Nursing, night shift, and

nutrition

Planning and preparation can mitigate the negative

effects of working nights.

By Sharon Tucker, PhD, APRN-CNS, NC-BC, EBP-C, FNAP, FAAN

NURSING is a professional calling to provide
human caring and compassion; reduce suffer-
ing; and restore and improve health, well-be-
ing, function, and quality of life. Florence
Nightingale said, “No amount of medical
knowledge will lessen the accountability for
nurses to do what nurses do; that is, manage
the environment to promote positive life
processes.” This includes the 24-hour, 7-day-
a-week nature of the work, which affects
nurses’ health and well-being, including nu-
trition, particularly when working night shift.
Fortunately, evidence-based strategies are
available to help you protect and improve
your health and well-being while remaining
committed to your professional calling.

Night shift and physiology

As new nurses are hired into inpatient posi-
tions, they quickly experience the reality of
24-hour, 7-day-a-week demands, challenging
night shifts, 12-hour—plus shifts, rotating
shifts, and (for many) overtime. New nurses,
by virtue of seniority and clinical ladders, fre-
quently are assigned night shifts and rotating
shifts. The result can be physiologic changes
that have negative health effects. (See Nega-
tive effects of shift work.)

For example, working nights will interfere
with your natural circadian rhythm (24-hour
sleep/wake cycle). (See Keeping rbythm.) Re-
searchers who've studied circadian rhythm
misalignment found elevated glucose and in-
sulin levels, an inverted cortisol rhythm, sig-
nificantly lower leptin levels (resulting in de-
creased activity and increased appetite), and
reduced sleep efficiency. If you work night
shifts, disrupted circadian rhythms and sleep-
wake cycles are inevitable.

Family responsibilities in addition to work
demands can lead to swinging between night
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and daytime sleep, resulting in chronic dis-
ruptions and misaligned circadian rhythms.

Night shift and nutrition
Night-shift work may alter your eating patterns
(which impact your body’s regulator responses
to metabolism) and food choices. Chrononutri-
tion, a new field of research focused on the in-
tersection of circadian biology and diet, has
emerged in response to altered and misaligned
circadian rhythms. It looks at three aspects re-
lated to the timing of eating: eating pattern
consistency/inconsistency, meal frequency
(number), and when (clock time) meals are
eaten. A recent systematic review and meta-
analysis found poor glucose tolerance in night-
time vs. daytime eating when comparing post-
prandial glucose and insulin responses. And
several studies have found a relationship be-
tween altered circadian rhythms, eating pat-
terns, and obesity. These studies have important
implications for night-shift and rotating-shift
nurses who require strategies to mitigate the
negative effects of this type of work.
Healthcare organizations, which regulate
schedules, staffing, and workflow, and pro-
fessional organizations, which advocate for
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Negative effects of shift work

Whether you're working straight night shift or rotating shifts, you may
experience several negative effects that affect your quality of life.

Sleep disruption

fatigue

sleep deprivation

poor sleep hygiene

poor sleep quality

circadian rhythm interruptions

Psychological impact

interpersonal relationship disruptions
mood alterations

Health issues (higher risk of the following)

obesity

diabetes

cancer

infections

cardiovascular disease including heart attack and stroke
infections

Job and general function issues

low job satisfaction

lower tolerance for job workloads

cognitive changes (such as difficulty concentrating, reduced mental
alertness, and forgetfulness)

impaired perceptual and motor abilities.

Not only will the negative effects impact work during a given shift, but
they also may spill over into the next day. The result can be increased
risk for patient care errors on consecutive shifts and disruption in your
overall quality of life.
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nurse well-being, can develop creative solu-
tions to promote good nutrition that offsets
some of the negative physiologic effects of
night-shift work.

Best nutrient options

Choose light snacks—such as fruits, vegeta-
bles, protein (nuts, eggs, yogurt, tuna), and
salads—that will increase energy during your
shift. Research suggests that small, healthy
meals and snacks are important for night-shift
workers. A study by Gupta and colleagues
found that eating a large meal during the night
shift impairs cognitive performance and in-
creases sleepiness. Stay hydrated with water,
which has been shown to reduce headaches
and fatigue and improve mental alertness.

