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Improving Patient Outcomes Through
Empathy in Nursing

Literature Review

Empathy, defined as the ability to understand and vicariously share the
feelings of another, is increasingly recognized not just as a desirable human
quality but as a fundamental and measurable clinical competency in nursing.
Its profound impact extends beyond compassionate interactions to directly
influence a spectrum of tangible patient outcomes. The modern healthcare
paradigm, emphasizing patient-centered care and holistic well-being,
necessitates that nurses are not only clinically proficient but also deeply
empathetic. This literature review synthesizes insights from fifteen key
articles, illuminating the intricate relationships between empathy, nursing
practice, nursing education, and their significant effects on patient
satisfaction, treatment adherence, psychological well-being, and even
physiological recovery. The collective evidence underscores empathy as a
cornerstone of quality nursing care, demanding its continuous cultivation
through robust educational strategies.

Empathy is consistently identified as an essential element in delivering
compassionate and high-quality nursing care. Atanay et al. (2023) highlight
that empathy is needed in current nursing actions to improve the quality of
nursing services, ultimately leading to patient satisfaction (Atanay et al., 2023).
Similarly, Wu (2021) asserts that empathy is a fundamental element for
nursing care, establishing positive nurse-patient relationships, and offering
favorable nursing care, making it an important clinical indicator for
high-quality care (Wu, 2021). This foundational role means that empathy is not
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merely a soft skill but a critical professional attribute that underpins the entire
care process.

The impact of empathy on patient outcomes is multifaceted, affecting
psychological, behavioral, and even physiological dimensions. Al-Suwait et al.
(2024), in a systematic review, found that patients who perceived their nurses
as empathetic and compassionate reported higher treatment compliance
and increased satisfaction across chronic conditions such as diabetes, COPD,
and cancer (Al-Suwait, et al., 2024). This directly links nurse empathy to
observable patient behaviors and subjective experiences. Similarly, Lee et al.
(2018) emphasize that empathy is a crucial clinical competence for nurses
that can significantly improve healthcare outcomes, including patient
satisfaction, symptom control, and treatment compliance (Lee et al., 2018).
These findings demonstrate that empathy is a potent catalyst for patient
engagement and adherence to care plans, which are critical for effective
disease management.

Beyond behavioral and satisfaction metrics, empathy also profoundly
influences patients' psychological and emotional states. Atanay et al. (2023)
explicitly identified the reduction of patients' psychological impact as a key
outcome of nurse empathy (Atanay et al.,, 2023). Wu (2021) provides detailed
evidence, stating that an empathetic relationship can contribute to improved
clinical outcomes such as relief from pain, improved pulse, emotional
self-disclosure, enhanced self-concept in elderly patients, and significantly
reduced anxiety, depression, and hostility in cancer patients (Wu, 2021). These
examples illustrate how empathetic commmunication can mitigate emotional
distress, foster trust, and create a therapeutic environment conducive to
healing. Barker et al. (2023), from the patient's perspective, attest to the
"positive impact of empathic/compassionate healthcare interactions on
peoples' psychological and physiological health outcomes" (Barker et al.,
2023). Their review identified communication skills (listening, touch, body
language) and helping behaviors as key components of interactions patients
deem empathetic, underscoring the behavioral manifestations of empathy as
perceived by recipients of care (Barker et al., 2023).

Perhaps the most striking evidence for the profound impact of empathy
comes from studies demonstrating its physiological effects. Yang et al. (2018)
conducted an empirical study revealing a direct biological link: oncology
nurses' empathy was an important factor that helped lung cancer patients
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achieve better cellular immunity (Yang et al., 2018). This groundbreaking
finding moves beyond psychological or behavioral outcomes to demonstrate
a tangible, measurable physiological benefit directly attributable to nurse
empathy. Such evidence elevates empathy from a desirable human trait to a
critical clinical intervention, capable of directly influencing disease
progression and recovery.

Given the profound impact of empathy on patient outcomes, its cultivation
within nursing education is not merely beneficial but imperative. Several
articles highlight the critical role of educational interventions in fostering and
maintaining empathy in future nurses. Engbers (2020), in an integrative
review, notes that while empathy is a foundational aspect of caring,
healthcare professionals displaying empathy improve patient outcomes
(Engbers, 2020). The review synthesizes nursing students' perceptions of
interventions designed to cultivate empathy, identifying themes such as
understanding the other's experience and informing the nurse's role
(Engbers, 2020). This implies that effective empathy education directly
contributes to preparing nurses who can positively impact patient outcomes.

However, the literature also acknowledges challenges in empathy
development. Adams and Scott (2020) highlight that empathy levels have
been shown to decline in nursing students with increased clinical exposure
(Adams, Scott 2023). This "empathy enigma" underscores the need for a
concentrated and sustained focus on empathy development throughout
nursing education. Strategies like integrating humanities content, though not
common, can support professional empathy development and maintenance
(Adams, Scott 2023).

The efficacy of various educational approaches in enhancing empathy is a
recurring theme. Levett-Jones et al. (2024), in a systematic mixed-methods
review, assessed the use and effectiveness of arts-based interventions for
enhancing empathy skills in healthcare students, including nursing students
(Levett-Jones et al,, 2024). They found that arts modalities (e.g., visual arts,
film, drama, digital stories, literature) generally have a positive effect on
empathy levels, especially when combined with active learning and facilitated
discussion/reflection (Levett-Jones et al., 2024). This is particularly relevant as
empathy is "integral to quality patient care" and its decline in students is a
concern (Levett-Jones et al.,, 2024). These findings suggest that creative and
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experiential learning methods can effectively prepare students to establish
and maintain the empathic relationships crucial for patient well-being.

