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The Role of the Gastroenterology Nurse: Three Essential Skills
1. Introduction
Gastroenterology nursing focuses on caring for patients with conditions affecting the digestive system, such as Crohn’s disease, ulcerative colitis, liver disease, pancreatitis, and gastrointestinal cancers. Nurses in this field support patients during investigations like endoscopy, manage long‑term conditions, and provide education about lifestyle and treatment. To deliver safe and effective care, gastroenterology nurses need forceful communication skills, good clinical decision‑making, and empathy. This report describes the role and responsibilities of gastroenterology nurses, it also discusses three essential skills needed for the job by explaining why these skills are essential and how they can be improved.
2. Description of the role and responsibilities 
Nursing in gastroenterology plays a vital role in supporting patients with digestive system conditions and ensuring safe, effective care throughout diagnosis, treatment, and long‑term management. Gastroenterology nurses assess patients’ symptoms, monitor changes, and provide essential education  about procedures such as endoscopy, colonoscopy, and bowel preparation. They work closely with multidisciplinary teams to coordinate care, assist during diagnostic and therapeutic procedures, and ensure infection‑control standards are followed.
A key responsibility is helping patients understand their condition, medications, and lifestyle changes that may improve their digestive health. This includes offering guidance on diet, hydration, symptom monitoring, and when to seek medical help. Gastroenterology nurses also provide emotional support, as many patients experience anxiety or embarrassment related to gastrointestinal symptoms.
During procedures, nurses prepare equipment, maintain patient safety, monitor vital signs, and support recovery afterwards. 



3. Skills
Communication.
Communication is especially important in gastroenterology because many patients feel embarrassed or anxious about digestive symptoms. Nurses must explain procedures such as colonoscopy, bowel preparation, or stoma care in a clear and sensitive way. Effective communication helps nurses carry out several key responsibilities that directly support patient safety, understanding, and overall wellbeing. They help reduce anxiety before procedures such as endoscopy by offering reassurance, explaining each step clearly, and creating a calm environment that helps patients feel more in control. Effective teamwork is essential in gastroenterology, and nurses work closely with gastroenterologists, dietitians, surgeons, and other specialists to deliver coordinated, holistic care. Through communication, education, and collaboration, gastroenterology nurses play a central role in supporting patients throughout their treatment .

Good decision‑making.
Good clinical decision‑making helps gastroenterology nurses recognise serious warning signs such as gastrointestinal bleeding, severe abdominal pain or vomiting blood, allowing them to act quickly and keep patients safe. It also enables nurses to prioritise which patients need urgent review and to monitor vital signs carefully so any deterioration is escalated without delay. Strong decision‑making supports safe sedation and recovery during endoscopy, where close observation is essential. It also plays an important role in managing long‑term conditions like IBD, including the safe use of biologic therapy. Because gastroenterology includes both emergency and ongoing care, nurses must feel confident assessing symptoms and choosing the right actions.
Empathy.
Empathy is essential in gastroenterology because many digestive conditions are painful, embarrassing and emotionally draining. Patients may face symptoms like diarrhoea, bloating, weight loss or fatigue, and some may need stoma surgery, which can affect confidence and body image. Showing empathy helps nurses build trust with patients who feel vulnerable, support those living with long‑term conditions such as Crohn’s disease, and offer emotional reassurance during flare‑ups or hospital stays. It also helps patients cope with lifestyle changes and improves their overall experience and wellbeing. Empathy becomes especially important when patients feel overwhelmed or frustrated by ongoing, unpredictable symptoms.


4. Strategies 

How to improve communication
Gastroenterology nurses can improve communication by using clear, simple and non‑judgemental language when talking about sensitive bowel symptoms, helping patients feel more comfortable and understood. Actively listening to what patients say, and noticing their worries or questions, strengthens trust and reduces misunderstandings. Attending communication workshops, especially those focused on difficult or emotional conversations, can build confidence and improve the way information is shared. Collaborating closely with the wider multidisciplinary team also ensures that everyone gives patients consistent and accurate messages. Improving documentation, such as bowel charts, pain scores and procedure notes, further supports clear communication and helps the whole team provide safer, more coordinated care..
Communication in healthcare is the way professionals share information with patients, families, and colleagues to ensure safe and effective care. Effective communication helps patients understand their condition, treatment options, and what to expect. It also reduces anxiety, especially when discussing sensitive or complex issues. For healthcare staff, clear communication supports teamwork, prevents mistakes, and ensures everyone is working toward the same goals. Active listening, using simple language, and checking patient understanding are key parts of effective communication. When communication is done well, patients feel respected, informed, and more confident in their care.


 
How to improve clinical decision‑making
Nurses can improve clinical decision‑making by using evidence‑based guidelines, such as those provided for conditions like IBD or liver disease, to support safe and consistent care. Reflecting on past clinical experiences also helps nurses learn from complex situations and recognise what worked well. Attending specialist training, including endoscopy courses or IBD study days, builds deeper knowledge and confidence. Working closely with senior nurses and consultants allows them to observe expert reasoning and understand how decisions are made in real practice. Scenario‑based training, such as practising responses to GI bleeds or acute pancreatitis, further strengthens quick thinking and clinical judgement.
Clinical decision‑making in healthcare is the process of assessing a patient’s condition, understanding what the symptoms mean, and choosing the safest and most effective action. It involves gathering information, such as observations, test results, and patient concerns, and using professional judgement to decide what to do next. Good decision‑making helps healthcare staff recognise early signs of deterioration, prioritise urgent cases, and escalate concerns quickly. It also supports safe treatment planning and reduces the risk of errors. Effective clinical decision‑making combines knowledge, experience, critical thinking, and teamwork to ensure patients receive timely and appropriate care.

How to improve empathy
Gastroenterology nurses can improve empathy by taking time to understand how patients feel, especially when they are dealing with symptoms that may be embarrassing or uncomfortable to talk about. When nurses listen calmly and let patients explain things in their own way, it helps patients feel safe and supported. Thinking about their own feelings after a stressful moment also helps nurses stay patient and avoid reacting out of frustration. Training that focuses on emotions and communication can also make it easier to recognise what patients need. Looking after their own wellbeing is important too, because nurses who feel rested and supported are better able to show kindness and understanding.
5. Conclusion.
Gastroenterology nursing requires combination of clinical skill, emotional understanding, and clear communication. Communication helps nurses explain sensitive procedures and support patients through difficult symptoms. Clinical decision‑making ensures that nurses can recognise deterioration and respond quickly. Empathy allows nurses to provide compassionate, person‑centred care to patients who may feel vulnerable or embarrassed. By using reflection, training, and continuous learning, gastroenterology nurses can continue to develop these essential skills and deliver high‑quality care. Gastroenterology nursing plays an essential role in supporting patients with complex and often sensitive digestive conditions. 
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