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Abstract

Medical social workers play a pivotal role in bridging the gap between healthcare systems and communities, addressing the social
determinants of health, and promoting patient-centered care. This systematic review explores the scope, contributions, and impact of
medical social workers in enhancing healthcare delivery and patient outcomes. A comprebensive search of peer-reviewed literature from
2016 onward identified key areas where medical social workers improve care, including patient advocacy, psychosocial support, care
coordination, and reducing health disparities. Findings bighlight their role in improving patient satisfaction, reducing hospital
readmissions, and enhancing quality of life. However, challenges such as limited resources and systemic healthcare barriers remain
significant. This review underscores the importance of integrating medical social workers into multidisciplinary bealthcare teams to
improve holistic care and suggests policy and research directions to strengthen their contributions.
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Introduction

In contemporary healthcare systems, the shift toward patient-centered care has underscored the need for
addressing not only clinical needs but also the broader social determinants of health (SDOH). Patient-
centered care emphasizes respecting patient preferences, needs, and values, and ensuring that these factors
guide all clinical decisions (Epstein & Street, 2011; Al-Husban et al., 2023). Social determinants such as
housing, income, education, and social support significantly influence health outcomes and healthcare
access, making it essential for healthcare systems to adopt a more holistic approach to patient care (Wotld
Health Organization, 2019; Azzam et al., 2023).

Medical social workers are integral to this process, as they serve as a bridge between the healthcare system
and the community. Their roles encompass psychosocial assessments, patient advocacy, care coordination,
and resource management, all of which are critical for addressing patients’ non-clinical needs (Cagle &
Kovacs, 2009; Alsaraireh et al., 2022; Rahamneh et al., 2023). These professionals provide emotional and
logistical support, helping patients and families navigate complex healthcare systems while ensuring that
social and economic batriers to care are minimized (Gehlert et al., 2019; Al-Nawafah et al., 2022; Al-Zyadat
et al.,, 2022).
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outcomes. For instance, their involvement has been associated with reduced hospital readmissions,
improved patient satisfaction, and enhanced quality of life for individuals with chronic conditions (Rizzo
et al., 2017; Hijjawi et al., 2023). Additionally, their work is essential in mitigating health disparities by
connecting underserved populations with vital resources and services (Browne et al., 2017; Zuhri et al,,
2023).

Despite these benefits, medical social workers face significant challenges, including high caseloads,
insufficient resources, and systemic healthcare gaps that limit their ability to provide comprehensive support
(Gehlert et al., 2019; Mohammad et al., 2024). Recognizing these challenges and understanding their
contributions are critical for integrating medical social workers more effectively into multidisciplinary
healthcare teams.

This systematic review aims to explore the roles and impact of medical social workers in patient-centered
care. By synthesizing recent evidence, this study seeks to highlight their contributions, identify barriers, and
propose actionable recommendations for improving healthcare delivery and outcomes.

Methodology

This systematic review followed the PRISMA guidelines to ensure transparency and rigor. A comprehensive
search was conducted in databases including PubMed, Scopus, and Web of Science for peer-reviewed
articles published between 2016 and 2024. Search terms included combinations of "medical social workers,"
"patient-centered care,”" "social determinants of health," "healthcare outcomes," and "care coordination."
Inclusion criteria were studies focusing on the role and impact of medical social workers in healthcare
settings, published in English, and with quantitative or qualitative methodologies. Exclusion criteria
included opinion articles, conference abstracts, and studies unrelated to healthcare.

Data extraction involved identifying themes such as patient advocacy, psychosocial support, and health
outcomes. Thematic analysis was conducted to synthesize findings across diverse healthcare contexts. A
PRISMA flowchart details the study selection process, ensuring reproducibility. The quality of included
studies was assessed using standardized tools to ensure credibility and relevance to the review’s objectives.

Results

This systematic review analyzed 80 studies published between 2016 and 2024, focusing on the role and
impact of medical social workers across various healthcare settings. These settings included hospitals,
community health centers, and long-term care facilities, reflecting the diverse contexts in which social
workers operate. The findings identified four primary themes that encapsulate the contributions of medical
social workers to patient-centered care: patient advocacy, psychosocial support, care coordination, and
addressing health disparities.

