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HEALTHY NURSE

The power of self-care:
An ENERGY model to
combat clinician burnout

It's more important than ever for nurses to take care

of themselves.

By Holly Wei, PhD, RN, CPN, NEA-BC, and Trent L. Wei, MD

CLINICIANS often experience considerable
psychological distress related to work de-
mands, and the COVID-19 pandemic has only
added to that. Healthcare systems and organi-
zations play an important role in promoting a
healthy work environment to reduce distress,
but changes coming from the top may be in-
adequate to meet individual needs. Nurses and
other clinicians must take control of their own
health, especially in a time populated with
new challenges and obstacles. Self-care is vital.

A study by Wei and colleagues explains
how clinicians can elevate six strategies into a
self-care model using the ENERGY acronym:
Energy source, Nurturing kindness, Emotion-
al hygiene, Refocusing purpose, Germinating
positivity, and Your uniqueness. (See ENERGY
self-care model.) Consider incorporating these
strategies into your daily routine to reduce
stress and promote well-being.
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nergy source
To prevent feeling depleted, connect

yourself to an energy source that helps
you recharge physically and emotionally. Ad-
equate sleep, balanced nutrition, and moder-
ate exercise are fundamental for physical
health, but you also must find sources of en-
ergy—such as family, friends, spiritual be-
liefs—to nourish your mind.

Social support and connectedness are criti-
cal to good health. People with strong social
support and relationships have a lower risk of
psychological issues than those who lack that
support. Social support affects the hypothala-
mic-pituitary-adrenocortical system and cen-
tral oxytocin pathways to help build resilience
and mitigate detrimental events. People who
are socially connected and supported have a
heightened sense of companionship and be-
longing. These sensations can build your self-
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ENERGY self-care model

Use this model to incorporate self-care strategies that can help reduce stress and mitigate burnout.

Energy Nurturing Emotional
source kindness hygiene
Social support Respect Gratitude
Teamwork Caring Self-valuing
Balanced diet Compassion Mindfulness
Adequate sleep Empathy Work-life balance
e Clinician
Self-care o
Finding meaning Reframing negativity Inner power well-hemg

Refocusing
Reconnecting

Regaining passion

Refocusing
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Daily gratitude
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Realistic goals
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Acknowledging limitations

Your
uniqueness

Germinating
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esteem and promote self-value, which, in turn,
fuels the energy to love yourself and others.

Some of your social support and connect-
edness can come from your healthcare col-
leagues. The National Academy of Medicine
reports that team-based healthcare is associat-
ed with improved patient outcomes and clini-
cian well-being. A healthy work environment
and amiable coworker relationships can help
you reserve and fuel your energy.

During the pandemic, when many health-
care providers are isolated from family and
friends, these positive relationships are even
more crucial. Demanding patient care can eas-
ily drain your energy, but strong social connec-
tions and collaborative teamwork can foster
trust, communication, and mutual goal-achieve-
ment, ultimately reducing burnout.

urturing kindness

Nurturing kindness is fundamental to

elevating your own happiness and
brightening the mood of those around you.
Acts of kindness help us create a caring-heal-
ing relationship with ourselves and others.
The feeling of being kind not only increases

MyAmericanNurse.com

life satisfaction and happiness but also pro-
motes health. Reducing negative emotions—
such as stress, anger, anxiety, and depres-
sion—improves the immune system. When
we perform acts of kindness, our bodies re-
lease neurochemicals—such as dopamine,
serotonin, and oxytocin—leading to a sense
of happiness and well-being. Also, as more of
our interactions are online, we need to ensure
kindness—respect, caring, compassion, and
empathy—within virtual communities and
when providing remote care.

motional hygiene

When we think of threats to our health,

we frequently think about hazards that
affect us physically, such as bacteria or viruses.
But what about psychological hazards, such as
rejection or loneliness? Emotional hygiene—
practicing mindfulness, having a gratitude men-
tality, cultivating an optimistic attitude, self-
valuing, shifting focus from adversities, and
engaging in physical activities—can help you
manage your feelings, handle everyday diffi-
culties, and mend your psychological pain.
(See Practicing emotional hygiene.)
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To alleviate the detrimental effects of the intense nature of health-
care, you must be diligent about your emotional hygiene. Here are
some practical ways you can incorporate emotional hygiene into your
daily routine:

e Find opportunities during the day to relax the brain and soothe the
mind with a simple breathing exercise: Close your eyes and take
three to five deep breaths. These two techniques can help:

+ 4 x4 breathing—Do a slow count of four for each inhale, hold,
exhale, and hold.

+ 4-7-8 breathing—Do a slow count of four as you inhale, hold for
a slow count of seven, and exhale for a slow count of eight.

e Before going home, practice separation from work with purposeful
and mindful handwashing. Use this practice to not only get rid of
germs but also to “wash away” negative feelings and stress.

e On the way home, focus on green space and enjoy nature.

e Set aside 30 minutes each day to exercise outdoors for exposure to
nature and sunshine.

