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An Innovative Wellness Partner
Program to Support the Health
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Responding to the coronavirus disease-2019 (COVID-19) pandemic is likely to exacerbate anxiety,
burnout, fatigue, and distress already being experienced by nurses in ever greater numbers. An
innovative Wellness Partner Program was developed with an aim to enhance the health and well-
being of nurses on the front lines during the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond. Nurses across
the country opted in to the program, and were paired with advanced practice nursing (APN)
graduate students who served as the nurses’ wellness partners. Areas emphasized in the program
included (1) personalized support for wellness; (2) prioritizing physical activity, healthy eating,
sleep, and stress management; and (3) establishment of strength-based, sustainable solutions to
improve health and well-being. Partnerships were implemented for 188 nurses who were coached
by 49 APN students; 104 nurses participated for 6 weeks. In the program evaluation, 98% of nurses
shared that the wellness support program helped them engage in self-care and wellness, and 94.7%
agreed or strongly agreed that The Wellness Partner Program helped them improve their mental
and physical health. In the midst of the pandemic, nurses were supported to cope with stress,
focus on self-care and wellness goals, and address challenges to their well-being. Key words:
advanced practice student, nurses, pandemic, well-being, wellness coaching

HE EXCEPTIONAL RESPONSE of the
nursing profession to meet the demands
of the coronavirus disease-2019 (COVID-19)

pandemic has been significant and inspiring.
Unfortunately, courageousness and selfless-
ness can take an emotional toll on nurses’
health and well-being. The impact of the pan-
demic includes exacerbation of the anxiety,
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ready being experienced by nurses in ever
greater numbers.!?

Prior to the pandemic, urgent calls to action
were made to address a national epidemic of
clinician burnout caused by excessive work-
loads, long work hours, isolation, inefficien-
cies in staffing, team dysfunction, increased
clinical demands, and moral distress.?*
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Burnout is associated with higher rates of
depression, anxiety, substance use disorders,
and suicidality for nurses and physicians.*>

The health and well-being of clinicians
have also been associated with medical er-
rors, the third leading cause of death in Amer-
ica, highlighting the urgent need for health
care system leaders to create wellness cul-
tures and provide evidence-based program-
ming that enhances the health and well-
being of their clinicians.® In 2017, the Na-
tional Academy of Medicine launched the Ac-
tion Collaborative on Clinician Well-being and
Resilience to raise visibility on this public
health epidemic and create evidence-based
solutions.*

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic
was overwhelming for an already over-
whelmed system and health care work-
force. Consequently, calls to support clin-
ician well-being have become even more
urgent. Development of federal, state, and
organizational programs and strategies is
needed to deal with the national epidemic
of clinician burnout within the COVID-19
pandemic.”

The prioritization and commitment to the
health and well-being of the nursing profes-
sion led 2 organizations, a large Mid-west pub-
lic college of nursing and Trusted Health (a
nurses-first company that offers a national ca-
reer platform), to collaborate on the creation
of a program that would provide support in
enhancing the health and wellness of nurses
during the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result,
The Wellness Partner Program® was innovated
by The Ohio State University College of Nurs-
ing, whose mission is to transform health and
improve lives through dreaming, discovering,
and delivering, and championed by Trusted
Health, which connects more than 125 000
nurses nationwide with practice opportuni-
ties. Advanced practice nursing (APN) stu-
dents at Ohio State are nurses who also are
in clinical practice while enrolled in gradu-
ate degree programs, and they would provide
wellness coaching support for the program.
Therefore, The Wellness Partner Program was

developed and implemented as a “nurses for
nurses” initiative.

SPECIFIC AIM

The aim of The Wellness Partner Program
was to enhance the health and well-being of
nurses on the front lines during the COVID-19
pandemic and beyond. Areas in the program
that were emphasized included (1) person-
alized support for wellness; (2) prioritizing
physical activity, healthy eating, sleep, and
stress management; and (3) establishment of
strength-based, sustainable solutions to im-
prove well-being. The context of “on the front
lines” was defined broadly as being in practice
as a nurse during the COVID-19 pandemic.