Eating patterns

Eat your main meal before going to work. Re-
search suggests some benefits related to eating
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breakfast, regular meals throughout the day,
and nutritious snacks during the night shift.
When possible, take breaks to eat your snacks
mindfully and with coworkers. Breaks also can
include naps, which may help reduce sleepi-
ness and fatigue and increase mental alertness.

Caffeine

Systematic reviews have demonstrated that mod-
erate caffeine consumption can improve alert-
ness, vigilance, and psychomotor performance;
however, caffeine can interrupt sleep when
night-shift workers want to rest. Because caf-
feine can reduce sleep efficiency, sleep dura-
tion, and slow-wave and REM sleep, consume
it judiciously. Healthy adults who find that
moderate caffeine consumption increases their
alertness may safely continue this behavior
but should limit it to one or two cups of cof-
fee (100 to 200 mg) 30 to 60 minutes before
a work shift. Avoid caffeine 4 to 6 hours be-
fore planned sleep.

What to avoid

A number of foods and substances should be
avoided when working night shifts. For exam-
ple, alcohol’s effects are highly variable among
individuals and can have an impact on func-
tioning, alertness, and fatigue levels well be-
yond 24 hours. Note the effects alcohol has on
you and adjust your use accordingly.

In addition, avoid high-fat and highly dense
sugars and carbohydrates. These foods can
have metabolic effects that make fatigue and
energy swings more challenging for night-shift
work.

Healthy eating patterns
Good planning and preparation can go a long
way to promoting and ensuring healthy and
optimal eating for nurses working night shift.
Do your grocery shopping with a list to
help you focus on buying healthy foods and
avoiding overly refined sugar snacks that pro-
vide quick energy but big swings. Some ex-
perts recommend gluten-free foods because
gluten can sometimes cause GI distress. Pre-
pare healthy options at the beginning of the
work week and store them in baggies and
containers to help make the time just before
work more relaxed and reduce the likelihood
you'll purchase less-healthy options from
vending machines and hospital cafeterias.
Having readily available healthy options also
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may help you say no to sweet treats brought
in by generous nurses. Depending on food
storage options at your organization, consider
investing in containers (such as a thermos or
cooler lunchbox) that support food preserva-
tion. (See More suggestions.)

Make healthy choices

Nurses who work night shifts and rotating
shifts may experience circadian rhythm dis-
ruptions and physiologic changes that place
them at risk for health problems. Choosing
nutritious food options and managing your
eating patterns can help mitigate the negative
effects of shift work and improve your health
and well-being. AN
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Keeping rhythm

Circadian rhythms are natural human rhythms that control many body
functions. Night-shift work interferes with these normal regulatory
functions, which are designed to protect and promote health, func-
tioning, and well-being.
The basic principles underlying rhythm variations are:
e catabolism (breaking down, releasing energy) and readiness for ac-
tion during the day
e anabolism (regeneration) and rest during the night.

During sleep, the body is in a fasting state that promotes the re-
lease of stored glucose for central nervous system function. Eating dur-
ing this time disrupts the system.

Circadian rhythms are controlled by the brain and conduct key
functions related to:

e digestion

e cell growth and repair

® immune system activity (for example, proinflammatory cytokines,
such as tumor necrosis factor).

Key functions are regulated by:

° hormone (melatonin, cortisol, leptin) fluctuations

e core body temperature (peak during the day and minimum point at
night).

Cortisol levels regulate the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis and
are associated with increases in heart rate and blood pressure. They al-
so increase during times of stress.

More suggestions

Other strategies for mitigating the negative effects of night-shift work in-
clude nurses supporting each other, adequate lighting, and physical activity.

Work together

e Nurses can establish eating norms and healthy food guidelines to
support each other and provide accountability.

e Employers can offer healthy snack options in cafeterias and vending
areas and on nursing units.

e The return on investment may include reduced turnover and absen-
teeism and increased productivity and satisfaction.

Follow the light

e Light affects and controls (to some extent) circadian rhythms, in-
cluding hormone secretion, core body temperature, and homeosta-
tic balance of nutrient intake, processing, and energy expenditure.

e Short-wavelength (blue) and long-wavelength (red) light increases
alertness and performance at night.

e Blue light significantly suppresses melatonin.

Stay active

e Regular physical activity is strongly associated with reduced comor-
bidities and mortality, improved mental health, increased quality of
life, and better symptom management.

e Physical activity works in concert with nutrition to produce health
benefits.
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