Patient advocacy emerged as a central theme, with studies highlighting the critical role of social workers in
ensuring that patients' voices are heard within the healthcare system. This advocacy often involves working
closely with interdisciplinary teams to secure necessary resources, address systemic barriers, and promote
equitable care.

Psychosocial support was another prominent theme, particularly in studies focusing on patients with
chronic conditions, mental health challenges, or significant social stressors. Medical social workers provide
essential services, including emotional support, counseling, and interventions aimed at reducing anxiety and
stress, thereby improving overall well-being.

Care coordination was the most frequently identified theme, emphasizing the pivotal role of medical social

workers in bridging gaps within healthcare delivery. They facilitate smooth transitions across care settings,
develop comprehensive care plans, and ensure that patients receive continuous and holistic care. This
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contribution was often linked to improved health outcomes, such as reduced hospital readmissions and
enhanced patient satisfaction.

Addressing health disparities emerged as a critical area of focus, particulatly in studies conducted in
underserved communities. Social workers were noted for their efforts to mitigate disparities by connecting
patients to community resources, addressing financial and social barriers, and advocating for policy changes
to improve access to care.

Fraquency of Key Themes identifiad in Studies
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Figure 1. Frequency of Key Themes Identified in Studies

The geographical distribution of studies revealed a significant focus on North America, which accounted
for 40% of the research. These studies often examined advanced integration models for social work in
healthcare. European studies, comprising 25% of the total, frequently highlighted policy-driven approaches
to social care. Asian studies (20%) and research from other regions (15%), including Australia and Africa,
explored the unique challenges of implementing social work practices in resource-constrained
environments.
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Figure 2. Geographical Distribution of Reviewed Studies

In terms of healthcare outcomes, the integration of medical social workers was consistently associated with
positive impacts. These included reductions in hospital readmission rates, improved patient satisfaction
scores, and enhanced quality of life metrics, particulatly for patients managing chronic illnesses. However,
the review also identified significant challenges that limit the effectiveness of medical social workers. High
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emphasizing the need for greater support and integration of social work services.

The findings from this review underscore the vital role of medical social workers in advancing patient-
centered care. By addressing both the clinical and social determinants of health, they contribute to more
equitable and effective healthcare delivery. However, overcoming the challenges they face will require
systemic changes, including better resource allocation, enhanced training, and stronger integration into
multidisciplinary teams. These efforts are essential to maximize the impact of medical social workers on
healthcare systems worldwide.

Discussion

The findings of this systematic review underscore the indispensable role of medical social workers in
bridging the gap between healthcare systems and communities. Their multifaceted contributions to patient-
centered care demonstrate significant improvements in healthcare outcomes, particularly in addressing the
social determinants of health (SDOH). However, the review also highlights persistent challenges that need
to be addressed to maximize their impact.

Medical social workers serve as advocates, coordinators, and supporters for patients navigating complex
healthcare systems. The review tevealed that their advocacy efforts ensure that patients' preferences and
needs are respected, often resulting in improved patient satisfaction. Their involvement in care coordination
significantly reduces fragmentation in care delivery, ensuring smoother transitions between care settings
and preventing avoidable hospital readmissions. These findings align with prior research indicating that
effective care coordination is linked to enhanced health outcomes and reduced healthcare costs.

The review also emphasized the critical role of medical social workers in addressing health disparities. By
connecting underserved populations to essential resources, they help reduce barriers to care and promote
equity within healthcare systems (Al-Oraini et al., 2024). This aspect of their work is particularly important
in the context of global health, where disparities in access to care continue to challenge the goal of universal
health coverage. Studies included in this review demonstrated that medical social workers are uniquely
positioned to address these inequities, particularly in low-resource settings.

Despite their vital contributions, medical social workers face considerable challenges. High caseloads and
limited resources were frequently reported as significant barriers to providing comprehensive support.
These issues are exacerbated by systemic healthcare gaps, including fragmented communication between
healthcare teams and inadequate recognition of social workers’ contributions. Addressing these challenges
will require systemic changes, such as increasing funding for social work positions, enhancing
interdisciplinary collaboration, and providing additional training opportunities for healthcare providers to
understand the scope and value of social work.

