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Abstract

Background: Compassion fatigue represents a significant psychological challenge among nurses providing care
to patients with chronic conditions. This systematic review aimed to analyze and synthesize evidence on the preva-
lence, risk factors, and protective factors associated with compassion fatigue among nurses working in hemodialysis
units.

Materials and Methods: A systematic search was conducted in PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, Embase,
and Google Scholar up to December 2025. English-language cross sectional studies that examined compassion
fatigue in hemodialysis nurses were included. Study quality was assessed using the JBI critical appraisal checklist.
Data were independently extracted by two reviewers. Keywords:

Results: Of the 351 initial records, six studies with a total sample of 2,957 hemodialysis nurses were included. Compassion Fatigue

These studies were conducted in China, Turkey, Greece, and South Korea. The level of compassion fatigue ranged NUrSEs

from moderate to high across the included studies. Major risk factors included working in dialysis units, inade- Renal Dialysis

Risk Factors
Systematic Review

quate social support, low job satisfaction, diminished resilience, high workload, and younger age. Protective fac-
tors included self-compassion, high resilience, adequate social support, job satisfaction, and work engagement.
Study quality ranged from moderate to high (5 to 8 out of 8), with a mean score of 7.42.

Conclusion: Compassion fatigue is a significant concern among hemodialysis nurses and is influenced by indi- *Corresponding author

vidual, interpersonal, and organizational factors. The development of comprehensive interventions designed to Mahnaz Bahrami

enhance resilience, self compassion, and social support is essential to mitigate this phenomenon. bahramim@bums.ac.ir
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Extended Abstract

Introduction: Compassion fatigue, characterized as a
combination of burnout and secondary traumatic stress,
is increasingly recognized as a major occupational
hazard for nurses who provide prolonged, emotionally
demanding care. Although compassion fatigue has been
documented across several nursing specialties—
including oncology, critical care, and pediatric nursing—
hemodialysis nursing constitutes a distinct clinical
context: nurses maintain  multi-year therapeutic
relationships with a comparatively stable cohort of
chronically ill patients, repeatedly witness acute
complications, functional decline, and patient death,
while simultaneously fulfilling caregiving, technical, and
educational roles. Given the continuing global rise in the
prevalence of chronic kidney disease and the
corresponding expansion of the hemodialysis nursing
workforce, the psychological burden they experience has
direct implications for patient safety, care quality, and
workforce retention. To date, however, no systematic
review has specifically synthesized the accumulated
evidence on the level, risk factors, and protective factors
of compassion fatigue within hemodialysis nursing. This
notable gap limits the design of specialty-tailored
interventions. Therefore, this systematic review sought
to determine the reported level of compassion fatigue
among hemodialysis nurses and identify the individual,
interpersonal, and organizational factors associated with
its occurrence and mitigation.

Material and Methods: This systematic review was
conducted in accordance with the PRISMA 2020
reporting guideline and was prospectively registered in
PROSPERO (CRD420261279292). Eligible studies were
included if they were English-language, peer-reviewed,
cross-sectional articles that quantitatively assessed
compassion fatigue—or its ProQOL sub-dimensions of
burnout and secondary traumatic stress—specifically
among nurses working in hemodialysis units, with no
restriction on publication year and a search cut-off of
December 2025. Review articles, qualitative studies,
editorials, letters, conference abstracts, and studies
lacking a validated outcome measure or sufficient
methodological detail were excluded. A comprehensive
search was conducted in PubMed, Scopus, Web of
Science, Embase, and Google Scholar using
combinations of MeSH terms and free-text keywords for
compassion fatigue, secondary traumatic stress,
burnout, hemodialysis or renal dialysis, and nurses,
supplemented by manual screening of reference lists.
Records were managed in Rayyan.ai for duplicate
removal; two reviewers independently performed title
and abstract screening and, subsequently, full-text
assessment against the predefined eligibility criteria.
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Disagreements were resolved through consultation with
the corresponding author. A standardized extraction
form was used to capture the first author, year, country,
study design, sample size, target population,
measurement instrument, mean age, compassion
fatigue score (mean standard deviation), and reported
risk and protective factors. Methodological quality was
appraised using the eight-item JBI critical appraisal
checklist for analytical cross-sectional studies, with total
scores ranging from 0 to 8; higher scores indicated better
methodological ~ quality. ~ Because of  marked
heterogeneity in outcome instruments (the ProQOL scale
versus the 13-item Compassion Fatigue Scale) and
variability in outcome reporting across studies,
quantitative pooling through meta-analysis and formal
heterogeneity statistics were not undertaken; findings
were instead synthesized narratively across three
predefined domains, namely the level of compassion
fatigue, risk factors, and protective factors, consistent
with recommended approaches for reviews with a small
number of eligible studies.

