
 

 

Managing Pandemic-Related Nurse Burnout
Nurses, who comprise the largest segment of 

the healthcare workforce, have experienced 

burnout in the form of significant stress and 

anxiety, with resulting physical effects, related 

to performing their duties during COVID-19.1 

They have also worked with significant staffing 

shortages and at a substantial risk of 

experiencing workplace violence.  

A study by the International Council of Nurses 

found that burnout rates for nurses are at 

70 percent compared to 40 percent before the 

pandemic.2 To manage these high 

percentages, healthcare organizations need to 

address systems-level causes of burnout to 

protect not only their nurses, but also their 

patients. 

Nurses’ job demands should be balanced with 

their job resources to create a constructive 

work culture. In such a culture, leaders will aim 

to manage team conflict, ensure appropriate 

staffing levels, create fair work schedules, 

optimize benefits, develop leaders, and 

facilitate professional growth and care 

advancement. Additionally, leaders should be 

trained to recognize and address burnout. 

Below are various risk tips3 that healthcare 

organizations can employ to reduce the risk of 

nurse burnout. 

 

 

Assess nurses for burnout and address work environment and systems factors 

that contribute to burnout and erode nurses’ well-being. Educate nurses to 

identify behaviors caused by burnout and compassion fatigue. 

  

 

Develop and implement management policies that support nurses’ well-being. 

Adopt well-being in the healthcare organization as a core value. 
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Involve nurses in scheduling decisions, and ensure appropriate staffing and safe 

working conditions. Implement policies that enhance flexibility at work (such as 

in staffing and scheduling), and support work-life balance. Designate rest 

periods for nurses. 

  

 

Provide adequate resources including sufficient and effective personal 

protective equipment. 

  

 

Implement comprehensive support programs for nurses to reduce the 

psychological and emotional impact of COVID-19. 

  

 

Set forth zero tolerance for violence, incivility, and bullying for nurses in the 

healthcare organization. 

  

 

Make confidential mental health services available for nurses. For high-risk 

nurses, screen for mental health illness, provide early supportive interventions, 

and facilitate immediate access to mental health services. Address and 

eliminate any stigma associated with seeking out those services.  

  

 

Ensure that licensure policies of your state board of nursing include provisions 

that allow nurses to seek mental health care without negative consequences. 
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Provide a way for individuals and teams to manage moral distress. Teach 

nurses to identify potential signs of distress and suicide risk. 

  

 

Assess the potential impact of new rules and requirements on nurses’ workload 

and work efficiency before implementing them. 

  

 

Develop policies that reduce the burden of clerical and other nonclinical tasks on 

nurses. 

  

 

Allow for increased nurse leadership in the healthcare organization, and provide 

opportunities for nurses to be involved in policy discussions. 

  

 

Assess whether the healthcare organization’s current electronic health record 

(EHR) system may be customized so that it optimally supports nursing workflow. 

  

 

Ensure that nurses are trained and oriented to assigned areas. Consider cross 

training nurses in other areas in the healthcare organization. 
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Resources 
• Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: Managing Fatigue During Times of Crises: 

Guidance for Nurses, Managers, and Other Healthcare Workers  

• The Joint Commission: Quick Safety Issue 50: Developing Resilience to Combat Nurse 

Burnout  

• The Joint Commission: Quick Safety Issue 54: Promoting Psychosocial Well-Being of Health 

Care Staff During Crisis  

  

https://blogs.cdc.gov/niosh-science-blog/2020/04/02/fatigue-crisis-hcw/?deliveryName=USCDC_170-DM24834
https://blogs.cdc.gov/niosh-science-blog/2020/04/02/fatigue-crisis-hcw/?deliveryName=USCDC_170-DM24834
https://www.jointcommission.org/resources/news-and-multimedia/newsletters/newsletters/quick-safety/quick-safety-50-developing-resilience-to-combat-nurse-burnout/
https://www.jointcommission.org/resources/news-and-multimedia/newsletters/newsletters/quick-safety/quick-safety-50-developing-resilience-to-combat-nurse-burnout/
https://www.jointcommission.org/resources/news-and-multimedia/newsletters/newsletters/quick-safety/quick-safety-issue-54/
https://www.jointcommission.org/resources/news-and-multimedia/newsletters/newsletters/quick-safety/quick-safety-issue-54/
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This document does not constitute legal or medical advice and should not be construed as rules or establishing a 

standard of care. Because the facts applicable to your situation may vary, or the laws applicable in your jurisdiction 

may differ, please contact your attorney or other professional advisors if you have any questions related to your legal 

or medical obligations or rights, state or federal laws, contract interpretation, or other legal questions. 
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