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION AND
IMPLEMENTATION

Recruitment for the initial launch of The
Wellness Partner Program was limited to 200
nurses on a first-come, first-serve basis. Nurses
employed by Trusted Health and working in
COVID-19 hotspots were invited by email to
opt in to the newly developed wellness ini-
tiative. Nurses who were registered for the
company’s online platform were notified by
an online posting about also being eligible to
participate. A Web site was created to pro-
vide details about the initiative, including ex-
pectations for wellness coaching sessions and
information about healthy lifestyle behaviors.
Nurses signed up to participate using an on-
line survey and were provided details regard-
ing confidentiality and privacy.

Advanced practice nursing students were
required to apply for participation through
the College of Nursing, and The Wellness Part-
ner Program was viewed as a clinical place-
ment opportunity. Those accepted into the
program were required to have the avail-
ability to provide wellness coaching sup-
port for 3 or 4 nurse-participants. Orientation
and onboarding included didactic content re-
garding wellness coaching, therapeutic com-
munication (eg, motivational interviewing



and appreciative inquiry), telehealth basics,
and cognitive behavioral skills building. Stu-
dents met synchronously with clinical precep-
tors and reviewed mental health first aid. Prior
to participation in The Wellness Partner Pro-
gram, students participated in peer wellness
partnerships to learn to facilitate wellness sup-
port. The APN students were in their final year
of their clinical specialty program.

Once recruitment was complete, nurse-
participants were sent an email from their as-
signed APN student, and scheduled an initial
meeting using Zoom (Zoom Video Commu-
nications, Inc), a web conferencing platform.
The wellness support sessions were approx-
imately 45 minutes in length; wellness part-
ners were encouraged to meet every 7 to 10
days, with a minimum of 4 coaching sessions
to be completed over 6 weeks. During the ses-
sions, nurse-participants were provided well-
ness coaching support for establishing self-
care and reaching individualized health and
wellness goals. Wellness coaching in this con-
text was defined as a strength-based, indi-
vidualized behavioral health intervention to
assist in the development of intrinsic moti-
vation and confidence to work toward self-
determined wellness goals and outcomes.”

Wellness support partnerships were imple-
mented for 188 nurses by 49 APN students;
more than 100 nurses (104) participated for
6 weeks. Advanced practice nursing students
documented the dates of the wellness coach-
ing support sessions, and the amount of time
spent within their student clinical tracking
system, Typhon. Typhon is a secure student
clinical tracking platform that allows clini-
cal faculty and preceptors to monitor stu-
dent progress. Protected health information
is not entered into Typhon; de-identified in-
formation entered by the students involved
in this initiative included date and amount of
time spent in supporting wellness partners.
Advanced practice nursing students had ac-
cess to a preceptor who is nationally certified
as both nurse practitioner and nurse coach for
the entirety of their participation in The Well-
ness Partner Program. Students had weekly
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“check-ins” with faculty preceptors to discuss
any concerns, and to review wellness sup-
portimplementation. Topics discussed during
these weekly synchronous web conferencing
meetings included the impact of uncertainty,
challenges of behavior change, coping strate-
gies for stress and burnout, use of skillful ques-
tioning, and the importance of self-care, self-
efficacy, and resilience.

PROGRAM EVALUATION

Response rate of the nurses to a program
evaluation was 45.5%. During the 6 weeks
of the program, 41% of the nurses met 4
times with their APN student-coach, 12.8%
met 5 times, and 12.8% met 6 times. Nurses
who completed the program evaluation were
working across the United States, in 7 dif-
ferent regions of the country. In regard to
length of practice as a nurse, 56.7% of the
nurses had more than 6 years of nursing expe-
rience, 35.1% had 4 to 5 years of experience,
and 8.1% had worked as a nurse for less than
3 years.

