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Project Overview

“Surviving the Shift: A Practical Handbook for Night Shift Healthcare Workers” is a

comprehensive guidebook that provides information and guidance to those struggling with

the lifestyle of night shift. It serves to highlight the adversity that healthcare workers face

while working night shift. While examining extensive, peer-reviewed research, I focused on

eight problematic topics associated with working night shift including sleep disruptions, diet

and nutrition, exercise, gastrointestinal problems, cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes,

hormonal imbalances, and social isolation. To select these topics, I familiarized myself with

general research on night shift and compiled a list of the recurring issues workers face. In my

digital guidebook, I introduced each topic, included scientific research, and defined important

terms and concepts. Additionally, I critically analyzed the role of night shift in amplifying

these common problems. By interpreting this scientific information as it related directly to

night shift workers, I formulated a list with several tips to combat the negative impacts. At

the close of my guidebook, I provided benefits of night shift, a sample 24-hour routine, as

well as an interview with a registered nurse. Through all of this research and construction of

my Honors Thesis, I determined that the underlying culprit for most of the physical and

mental issues linked to night shift is the disruption to the body’s circadian rhythm.
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Significance of the Topic

This topic stood out to me due to the growing importance of night shift work in

healthcare. Shift work is essential in today’s world, and it is reported that 12% to 13% of the

workforce in North America falls on a rotating or regular night shift schedule. Night and day

shifts, although immensely different, are of equal importance. Oftentimes, the sacrifices night

shift workers take to care for patients while the majority of those around them sleep are

overlooked. The glaring issue responsible for the adverse health effects is the misalignment in

circadian rhythm. It is widely known that shift work takes a toll on one’s sleep schedule. The

key issue, more importantly, lies in the misalignment between the body's natural circadian

rhythm and the timing of the sleep/wake cycle (James, 2017). Nearly every metabolic

function, such as hormonal processes, cognitive performance, and heart rate variability, is

influenced by circadian timing which is controlled by light exposure (Boivin et al., 2022).

During my research, sleep disruption stuck out as a major factor that amplifies other

health concerns. I referenced studies that reviewed how the circadian rhythm controls sleep

and other metabolic processes and utilized them to scientifically bolster claims made by night

shift workers. Since shift workers operate on opposite schedules, they often experience low

quality sleep or none at all, leading to diminished metabolic, mental, and nervous system

health (Salamon, 2023). For example, night shift workers often struggle to maintain a healthy

diet due to unavailability of nutritious meals, lack of time, and hormonal disruptions (Bonnell

et al., 2017). A recent study found that 27% of night shift healthcare workers lack sufficient

time to eat during shifts lasting over eight consecutive hours, and nearly one-fifth report not

having time to drink (Bouillon-Minois et al., 2022). This is certainly an issue and needs to be

addressed in order to maintain and support the health of these essential night shift workers. In
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turn, these sleep disruptions are associated with an increased risk of chronic health

conditions, including cardiovascular diseases, diabetes, obesity, and mental health disorders

such as anxiety and depression. Most of my research involved exploring literature reviews, as

I found these to be applicable and comprehensive. For example, I referenced a study that

analyzed the relationship between gastrointestinal disorders and shift work and ultimately

found a link between the two (Knutsson & Bøggild, 2010). Furthermore, I was interested in

discovering how exercise should be incorporated in night shift schedules. As a Health and

Exercise Science major, I was able to draw on previous knowledge during my research on

this topic. Not only is it crucial to understand when and what kind of exercise best suits night

shift employees, but it was glaring in my research that exercise can lessen many of the

negative problems such as depression, low self-esteem, and stress. It can also decrease night

shift’s amplifying impact on the risk for conditions such as cardiovascular disease or obesity

(Mahindru et al., 2023).

From an occupational perspective, fatigue and cognitive impairment caused by night

shift work can lead to reduced job performance, errors, and accidents, particularly in

high-stakes professions like healthcare. Furthermore, these effects can extend beyond the

workplace to influence the well-being of workers' personal lives and families. By

understanding these negative effects, workers can implement strategies to mitigate them,

optimize their shift schedules, and spread the awareness to those around them. This

knowledge is essential for promoting healthier, safer, and more sustainable working

conditions for night shift employees.
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Steps in the Creative Process

I chose this topic for my Honors Thesis because I am deeply interested in healthcare

and the duties of those working in this field. As a current healthcare worker and aspiring

physician assistant, I will likely work night shifts in my future career, and I feel

well-equipped to do so with the knowledge I have gained from completing this thesis.

Furthermore, the detriments of night shift are glaring in the current world, and I strived to

uncover the truth and acknowledge the sacrifices night shift workers take to care for and

serve patients. Importantly, I was inspired by my older sister who is a registered nurse. Like

most every new graduate nurse, she began her career working night shift. As I watched her

navigate the ups and downs of her work, I realized there is a rich importance in understanding

and appreciating the work that not many are willing to do.

As I decided what format to present my thesis in, I chose to display my research in the

form of a creative digital guidebook rather than a research paper. A guidebook-style project

serves as an effective bridge between strict, scientific information and digestible ideas that

are relevant to the general public. I also wanted to intertwine visuals and figures into my

writing to make it engaging. I found that a visual format was more engaging yet still

professional and informative.