Results: 0f the 351 records identified through the initial
search, 169 duplicates were removed; 11 full-text articles
were subsequently assessed for eligibility, and six
cross-sectional studies, with a combined sample of
2,957 hemodialysis nurses from China, Turkey, Greece,
and South Korea met the inclusion criteria (Figure 1). As
shown in Table 1, individual study sample sizes ranged
from 139 to 598 participants, and mean participant age
ranged from approximately 29 to 38 years. Reported
compassion fatigue scores varied according to the
instrument used. Using the 13-item Compassion Fatigue
Scale, Cao and Chen (2021a, N = 496) and Cao and Chen
(2021b, N = 528) reported subscale Cronbach's alpha
coefficients of 0.86 to 0.87 for burnout and 0.82 to 0.84
for secondary traumatic stress, without an aggregate
mean score. Using ProQOL-derived measures, Pehlivan
Saribudak (2024) reported a mean compassion fatigue
score of 17.07 J 7.36 among 123 dialysis nurses; Ryu
and Eunjin (2017, N = 139) reported a mean score of 3.11
+ 0.54; Kartsonaki et al. (2022, N = 598) reported a
secondary-traumatic-stress and compassion-fatigue
subscale mean of 2377 + 6.25, with 557% of
participants reporting moderate-to-high levels; and Wang
(2022, N = 283) reported total composite scores of 92.49
416.95 in public hospitals versus 87.62 + 15.61 in private
hospitals, with corresponding secondary-traumatic-
stress subscale scores of 3.11 + 0.85 versus 2.86 + 0.86.
Despite this instrument-related heterogeneity, all six
studies consistently classified the observed level of
compassion fatigue as moderate to high.

The most frequently and consistently reported risk
factors were dissatisfaction with hemodialysis-specific
occupational conditions—encompassing income,
workload, and the technical and emotional complexity of
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care, together with low resilience. Additional correlates
identified across studies include inadequate social
support, younger age, fewer years of dialysis experience,
high nurse-to-patient ratios ranging from 1:5 to 1:8,
night-shift and overtime work, low work engagement,
weak empathy, and concurrent multiple role demands as
caregiver, technician, and educator. Compassion fatigue
showed a consistent negative association with
resilience, work engagement, and job satisfaction, and a
consistent positive association with turnover intention
across the studies that examined these relationships.
Conversely, adequate social support from colleagues
and supervisors, self-compassion, higher resilience,
higher intrinsic and extrinsic job satisfaction, voluntary
choice of the nursing profession, and greater work
engagement were the most consistently reported
protective factors. Overall methodological quality across
the six included studies was moderate to high, with JBI
scores ranging from 5 to 8 out of 8 and a mean score of
7.42; the primary quality limitation was inconsistent
reporting of aggregate compassion fatigue scores and
of protective-factor data in some studies.

Discussion: The present review addresses its primary
research objective by demonstrating that hemodialysis
nurses consistently experience a moderate-to-high level
of compassion fatigue, a finding that converges with
evidence from other emotionally demanding nursing
specialties. These results parallel meta-analytic
estimates of burnout and secondary traumatic stress
among oncology nurses and narrative-review findings
implicating inadequate peer support and unrelenting
occupational stress as primary drivers of compassion
fatigue in pediatric nursing, suggesting that the
psychological mechanisms underlying compassion
fatigue may operate across clinical specialties even
though their specific occupational triggers differ.

A distinctive contribution of this review is the
identification of a hemodialysis-specific occupational
pattern—namely long-term and repeated contact with a
relatively stable patient cohort, high rates of patient
mortality, and simultaneous multifaceted professional
roles—that plausibly intensifies emotional strain beyond
what is captured by generic burnout models developed
in higher-turnover clinical settings.

Consistent with prior reviews in oncology and pediatric
nursing, the present findings also indicate that
compassion fatigue and compassion satisfaction are not
mutually exclusive but can coexist within the same nurse,
supporting a bidimensional rather than a purely
deficit-based understanding of the emotional experience
of long-term therapeutic caregiving. The protective
factors identified in this review—namely resilience,
self-compassion, and social support-closely align with
those reported in oncology and mental-health nursing
populations, reinforcing the cross-specialty relevance of
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resilience-building and psychosocial-support interven-
tions. However, organizational-level protective factors
such as clinical supervision and leadership quality, which
have received emphasis in mental-health nursing
reviews, were largely unexamined in the hemodialysis-
specific literature and represent an important direction
for future investigation. Because all included studies
were cross-sectional, the associations identified here,
although consistent across studies, cannot establish
causal relationships or intervention efficacy. This
limitation is further compounded by the small number of
eligible studies, their concentration in four middle- and
high-income countries, and marked instrument
heterogeneity that precluded meta-analytic pooling of
effect estimates.

Conclusion: This review provides the first dedicated
synthesis of evidence specifically addressing
compassion fatigue among hemodialysis nurses,
establishing that the phenomenon is prevalent, consist-
ently moderate to high in magnitude across diverse
healthcare systems, and shaped by an interacting set of
individual factors such as resilience and self-compas-
sion, interpersonal factors such as social support, and
organizational factors such as workload, staffing ratios,
and shift patterns. By consolidating fragmented
cross-sectional findings into a coherent, specialty-spe-
cific risk-and-protective-factor profile, this review offers
nurse managers and healthcare policymakers an
evidence base for designing targeted interventions,
including resilience training, self-compassion programs,
and structural adjustments to nurse-to-patient ratios and
shift scheduling. For future research, the findings
underscore the priority of longitudinal and interventional
study designs, harmonized outcome measurement
across instruments, and broader geographic and
healthcare system representation, in order to establish
causal relationships and rigorously test the effectiveness
of protective strategies, thereby advancing both the
scientific understanding and the clinical management of
compassion fatigue in this vulnerable and growing
nursing population.
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