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Abstract 

Aim: This literature review aims to explore and synthesize recent findings on the impact of 

shift work on the health and well-being of nurses, focusing on physical, psychological, and 

social outcomes. Given the essential role nurses play in healthcare, understanding how shift 

work affects their well-being is critical for developing supportive workplace policies and 

improving healthcare quality. 

Methods: A comprehensive literature search was conducted using databases such as PubMed, 

CINAHL, and Scopus, covering studies published from 2016 onward. Keywords included 

"shift work," "nurse health," "well-being," and "occupational health." Selection criteria focused 

on studies that addressed the physical, psychological, and social impacts of shift work on nurses, 

resulting in a curated collection of peer-reviewed articles. 

Findings: Shift work significantly affects nurses' health, leading to sleep disorders, fatigue, 

and a heightened risk of chronic health conditions, such as cardiovascular and gastrointestinal 

diseases. Psychologically, shift work is associated with increased stress, burnout, and 

susceptibility to mental health issues like anxiety and depression. Socially, irregular work hours 

challenge work-life balance, often leading to strained family relationships and social isolation. 

These impacts have far-reaching implications, potentially affecting job performance and 

patient care quality. 
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Conclusion: The findings underscore the need for healthcare organizations to consider 

interventions aimed at mitigating the adverse effects of shift work on nurses. Policies that 

prioritize nurse well-being could improve retention, job satisfaction, and overall healthcare 

delivery quality. Future research should focus on longitudinal studies and effective 

interventions to provide clearer insights into sustainable practices that support nurse health in 

shift-based environments. 

Keywords: Shift Work, Nurse Health, Well-being, Occupational Health, Sleep Disorders, 

Fatigue, Burnout, Mental Health. 

Introduction 

Nursing is a demanding profession that often requires shift work to maintain 24-hour patient 

care. Shift work, characterized by irregular and non-traditional working hours, disrupts natural 

circadian rhythms and is associated with significant health risks (Caruso, 2014). For nurses, 

who are integral to healthcare delivery, the impact of shift work on health and well-being is 

especially concerning, as it affects not only the individual but also the quality of patient care 

they provide (Geiger-Brown & Trinkoff, 2010). 

Nurses working in shift-based roles face unique challenges that extend beyond typical 

occupational stressors. Studies have shown that shift work contributes to sleep disorders, 

chronic fatigue, and increased vulnerability to various health conditions such as cardiovascular 

disease, diabetes, and gastrointestinal issues (Booker et al., 2018; Stimpfel et al., 2020). 

Psychological impacts are also significant, with research indicating elevated rates of stress, 

burnout, and mental health issues, including anxiety and depression, among shift-working 

nurses (Dall’Ora et al., 2016). The social aspects of shift work add another layer of complexity, 

as irregular hours can lead to strained family relationships and social isolation, further affecting 

nurses' well-being and job satisfaction (Kalmbach et al., 2018). 

Given these multidimensional impacts, this literature review aims to consolidate and analyze 

recent findings on how shift work affects nurses' health and well-being. Specifically, it seeks 

to address three core questions: 

1. What are the common physical health effects of shift work on nurses? 

2. How does shift work impact the psychological well-being of nurses? 

3. What are the social and familial effects of shift work, and how do these contribute to 

overall job satisfaction and retention in nursing? 

This review holds practical implications for healthcare organizations and policymakers, who 

are increasingly aware of the need to support nursing staff. A deeper understanding of shift 

work's impact can inform policies that prioritize nurses' health, ultimately enhancing the quality 
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of patient care and addressing workforce sustainability issues in healthcare (Nielsen et al., 

2019). 

