your own “fatigue-manage-
ment plan”: 
• Actively engage in conversations with others, don’t 

just listen and nod. 
• Move. Do something that involves physical action, 

even if it’s just stretching. 
• Practice strategic caffeine consumption (don’t use 

caffeine when you already are alert and avoid caf-
feine near bedtime). 

• Know your sleep needs and what “tired” feels like 
for you. (For more strategies about improving your 
sleep, visit nursingworld.org/practice-policy/work- 
environment/health-safety/healthy-nurse-healthy-nation/ 
healthy-sleep.) 

• Learn to manage stress. Keep a stress diary and doc-
ument time, cause, source, and your reaction. 

• Create a burnout-prevention work group on your 
unit or in your organization. 
As the public, payers, and federal and regulatory agen-

cies push incentives for high-quality, safer care, it’s time 
to recognize sleepiness, the impact of sleep deficits on 
fatigue levels, and the risks to personal and professional 
safety. How sleepy are you? How would you know?  
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