This review also highlighted regional differences in the integration of medical social workers into healthcare
systems. In North America, advanced models of integration demonstrate the potential for social workers
to contribute to patient-centered care effectively. However, in resource-constrained settings, the lack of
infrastructure and funding limits their capacity to deliver optimal services. These regional variations
underscore the need for context-specific strategies to enhance the role of medical social workers in different
healthcare systems.

The findings of this review suggest several practical implications. Healthcare administrators should
prioritize integrating medical social workers into multidisciplinary teams and provide adequate resources to
support their work. Policymakers should consider creating policies that enhance the funding and training
of medical social workers, ensuring their inclusion in health reform initiatives aimed at improving patient
outcomes. Additionally, future research should explore the long-term impacts of medical social workers on
healthcare outcomes, particularly in underrepresented regions and settings.

In conclusion, medical social workers play a crucial role in advancing patient-centered care by addressing
both clinical and social determinants of health. While their contributions are well-documented, addressing
the challenges they face will require systemic changes and enhanced support at organizational and policy
levels. By leveraging the unique skills and expertise of medical social workers, healthcare systems can move
closer to achieving equitable, effective, and patient-centered care for all.
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Limitations

This systematic review has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the scope of the study
was restricted to articles published in English, which may have excluded relevant studies conducted in non-
English-speaking regions. This limitation could lead to an incomplete understanding of the global role of
medical social workers, particularly in low- and middle-income countries where unique challenges and
practices might exist.

Second, the review relied on studies published between 2016 and 2024, potentially excluding important
earlier research that could provide a broader historical context for understanding the evolution of medical
social workers’ roles in healthcare systems. Additionally, some studies included in the review were
conducted in specific healthcare settings, such as hospitals or community clinics, which might limit the
generalizability of findings to other contexts, such as long-term care facilities or rural health centers.

The variability in study methodologies posed another challenge. Differences in research designs, outcome
measures, and definidons of key concepts such as "patient-centered care" and "health disparities" made it
difficult to synthesize findings uniformly. While efforts were made to identify common themes, the
heterogeneity of the included studies may have affected the ability to draw definitive conclusions.

Finally, the review was constrained by the quality of the available evidence. While most studies included
were of high quality, some lacked rigorous methodologies or sufficient sample sizes, limiting the reliability
of their findings. The absence of longitudinal studies examining the long-term impact of medical social
workers also presents a gap in the literature, restricting insights into sustained outcomes over time.

Future research should address these limitations by incorporating a broader range of languages, contexts,
and study designs. Longitudinal and large-scale studies would provide more robust evidence to inform
policies and practices related to the integration of medical social workers into healthcare systems. Despite
these limitations, this review provides valuable insights into the critical role of medical social workers in
enhancing patient-centered care and improving health outcomes.

Conclusion

This systematic review highlights the critical role of medical social workers in advancing patient-centered
care through their contributions to advocacy, psychosocial support, care coordination, and efforts to
address health disparities. By bridging the gap between healthcare systems and communities, medical social
workers address the social determinants of health and enhance holistic care delivery, ultimately improving
healthcare outcomes such as patient satisfaction, reduced hospital readmissions, and quality of life.
However, the review also revealed significant challenges that hinder the full potential of medical social
workers, including resource constraints, high caseloads, and systemic barriers within healthcare systems.
These issues underscore the need for systemic reforms to better integrate social workers into
multidisciplinary teams, provide adequate resources, and recognize their vital contributions to healthcare.
Policy makers, healthcare administrators, and researchers must collaborate to strengthen the role of medical
social workers by addressing these barriers and exploring innovative strategies for their integration. Future
research should focus on longitudinal and large-scale studies to better understand the long-term impact of
medical social workers and identify best practices for their integration in diverse healthcare contexts.

In conclusion, medical social workers are indispensable in delivering equitable, effective, and patient-
centered care. By addressing the challenges they face and supporting their integration into healthcare
systems, their potential to improve health outcomes and bridge the gap between clinical and social care can
be fully realized. This will not only enhance individual patient outcomes but also conttibute to the overall
improvement of healthcare systems worldwide.
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