
Background
Empathy is a core component of healing arts, such as 

nursing, and a predictor of therapy outcomes. 

Empathy’s transformative power can be fully realized 

when nurses communicate an empathetic connection 

to their patients. To improve empathy skills in caring for

older adults in NICHE designated acute care hospital, 

a group of nurses underwent a sensory deprivation 

exercise simulating geriatric patient hospital experience.

Objective
The purpose of this Quality Improvement (QI) study was

to evaluate the impact of a virtual sensory deprivation

simulation exercise mirroring older adult patient 

experiences on nurse experienced empathy. 

Methods and Analysis
Design: This was an exploratory study

Sample: A convenience sample of nurses (N=77) self 

selected to attend was used

Setting: The setting for this QI study was a not-for-profit, 

acute care teaching hospital with over 760 certified 

beds in the Washington, DC area. 

Procedures: 

• All participants were provided with

simulation equipment mimicking sensory deprivation 

including: vision and hearing impairment, arthritis, 

neuropathy, and stroke related paralysis with speech 

impairment. 

• All participants received a series of self-care tasks   

that had to be completed within six minutes. 

• Prior to the simulation each participant received cards 

listing “precious items,” symbolizing house, pet, car,  

etc. Provision of the “precious items” was enhanced 

by individualized conversations about the meaning of 

the items for each participant. 
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Figures
Figure 1. Simulating medications management. 

Clinical Implications
Simulation exercises should be included in nursing 

school curricula, and healthcare institution

orientation, and skills training and validation 

Limitations
Participant sampling method and lack of structured  

data collection method were major limitations in

this study 

Next Steps
• Incorporate empathy enhancing techniques, such 

as simulation into nursing education and skills 

training 

• Study impact of nurse empathy on patient 

outcomes and self-reported patient satisfaction
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• Validity of the qualitative findings was assured 

through the application of member checking strategy

• Outcomes/Data Collection: After simulation exercise 

completion, both participants and facilitator 

completed individual performance assessments. 

Participants unable to successfully complete the 

assigned tasks had to relinquish selected “precious 

items.” Participants provided written open comments 

about the exercise at the “Awakening Station.” 

• Analytic methods used to analyze data for findings: 

Qualitative content analysis was used to organize

comments into themes

Results
Themes included: 

• the simulation exercise provided an “eye opening” 

experience

• had emotional impact on individual participants

• enhanced empathy and patience for hospitalized 

older adults

• provided better understanding of patient needs

• simulation will lead to a practice change

• need for additional similar education in the future

Conclusions
• Mirroring patient experiences through simulation 

exercises provides an effective and desired means of 

empathy education for nurses caring for older adults

• Simulation exercise allows nurses to enhance

empathy and develop a deeper understanding of the 

patient  

• Empathy, grounded in nursing theory and practice, 

is an essential human component of high quality   

care for older adults 
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Figure 2. Comments expressed at the “Awakening 

Station” 
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Figure 3. Participant evaluation form and participant 

comments