Empirical studies further support the role of specific educational programs.
Lee et al. (2018) demonstrated the success of a semester-long "situated
teaching" program for BSN students that included simulated scenarios and
role-play, significantly improving students' empathy performance (Lee et al,,
2018). This practical, experiential learning is crucial for developing the skills to
bridge abstract concepts with real-world patient interactions. Ibrahim and
Ibrahim (2025) explicitly link empathy development in nursing education to
"Improved ethical decision-making and patient care quality" and "better
patient outcomes and more humanized healthcare" (lbrahim, lbrahim, 2025).
They advocate for integrating emotional intelligence and empathy training to
foster ethically aware and emotionally resilient nursing professionals (lbrahim,
Ibrahim, 2025). This highlights a comprehensive approach to education that
recognizes the interconnectedness of cognitive, emotional, and ethical
competencies for optimal patient care.

The mechanism through which nurse empathy translates into positive
patient outcomes is often rooted in the quality of the nurse-patient
relationship and effective communication. Al-Suwait et al. (2024) and Atanay
et al. (2023) both emphasize that nurse empathy enhances the therapeutic
relationship, leading to improved communication and mutual understanding
(Al-Suwait, et al., 2024, Atanay et al,, 2023). Empathetic communication
enables patients to express their feelings more deeply, allowing nurses to
better understand client needs and assist them effectively (Atanay et al,,
2023). This active listening and responsiveness, coupled with the ability to
bridge technical medical language with a patient's personal experience, are
hallmarks of empathetic practice (Campbell, Miller, 2023).

Patient perception is a critical component in this equation. Goodarzi et al.
(2015) provided direct empirical evidence that patients' perception of nurse
empathy significantly correlates with and predicts their satisfaction (Goodarzi
et al,, 2015). This underscores that it is not just the nurse's internal empathetic
state but its observable manifestation and the patient's recognition of it that
drives positive outcomes. Barker et al. (2023) further reinforce this by focusing
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exclusively on patients' views, detailing the specific communication skills and
"small acts of kindness" that patients consider exemplary of empathic care
(Barker et al., 2023). This patient-centric view ensures that educational
interventions and practice improvements are aligned with what patients truly
value and experience as empathetic care.

Despite the compelling evidence, challenges remain in consistently
cultivating and measuring empathy, and fully translating educational gains
into sustained clinical practice. The complexities of defining and measuring
empathy, as noted by various reviews, pose methodological hurdles (Yu, Kirk,
2009; Pira et al., 2025). The need for standardized and validated empathy
assessment tools is a recurring recommendation in the literature.
Furthermore, the transient nature of empathy enhancement
post-intervention in some studies suggests that initial gains from educational
programs may not be sustained in real-world clinical environments (Lee et al.,
2018; Yu et al., 2021). This calls for interventions that are not only effective but
also designed for long-term impact and integration into ongoing professional
development.

Future research and educational practices should focus on:

e |ongitudinal Studies: Tracking empathy levels and patient outcomes
over extended periods to confirm the sustained impact of educational
interventions.

e Multi-modal Interventions: Combining diverse strategies such as
humanities-based learning, narrative medicine, arts-based approaches,
and immersive simulations to create comprehensive empathy curricula
(Barker et al., 2023).

e Patient Involvement: Incorporating patient perspectives directly into
curriculum development and outcome assessment to ensure relevance
and authenticity of empathy education.

e Context-Specific Training: Tailoring empathy education to the unique
challenges and emotional demands of different nursing specialties, as
exemplified by oncology nursing or chronic disease management
(Al-Suwait, et al., 2024, Yang et al., 2018).

e Addressing the "Empathy Enigma": Developing strategies to counter
the observed decline in empathy among students during clinical
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exposure, potentially by integrating resilience training and reflective
practices (Adams, Scott 2023)

e Ethical Decision-Making Integration: Explicitly linking empathy training
to ethical decision-making frameworks, as highlighted by lbrahim and
Ibrahim (2025), to prepare nurses for the moral complexities of patient
care (lbrahim, lbrahim, 2025).

Empathy is undeniably a cornerstone of professional nursing, profoundly
influencing a broad spectrum of patient outcomes, from subjective
satisfaction and treatment adherence to psychological well-being and even
physiological responses. The literature unequivocally demonstrates that when
nurses practice with empathy, patients experience improved communication,
stronger therapeutic relationships, reduced distress, and tangible health
benefits. However, the cultivation of this vital attribute is not incidental; it
requires deliberate and continuous effort within nursing education.

The reviewed articles provide strong evidence for the efficacy of various
educational interventions, including humanities-based learning, narrative
medicine, arts-based programs, and simulation, in fostering empathy among
nursing students. These strategies are most impactful when they encourage
experiential learning, critical reflection, and emotional engagement, thereby
equipping future nurses with the capacity to understand and respond to the
complex needs of their patients. As the healthcare landscape continues to
evolve, the integration of robust, evidence-based empathy education remains
paramount. By prioritizing the development and sustenance of empathy from
the classroom to clinical practice, nursing can ensure that it continues to
deliver not just technically competent care, but truly humanized,
compassionate care that optimizes patient outcomes and upholds the
inherent dignity of every individual. This commitment to empathy in nursing
education is not merely a pedagogical choice; it is an ethical imperative and a
strategic investment in the future of healthcare.
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