More than half of the nurses who re-
sponded to the program evaluation (68%)
identified that they were motivated to sign
up because they recognized the need to focus
on self-care and wellness. Half noted that they
had been experiencing stress, worry, fatigue,
burnout, or exhaustion. Specifically related to
burnout, 40.5% described themselves as “def-
initely burning out” with one or more symp-
toms of burnout, such as physical and emo-
tional exhaustion, and 8.1% of respondents
noted that they felt “completely burned out”
and wondered whether they could continue
working.

Nurses noted that listening and goal set-
ting were the most important and helpful
strategies that APN student-coaches used in
working with them. Barriers to participation
and meeting goals were primarily time con-
straints. Health behaviors discussed with APN
students in order of most to least frequently
identified:
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71% Exercising (30 minutes of physical
activity 5 days a week)

Using relaxation and stress reduction
techniques (including yoga,
meditation, stretching, deep
breathing, cognitive-behavioral
skills building, and awareness
practices)

50% Getting adequate sleep (at least
7 hours on average per night)

Having a healthy diet, including at
least 5 fruits/vegetables per day

Limiting alcohol intake (no more than
1 drink/day for women; 2 drinks/
day for men)

Avoiding exposure to cigarette
smoke, nicotine, or not smoking or
chewing tobacco

60.5%

47.4%

10.5 %

7.9%

Of the nurse-respondents to the program
evaluation, 97.3% shared that The Wellness
Partner Program helped them engage in self-
care and wellness during the program, and
94.7% agreed or strongly agreed that the
initiative helped them improve their mental
and physical health. The importance of work-
ing with a student who was also a nurse was an
important part of the program, according to
92% of respondents. Written comments from
the program evaluation were overwhelmingly
positive; some of the nurses specifically noted
that the program helped them identify causes
of their burnout, and increased their job sat-
isfaction significantly. Comments from nurse
participants included:

e “I really enjoyed the nurse-to-nurse rela-
tionship that developed with my Well-
ness Partner and looked forward to our
weekly meetings. It makes a difference
talking to another nurse who knows first-
hand the challenges and stressors of nurs-
ing practice. Nurses helping nurses. Great
program! Thank you.”

e “The wellness coaching was a great op-
portunity to talk through stressful situa-
tions ... I enjoyed being able to con-
sider new ways to help me achieve
goals.”

e “Ireceived alot of encouragement and vi-
sion for the wellness journey that I have

been on and will continue to invest time
and resources into become the best ver-
sion of myself.”

e “I really cannot thank you enough. I have
been going through a rough time and this
really helped.”

e “I had a great experience. It was helpful
to know I had an ally/friend to keep me
motivated on my goals. (The APN student-
coach) sent little positive and encourag-
ing emails throughout the week between
meetings which was a great boost to my
mental health.”

e “Words cannot express how wonderful
this experience was for me and my nurse
friends who have participated. It was in-
teresting how much clarity it brought
me to my stress and burnout related to
my job. I think it enabled me to identify
the root cause AND also pushed me to
make some much needed changes. Work-
ing with (the APN student) increased my
job satisfaction x10. Know that you are
appreciated and that it really is making an
impact.”

The APN students completed a program
evaluation as well, with a response rate
of 44%. None of the graduate students re-
sponded that they were completely burned
out; the majority of student respondents
(55.6%) described their level of burnout as
“occasionally” being under stress, and not hav-
ing as much energy as previously. Although
fewer APN students were experiencing per-
sistent burnout symptoms, 16.7% of student-
respondents shared that they were “definitely
burning out” with one or more symptoms of
burnout, such as physical and emotional ex-
haustion. Respondents varied in the length of
time that they had been a nurse from 1 to
3 years (15.8%), and 4 to 5 years (26.3%), to
more than 6 years (47.4%).