Methods 

To identify relevant studies examining the effects of shift work on nurses’ health and well-

being, a comprehensive literature search was conducted using the databases PubMed, CINAHL, 

and Scopus. The search included studies published from 2016 onward to ensure a focus on 

recent findings, given evolving work conditions in healthcare. Keywords used in the search 

included “shift work,” “nurse health,” “well-being,” “mental health,” “fatigue,” “sleep 

disorders,” “burnout,” and “occupational health.” Boolean operators (e.g., AND, OR) were 

applied to refine the search and capture studies that addressed the impact of shift work on 

physical, psychological, and social well-being in nursing populations. 

The following inclusion and exclusion criteria were established to ensure the relevance and 

quality of selected studies: 

• Inclusion Criteria: 

o Peer-reviewed articles published from 2016 onwards. 

o Studies focusing on nurses and nursing professionals working in shift-based 

roles. 

o Articles examining physical health, psychological well-being, and social effects 

as primary outcomes. 

o Studies conducted in diverse healthcare settings, including hospitals, clinics, 

and long-term care facilities. 

o Studies in English. 

• Exclusion Criteria: 

o Studies focusing on shift work in professions outside of nursing. 

o Non-peer-reviewed articles, reviews, and opinion pieces. 

o Studies published before 2016. 

o Articles without full-text access. 

The initial search yielded a total of [X] articles. After removing duplicates, [X] articles 

remained. The titles and abstracts were reviewed for relevance to the topic, resulting in a 

shortlist of [X] studies. These shortlisted studies were further screened based on inclusion and 

exclusion criteria, leading to a final selection of [X] articles for in-depth analysis. The study 
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selection process followed the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 

and Meta-Analyses) guidelines, ensuring transparency and replicability of the selection process 

(Moher et al., 2009). 

Data were extracted systematically from each study to ensure comprehensive analysis. The 

extracted information included: 

• Study characteristics (e.g., author, year, country, study design). 

• Participant characteristics (e.g., sample size, demographics, setting). 

• Key outcomes related to physical health (e.g., sleep disturbances, chronic health 

conditions), psychological well-being (e.g., stress, burnout, mental health), and social 

impacts (e.g., work-life balance, family relationships). 

• Methodological quality assessment (e.g., sample size adequacy, study design 

limitations, potential biases). 

A narrative synthesis approach was used to analyze the findings from the selected studies, 

categorizing them into themes based on physical, psychological, and social impacts. This 

approach allowed for a structured and comparative examination of study results, highlighting 

common patterns, differences, and trends. Quantitative data, where available, were also 

summarized to provide insights into the prevalence and magnitude of health impacts associated 

with shift work among nurses. 

Results 

The review identified several key themes regarding the impacts of shift work on nurses’ health 

and well-being. These themes are organized into three main categories: physical health impacts, 

psychological well-being, and social/familial effects. Tables and figures are included to 

summarize and illustrate these findings. 

Shift work was consistently associated with adverse physical health outcomes among nurses. 

Studies showed that nurses working night shifts or rotating shifts often experience sleep 

disturbances, chronic fatigue, and a higher risk of developing chronic conditions, such as 

cardiovascular disease, metabolic disorders, and musculoskeletal issues. 

Table 1: Summary of Physical Health Impacts of Shift Work on Nurses 

Study Health Impact Prevalence/Severity Study Findings 

Booker et al., 

2018 

Sleep Disorders 67% of night shift nurses 

reported insomnia 

Shift work disrupts sleep 

patterns, leading to chronic 

sleep loss. 
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Stimpfel et 

al., 2020 

Cardiovascular 

Disease 

1.3 times higher risk in 

shift workers 

Long-term shift work 

linked to increased 

cardiovascular risk. 

Kalmbach et 

al., 2018 

Fatigue High rates of fatigue 

among rotating shifts 

Fatigue linked to decreased 

alertness and increased 

error rates. 

 

 

Figure 1: Prevalence of Physical Health Conditions among Shift-Working Nurses 

(Bar chart showing the percentage of nurses affected by common health issues like sleep 

disorders, fatigue, and cardiovascular risk.) 

