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How Nurses Stay Safe From Physical 
Risks 
Sarah's hands shook as she reached for the patient's IV line. Another 12-hour shift, another 

chance something could go wrong. Does this sound like your daily reality? 

You became a nurse to help people heal. But every day, you face real dangers that can hurt 

your body and your peace of mind. Physical safety risks in healthcare are serious. They 

 

 



 
 

include getting sick from germs, touching dangerous chemicals, and getting hurt while 

moving patients. 

The good news? You can protect yourself. This guide shows you how to stay safe while 

doing the job you love. 

Why Physical Safety Matters for Nurses 

Healthcare workers get hurt on the job more than most other workers. The numbers are 

scary but real. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, healthcare workers face injury 

rates twice as high as other industries. 

Think of your body like a car. You wouldn't drive without checking the brakes, right? Your 

safety at work needs the same attention. When you protect yourself, you can take better 

care of your patients too. 

Physical risks don't just hurt your body. They create stress and worry. This affects your 

mental health and job performance. When you feel safe, you work better. 

The Big Three: Main Physical Risks Nurses Face 

1. Infectious Disease Exposure 

Germs are everywhere in hospitals and clinics. You work with sick people every day. This 

puts you at risk for catching diseases. 

Common infectious disease risks include: 

● Flu and cold viruses 

● COVID-19 and other respiratory infections 

● Bloodborne pathogens like hepatitis B and HIV 

● Drug-resistant bacteria like MRSA 
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These germs spread through air, blood, and body fluids. One small mistake can lead to 

serious illness. 

2. Hazardous Chemical Exposure 

Hospitals use many chemicals for cleaning and treatment. These substances can hurt you if 

you're not careful. 

Chemical hazards include: 

● Cleaning products with harsh ingredients 

● Chemotherapy drugs that can cause cancer 

● Anesthetic gases that affect your breathing 

● Laboratory chemicals used in testing 

Even small amounts can cause problems. Some chemicals hurt you right away. Others 

cause problems years later. 

3. Physical Injuries from Patient Handling 

Moving and lifting patients is hard work. It puts stress on your body every day. Back injuries 

are the most common problem nurses face. 

Patient handling injuries happen when you: 

● Lift patients without help 

● Move patients in awkward positions 

● Transfer patients between beds and chairs 

● Help patients walk or stand 

These injuries can end your career. They cause pain that lasts for months or years. 
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How to Protect Yourself: Safety Strategies That Work 

Follow Universal Precautions 

Universal precautions treat all patients like they might have an infection. This keeps you 

safe from diseases you can't see. 

Key universal precautions include: 

● Wash your hands before and after each patient 

● Wear gloves when touching blood or body fluids 

● Use masks when patients have respiratory infections 

● Dispose of needles in proper containers 

Make these habits automatic. Think of them like brushing your teeth. You do it without 

thinking because it keeps you healthy. 

Use Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) Correctly 

PPE is your armor against germs and chemicals. But it only works if you use it right. 

Essential PPE includes: 

● Gloves that fit properly 

● Masks or respirators for airborne germs 

● Eye protection for splash risks 

● Gowns for full body protection 

Put on PPE before you enter a patient's room. Take it off carefully when you leave. Never 

reuse single-use items. 

Practice Safe Patient Handling 

Your back is precious. Protect it by using proper lifting techniques and asking for help. 

 
4 



 
 

Safe patient handling tips: 

● Always get help for heavy patients 

● Use mechanical lifts when available 

● Keep your back straight when lifting 

● Pivot with your feet, don't twist your spine 

Remember: there's no such thing as asking for help too often. Your coworkers understand 

the risks too. 

Stay Up-to-Date on Vaccinations 

Vaccines protect you from serious diseases. Keep your shots current to stay healthy. 

Important vaccines for nurses: 

● Annual flu vaccine 

● COVID-19 vaccines and boosters 

● Hepatitis B vaccine series 

● Tdap vaccine for tetanus and whooping cough 

Talk to your employee health department about which vaccines you need. Don't wait until 

there's an outbreak. 

Creating a Culture of Safety 

Safety isn't just about individual actions. Your workplace needs to support safe practices 

too. 