The majority of students (77.8%) believed
that at least one of their participants who
worked with them benefitted from the pro-
gram. In addition, 77.8% believed that par-
ticipating in The Wellness Partner Program
helped them improve their own physical



health and helped them personally improve
engagement in healthy lifestyle behaviors.
Written comments from the program evalu-
ation were overwhelmingly positive; students
noted specifically that participating in the pro-
gram was meaningful to them, as they were
able to support nurses who were working
on the front lines during the pandemic. Com-
ments from APN student-coaches included:

e “Thad such a great time talking to my well-
ness partners, and understanding their sit-
uations. They have very unique circum-
stances and I think having a safe space for
them to tell their story and let some of the
pressure and weight off of their shoulders
helps them cope. It’s so exciting to listen
to how they’ve achieved their goals for
the week, and how they plan to achieve
their future goals.”

e “The program helped me as much as it
did the partners!!”

e “It was nice to feel ‘useful’ during the
COVID crisis.”

e “This program has helped me develop
telehealth skills that are valuable at this
time in a changing healthcare landscape.
In addition I have had the opportunity to
use motivational interviewing/ coaching
skills learned in my APN program. I truly
enjoy working with other nurses.”

e “I looked forward to my zoom coaching
each week ... (My participant) started
a jogging program to meet her wellness
and personal goals for running a 5K. I felt
the joy of her victory.”

e “Itis very rewarding to work with nurses
who are inspired to focus on self-care and
wellness, and I believe it is one small thing
I can do to support people who are doing
so much for others.”

e “I think we have a rare opportunity to
fill a much needed service for so many
nurses struggling with their emotions and
trying to cope during this epidemic. Nurs-
ing burnout is a very real issue, and now
more than ever we have to support our
own and teach self-care to those giving
care on the frontlines.”
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DISCUSSION

In the midst of the pandemic, nurses were
supported to cope with stress, focus on self-
care and wellness goals, and address chal-
lenges affecting their well-being through The
Wellness Partner Program, an initiative result-
ing from an innovation by The Ohio State
College of Nursing and collaboration with
Trusted Health. While the program evalua-
tion outcomes are not intended to provide
valid generalizable data, the results do suggest
that this innovative initiative was positively
received and experienced for the 104 nurses
and 49 APN student-coaches who participated
for 6 weeks.

Feedback from the program evaluations
completed by nurse-participants and APN
student-coaches is consistent with findings
from a rapid systematic review completed
during the COVID-19 pandemic that suggests
that clinicians are more likely to have greater
reliance on social support and contact, as
these could be less stigmatizing.? Initiatives
like The Wellness Partner Program do not
require nurses to self-identify as experienc-
ing distress, and instead focus on building
strengths and meeting wellness goals. The
key to the initiative was the connection,
the social support, and partnership, which
were prioritized as necessary for wellness
and as an antidote for the isolation, moral
distress, inefficiencies, and clinical demands
that underlie burnout.? Not surprisingly,
nurse-participants identified listening as one
of the most important wellness coaching
strategies implemented, and connecting with
a student who was also a nurse as integral
to the initiative. Building resilience involves
developing connections and support systems
to improve well-being; the opportunity to
build resilience, create a wellness vision, and
take steps to meet wellness goals was created
through partnership.

Through The Wellness Partner Program,
APN students had the opportunity to cre-
ate partnerships with other nurses in prac-
tice, address the impact of the pandemic,
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prioritize wellness and resilience, complete
clinical hours through an innovative and
meaningful practice experience, and de-
velop competence in using telecommunica-
tion technologies. Integrating these strategies
as a key part of APN clinical experiences has
value for the nurses being coached and sup-
ported, and for the students as future clini-
cians in advanced practice. During the time
that this initiative was implemented, clinical
experiences were limited for APN graduate
students; aligning their need for educationally

sound authentic clinical experiences with the
heightened need for resilience in health care
workers led to a successful innovation and
partnership.

Clinicians are reporting anxiety, depres-
sion, distress, and sleep problems during
the COVID-19 pandemic.!37-1° The Wellness
Partner Program was implemented to answer
the call to action for addressing clinician
well-being, supporting wellness for front-line
nurses, and creating meaningful partnerships
during this time of crisis.
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