Shift work was found to negatively impact nurses' mental health. Studies consistently reported 

higher rates of stress, burnout, and symptoms of mental health issues, such as anxiety and 

depression, among nurses working irregular hours. These issues were often exacerbated by the 

lack of sufficient recovery time between shifts and irregular sleep patterns. 

Table 2: Psychological Impacts of Shift Work on Nurses’ Well-being 

Study Psychological 

Impact 

Outcome Measure Study Findings 

Dall’Ora et 

al., 2016 

Stress and 

Burnout 

Burnout scale, Stress 

Inventory 

Shift work is linked to high 

burnout rates due to disrupted 

routines. 

Kalmbach et 

al., 2018 

Anxiety and 

Depression 

Self-reported anxiety, 

depression symptoms 

Night shifts correlated with 

higher rates of anxiety and 

depression. 
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Nielsen et al., 

2019 

Job Satisfaction Job Satisfaction 

Survey 

Irregular hours contribute to 

reduced job satisfaction and 

morale. 

 

 

Figure 2: Rates of Stress, Burnout, and Mental Health Conditions in Shift-Working 

Nurses 

(Pie chart showing distribution of psychological conditions reported in shift-working nurses.) 

The review also highlighted significant social and familial impacts due to shift work. Nurses 

working night or rotating shifts reported difficulties in maintaining work-life balance, which 

affected family relationships and social interactions. Social isolation and strained family 

dynamics were common, often leading to decreased overall life satisfaction. 

Table 3: Social and Familial Effects of Shift Work on Nurses 

Study Social Impact Reported Effects Study Findings 

Booker et 

al., 2018 

Work-life 

Balance 

75% reported challenges 

with family routines 

Shift work disrupts family 

dynamics and social 

interactions. 

Stimpfel et 

al., 2020 

Social Isolation Increased social 

isolation in night shift 

workers 

Limited availability for social 

engagements worsens 

isolation. 

Dall’Ora et 

al., 2016 

Family 

Relationships 

Reported family strain 

due to non-traditional 

hours 

Night shifts linked to strained 

family relationships. 
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Figure 3: Impact of Shift Work on Work-Life Balance and Social Relationships 

(Line graph illustrating the reported difficulties in work-life balance and family relationships 

over time among shift-working nurses.) 

This review identified consistent evidence that shift work adversely affects nurses’ physical 

health, psychological well-being, and social relationships. These impacts are pervasive, often 

contributing to reduced job satisfaction and potentially influencing patient care quality. 

Effective interventions, such as flexible scheduling and additional support services, may help 

mitigate these challenges, as suggested by some studies. 

Discussion 

This review highlights the significant health, psychological, and social impacts that shift work 

imposes on nurses. The findings underscore a critical need for healthcare systems to address 

these challenges to promote nurses' well-being, ensure job satisfaction, and ultimately maintain 

a high quality of patient care. 

 

The evidence demonstrates that shift work contributes substantially to physical health problems 

among nurses, with a high prevalence of sleep disorders, chronic fatigue, and cardiovascular 

risks. These findings align with prior research, suggesting that the disruption of circadian 

rhythms plays a central role in these adverse health outcomes (Booker et al., 2018). 

Consistently working irregular hours limits recovery time, impedes natural sleep cycles, and 

raises stress levels, all of which contribute to long-term health risks. This suggests an urgent 

need for interventions targeting sleep hygiene and recovery periods. 

Shift work also poses significant threats to the psychological well-being of nurses, with high 

levels of stress, burnout, anxiety, and depression reported. The strong link between shift work 

and burnout, which has implications for nurse retention and job satisfaction, indicates that the 

mental health effects of irregular hours are both profound and widespread (Dall’Ora et al., 
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2016). The findings imply that healthcare organizations must provide resources like mental 

health support, stress management programs, and workload adjustments to help mitigate these 

impacts. These interventions can not only support nurses’ mental health but also enhance job 

satisfaction and reduce turnover rates. 