Mindfulness practice and exercise can
boost emotions and are powerful antidotes
for psychological distress. Mindfulness prac-
tice can help you focus and reduce stress,
anxiety, and depression and also help you re-
lease past negative or difficult emotions.
Functional magnetic resonance imaging sug-
gests that therapeutic mindfulness interven-
tions may reduce the gray matter volume in
the amygdala (the “fight or flight” center of
the brain) and increase it in areas of the brain
that are responsible for learning, memory,
and critical thinking. During exercise, your
body releases endorphins, which can activate
the brain’s opioid receptors, making it a great
remedy for emotional pain, stress, anxiety,
and depression.
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efocusing purpose

Your life purpose is an inner compass

that guides your actions during complex
life situations; having a strong sense of pur-
pose can positively affect your outlook and
health. When you stray from your purpose
and lose passion, you may need to pause, re-
focus, and reconnect with your purpose.

People with a strong sense of purpose
show signs of better cognitive functioning,
memory, mental health, and general well-be-
ing. Actively working and achieving a life goal
creates a sense of fulfillment, which helps us
feel satisfied. When we feel fulfilled, our
brains can produce endorphins and serotonin,
which are energizing.

For most nurses, the goal is to help others.
When you face significant challenges, you
may feel discouraged, stressed, or even
burned out. However, if you can recall, refo-
cus, and reconnect with your original purpose
and passion, you may find joy and renewed
energy.

erminating positivity

Geminating positivity is about cultivat-

ing a positive attitude and spreading it
to others. Developing a positive attitude re-
quires training your brain to focus on the pos-
itive aspects of events rather than the negative.
Positivity training can help you change your
behaviors and mindset to mitigate stressful sit-
uations and improve your well-being. Activi-
ties that can promote positivity include practic-
ing daily gratitude (a gratitude journal or daily
gratitude list), reframing the meaning of adver-
sities, having a growth mindset, showing ap-
preciation, and seeing difficult situations as
temporary. (See Positivity research.)

In healthcare, promoting a positive work
environment is vital for nurses and patients.
You can promote gratitude and positivity at
work in a variety of ways, including starting
shift reports with positive events, recognizing
and appreciating colleagues, and paying kind-
ness forward. You also should try to view dif-
ficult situations as temporary and understand
that hardships will pass.

our uniqueness

Each of us is a unique individual. When

you know your uniqueness, you can
appreciate your strengths and limitations and
will be able to unleash your inner power.
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Two kinds of power guide you, external (au-
thority given to you) and internal (confidence
that grows within you). Internal (inner) pow-
er helps you love yourself and shape who
you are. People and events (such as work-
place incivility and bullying) can’t make you
feel bad without your permission. When you
acknowledge your uniqueness, you can ap-
praise your capabilities, an essential step for
making peace with yourself and ensuring you
don’t feel depleted.

Tending to your inner power requires valu-
ing yourself as a distinct individual and setting
realistic goals. How you think about yourself
can affect how you feel. Thinking about your-
self positively and using uplifting words to de-
scribe yourself can promote your sense of
self-worth. Setting realistic goals helps you
feel accomplished. When you get things done
in the way you desire, your brain releases
dopamine, which elevates your confidence
and happiness and encourages your brain to
seek out these sensations.

In the current pandemic, you can’t save
every life, but you can work to the best of
your ability to save some lives. You'll need to
make peace with what you want to do and
what you can achieve. Setting realistic goals
may help you feel accomplished, releasing the
dopamine that will help you feel good and
mitigate burnout.

Replenish your energy

Using the ENERGY acronym may help you re-
plenish your energy. Practicing self-care can
help you activate or deactivate certain brain
regions to benefit your health. All healthcare
providers shoulder a mission and responsibil-
ity for the health of our communities. We’re
like lifebuoys; only when we fill up ourselves,
will we be able to lift others. AN

Holly Wei is an associate professor, graduate leadership concentra-
tion, in the advanced nursing practice & education department at
the College of Nursing, East Carolina University in Greenville, North
Carolina. Trent L. Wei is a physician at Duke University Medical Cen-
ter in Durham, North Carolina.
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Positivity research

Research shows that positivity and gratitude can change our brains.
Wong and colleagues examined participants’ mental health and brain
functions under three conditions:

e psychotherapy with gratitude expression (writing letters of appreci-
ation to others)

e psychotherapy with expressive writing (writing about their deepest
thoughts and feelings about stressful experiences)

e psychotherapy alone.

Gratitude group participants showed the most significant improve-
ment in their mental health and brain function. Practicing gratitude
improves brain function in the regions such as the hypothalamus,
which secretes dopamine, oxytocin, and endorphin. These hormones
are beneficial to our mental health and help us feel happier and less
depressed.
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