Beginning my creative process, I first needed to identify my target audience: night

shift healthcare workers. I considered their knowledge level and reflected on their

perspectives as much as possible. I then conducted extensive research on night shift in

general. I ensured to choose subtopics that were pertinent yet common amongst this

population. After compiling my research on each subject, I summarized the key concepts into

an outline form. This helped me to decipher and filter through the most important information
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to input into my digital guidebook. Along with this, I included ways to combat the proposed

issue at the end of each subtopic to reiterate that there are remedies that workers can

implement. Throughout my thesis, I made sure to use an active voice and explain topics in

concise yet thorough writing. Furthermore, I incorporated photos, cartoons, and videos to

make the format visually appealing. I also added colors, fonts, and keyword-rich headings to

catch the eye and engage readers’ attention.

One hindrance I ran into while completing my Honors Thesis was how to encapsulate

such complex and elaborate subjects into a page or two. The human body is vastly intricate,

and the biological processes within it are multifaceted. Condensing an entire research review

into a small paragraph was challenging, and it took patience and perseverance to seamlessly

convey this. As I continued working, I developed a pattern to my research and the method in

which I displayed it on my visual guidebook. I aimed to deliver the most relevant information

in a way that links it to night shift specifically. Not all research studies had connecting

information regarding night shift or particular solutions to the problems. This forced me to

think critically and interpret the findings as they related to my specific thesis.
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Relevance to Current Challenges

This Honors Thesis will serve not only myself but other healthcare workers as well.

Although my target audience is mainly night shift healthcare workers, this thesis is also

beneficial to those working a normal schedule. With the growing prevalence of night shift, it

is crucial that the entire care team understands the different implications and experiences

between day and night shift. As I have gained more knowledge on the true responsibilities of

night shift workers, I have noticed that the problems and risks associated with night shift are

often ignored. With social isolation, increased risk of health problems, and overall lack of

sleep, people working these shifts are prone to putting themselves and their patients at risk.

The broader context of my Honors Thesis serves to address these problems and provide

comprehensive, scholarly research that can be utilized in the everyday lives of night shift

workers. My goal was to bring these issues to light and acknowledge the hard work and

struggles of working night shift. While developing my project, I sought to answer how people

working night shift can stay healthy, happy, and efficient at their job.

It is obvious that night shift work is accompanied by a host of health problems such as

cardiovascular disease and type 2 diabetes. These conditions become more prevalent in the

current world with every passing year, so it is imperative to acknowledge the further

increased risk night shift employees face. A recent scientific study found that shift work

increased the risk of coronary heart disease (CHD) morbidity by 26% and increased the risk

of CHD and cardiovascular disease mortality by about 20% (Torquati et al., 2018). With

cardiovascular disease being the leading cause of death in the United States, we cannot

overlook the risk factors associated with night shift work. This is especially relevant

considering the fact that type 2 diabetes can further increase the risk for cardiovascular
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disease. In female workers, the disrupted circadian rhythm can heavily impact hormone

levels, unfortunately leading to a heightened risk of breast cancer or changes in reproductive

abilities (Davis et al., 2012).

Aside from physical ailments, night shift employees are often plagued by mental

health disorders and depressive feelings. I was not shocked to read that workers often do not

get a true day off, as they spend most of their free days recovering from lack of sleep. I was

surprised, however, to learn that there are exponentially more workplace or commuting

accidents. Workers with shift work sleep disorder are 300% more likely to be involved in a

crash or near-crash (Vitale et al., 2015). This is a glaring statistic that is not adequately

recognized. Night shift workers, and healthcare workers in general, have important roles as

caretakers. However, what I wished to convey in my project was that these employees need to

be cared for as well. It is easy to overlook the issues and chalk them up to the expected stress

of the career, but the issues are much more complex than that. Separation and asynchrony

between the employee and their family or social life triggers disunity and strife between the

work-life balance (Silva & Costa, 2023).
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Impact and Personal Growth

Not only did my Honors Thesis allow me to increase my knowledge on the topic of

night shift work, but it also inspired me to raise awareness regarding the adversity workers

face. Even though I was familiar with the pressures of healthcare work, I did not fully

understand the scope of the sacrifices made by those working night shift until constructing

my project. Through my research and design, I deepened my understanding of the challenges

faced by night shift workers and the necessity of advocating for their well-being. I gained

insight into the societal and systemic factors that contribute to the challenges of night shift

work. If more time was allotted for the project, one thing I would have included was how

institutions or workplaces can realistically incorporate these strategies into their employee

development programs. This would be beneficial because it could serve as a buffer between

workers and management and bring awareness to the health of employees. Most importantly,

this project helped me appreciate the importance of self-care and resilience for those in

demanding work environments. I gained a deeper respect for night shift workers and better

understand how they can be supported in their careers and personal lives. Personally, I

became more mindful of my own health habits and how they are influenced by work

schedules and stress.

Creating this project has also transformed my personal growth as a student. I learned

how to synthesize research from multiple disciplines, including healthcare, psychology, and

sociology, into a coherent and meaningful analysis that can be utilized by many. Also, I

learned the importance of time management, as I balanced in-depth research with other

academic and personal responsibilities. My thesis challenged me to stay disciplined and

motivated over an extended period, a skill I will carry into future endeavors. I have done
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many science-based projects in my college career, but this project stretched me to deepen my

efforts and assume a different approach to my research. I developed strong critical thinking

skills by analyzing complex data and contrasting different perspectives on the issue.

Additionally, I also became more adept at articulating complex ideas clearly and concisely

through various formats of writing. By analyzing common issues and creating solutions to

them, I practiced critical and creative thinking that I can draw back on in my future academic

career. Overall, this thesis journey instilled in me a sense of purpose and confidence in my

ability to contribute meaningfully to my chosen field.
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