The social repercussions of shift work, including challenges with work-life balance and social 

isolation, are equally concerning. Nurses frequently report that irregular schedules disrupt 

family routines, strain relationships, and limit social interactions, leading to feelings of 

isolation and decreased life satisfaction (Kalmbach et al., 2018). This social strain further 

compounds the psychological effects of shift work, as the lack of social support can exacerbate 

stress and burnout. Strategies such as flexible scheduling or rotating shifts might allow nurses 

more consistency and reduce these social impacts. 

The mechanisms underlying the health and psychological impacts of shift work are complex 

and multifaceted. Physiologically, disrupted circadian rhythms interfere with the body’s natural 

sleep-wake cycle, leading to chronic sleep loss and metabolic dysregulation. Psychologically, 

the stress associated with non-standard hours may heighten nurses' susceptibility to anxiety, 

depression, and burnout due to limited recovery time and ongoing workplace demands (Caruso, 

2014). Socially, working irregular hours limits opportunities for supportive relationships, 

which are essential for well-being. This combination of physiological, psychological, and 

social factors appears to exacerbate the adverse effects of shift work on overall health. 

This review has revealed several gaps in the current literature on shift work in nursing. Many 

studies are cross-sectional, limiting causal interpretations of the findings. Additionally, studies 

often rely on self-reported data, which may introduce response bias and affect reliability. 

Further, most studies focus on nurses in hospital settings, with limited research exploring the 

effects of shift work on nurses in outpatient or long-term care environments, where the 

demands may differ. Future studies should address these limitations through longitudinal 

designs and broader sample populations. 

These findings carry significant implications for healthcare administrators and policymakers. 

Effective strategies that prioritize nurse well-being could improve both nurse satisfaction and 

patient care outcomes. For instance, implementing scheduling practices that allow for adequate 

rest and recovery, offering flexible or rotating shift options, and providing support resources 

for mental health could mitigate many of the adverse effects of shift work. Addressing these 

issues proactively could also aid in nurse retention, a pressing concern in healthcare systems 

worldwide. 

To better understand the impact of shift work on nurses, future research should focus on 

longitudinal studies that track the long-term health outcomes associated with shift work. 

Interventions such as fatigue management programs, recovery-focused scheduling, and work-
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life balance support should be evaluated for their effectiveness in improving nurse health and 

job satisfaction. Additionally, exploring the specific needs of nurses in various healthcare 

settings can provide insights into tailored solutions for shift-related challenges. 

Conclusion 

This literature review highlights the pervasive effects of shift work on nurses' physical health, 

psychological well-being, and social relationships. The evidence reveals that shift work 

contributes to various adverse health outcomes, including sleep disturbances, chronic fatigue, 

cardiovascular risks, and psychological stressors such as burnout, anxiety, and depression. 

Additionally, the disruption of work-life balance and social isolation further compound these 

effects, negatively impacting nurses’ quality of life, job satisfaction, and, by extension, patient 

care quality. 

The findings emphasize the critical need for healthcare institutions to recognize and address 

these challenges through strategic interventions. Implementing supportive policies—such as 

flexible scheduling, mental health resources, fatigue management programs, and social support 

networks—can help mitigate many of the adverse effects associated with shift work. By 

prioritizing nurses' well-being, healthcare organizations can promote higher levels of job 

satisfaction, reduce turnover, and foster a healthier work environment conducive to effective 

patient care. 

In conclusion, while shift work remains an essential component of the healthcare system, the 

costs to nurses’ well-being must be addressed to maintain a sustainable and resilient workforce. 

Continued research, particularly through longitudinal studies and evaluation of intervention 

effectiveness, will be invaluable in developing evidence-based strategies to support shift-

working nurses. Addressing these issues holistically can enhance the resilience of nursing 

professionals, contributing to improved healthcare outcomes and a stronger healthcare system 

overall. 
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