Know Your Rights 

You have the right to a safe workplace. This includes: 

● Proper safety training 

● Access to PPE that fits 

● Safe patient handling equipment 
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● Clear policies about infectious diseases 

If your workplace doesn't provide these things, speak up. Your safety matters. 

Report Safety Problems 

When you see safety issues, report them. This helps fix problems before someone gets 

hurt. 

Report these issues immediately: 

● Broken or missing safety equipment 

● Unsafe patient handling situations 

● Chemical spills or exposure 

● Needlestick injuries 

Don't assume someone else will report it. Your voice makes a difference. 

Support Your Coworkers 

Safety is a team effort. Look out for each other. Offer help when you see a coworker 

struggling with a heavy patient. 

Share safety tips you've learned. If you see someone using unsafe practices, speak up 

kindly. We're all in this together. 

Managing the Stress of Physical Risks 

Worrying about safety can create mental stress. This is normal, but you can manage it. 

Stay Informed, Not Overwhelmed 

Learn about safety practices, but don't obsess over every possible risk. Focus on what you 

can control. 
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Read reliable sources about workplace safety. Avoid scary stories that make you worry 

more. Knowledge should make you feel more confident, not more afraid. 

Practice Stress-Relief Techniques 

Physical safety stress affects your whole body. Use these techniques to stay calm: 

● Deep breathing exercises between patients 

● Quick stretches to relieve muscle tension 

● Mindfulness practices during breaks 

● Regular exercise outside of work 

These techniques help your body recover from daily stress. 

Build a Support Network 

Talk to other nurses about safety concerns. They understand what you're going through. 

Join professional nursing organizations that focus on workplace safety. Connect with 

coworkers who share your concerns. Having support makes everything easier. 

When Things Go Wrong: Handling Exposures 

Even with good safety practices, accidents can happen. Know what to do if you're exposed 

to infectious diseases or chemicals. 

Immediate Steps for Any Exposure 

1. Stop what you're doing right away 

2. Remove contaminated clothing or equipment 

3. Wash the exposed area with soap and water 

4. Report the incident to your supervisor 

5. Get medical attention if needed 
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Time matters with exposures. The faster you act, the better your chances of staying 

healthy. 

Follow Up Care 

After an exposure, you may need: 

● Blood tests to check for infections 

● Medications to prevent disease 

● Follow-up appointments with employee health 

● Counseling if you're worried about the exposure 

Don't skip follow-up care. It's important for your long-term health. 

Building Long-Term Safety Habits 

Safety isn't something you do once. It's a daily practice that becomes part of who you are 

as a nurse. 

Make Safety Second Nature 

The best safety practices become automatic. You don't think about them anymore. 

Start with one safety habit. Practice it every day until it feels natural. Then add another 

habit. Over time, you'll build a complete safety routine. 

Stay Current with Training 

Safety practices change as we learn more. Stay updated with regular training. 

Attend safety workshops offered by your employer. Read nursing journals that discuss 

safety issues. Take online courses about workplace safety. 
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Advocate for Better Safety 

Use your voice to make your workplace safer. Join safety committees if your hospital has 

them. Suggest improvements when you see problems. 

Your experience matters. You know what safety challenges nurses face every day. Share 

that knowledge to help create better policies. 

The Bottom Line: Your Safety Matters 

Physical safety risks are real for nurses. But you have the power to protect yourself. Use 

proper safety equipment, follow safe practices, and speak up when you see problems. 

Remember why you became a nurse. You wanted to help people heal. You can't do that if 

you're hurt or sick yourself. Taking care of your own safety isn't selfish. It's smart. 

Your family needs you healthy. Your patients need you healthy. Your coworkers need you 

healthy. Most importantly, you deserve to go home safe every day. 

Safety doesn't happen by accident. It happens because nurses like you make it a priority. 

Every safe practice you follow, every time you help a coworker, every safety issue you 

report makes healthcare safer for everyone. 

You have the knowledge now. Use it. Stay safe out there. 

#NurseSafety #HealthcareWorkerSafety #NurseWellness 
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