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Abstract 

 

Objective: To explore the impact of the environment on experiences of hospitalization from 

the ƉĞƌƐƉĞĐƚŝǀĞ ŽĨ ƉĂƚŝĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ǁŝƚŚ ƉĂůůŝĂƚŝǀĞ ĐĂƌĞ ŶĞĞĚƐ͘  

 

Methods:  A qualitative study design using longitudinal semi structured, face-to-face 

interviews were used to elicit the views of patients with palliative care needs admitted to 

hospital in one large urban acute hospital in New Zealand.  The sample comprised of 14 

patients admitted to between July 2013 and March 2014 who met one of the Gold Standard 

Framework Prognostic Indicators for palliative care need.   

 

Results:  Almost all participants described a range of factors associated with the 

environment which impacted negatively on their experiences of hospitalization.  This 

included challenges with the physical surroundings, the impact on social relationships with 

other patients, families and health professionals and the influence of the cultural milieu of the 

hospital setting.     

 

Conclusions:  EŵƵůĂƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ͚ŝĚĞĂů͛ ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ ĨŽƌ ƉĂůůŝĂƚŝǀĞ ĐĂƌĞ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƉƌŽǀŝĚĞĚ ŝŶ Ă 

hospice setting is an unrealistic goal for acute hospitals. Paying attention to the things that can 

be changed, such as enabling family to stay and improving the flexibility of the physical 

environment whilst improving the social interplay between patients and health professionals, 

may be a more realistic approach than replicating the hospice environment in order to reduce 

the burden of hospitalizations for patients with palliative care needs. 
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Background 

 

The environment of a care setting is known to impact on a ƉĂƚŝĞŶƚ͛Ɛ recovery from illness, as 

well as their overall well-being. For example, studies have shown that certain aspects of the 

physical environment can impact positively on patientƐ͛ experiences of care and their quality 

of life.1, 2 For those at the end of life, a sense of ͚homeliness͛ and an environment that provides 

opportunities for social interaction and privacy, are considered important elements of an 

inpatient setting.3 

 

In developed countries, most people with a life-limiting illness will spend some time in hospital 

during the last year of their life.4 However, the hospital environment is reported to be a 

consistent source of dissatisfaction for patients with palliative care needs.5 An integrative 

literature review by Brereton et al6 identifying key elements of the physical hospital 

environment for end of life care of older adults and their families found that more than any 

other aspect of care, deficiencies in the physical environment was a source of significant 

dissatisfaction for patients, families and staff.6 

 

In response to the recognition of the inadequacies of the hospital setting, hospices have 

worked towards developing an environment that better meet the needs of patients and their 

families. The hospice environment is often described as quiet and homely and the ratio of staff 

to patients is favourable  compared to that of the acute hospital.7 Bereaved families report a 

high level of satisfaction with hospice inpatient care in terms of their relationship with care 

providers and with aspects of the physical environment such as cleanliness of the facility, a 

home-like feeling and proximity to nature.8 It is unsurprising, therefore, that the hospice 

continues to be overwhelmingly preferred to hospital as a place of care and death 9. However, 
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the reality is that most people in developed countries will be cared for and die in other care 

settings, notably hospital.10 Given that patients with palliative care needs comprise one 

quarter to one third of the total inpatient population,11, 12 identifying how the hospital 

environment can be modified to better meet their needs must be a priority. 

 

While the environment has been shown to be a key factor influencing patients͛ experience and 

satisfaction with hospital care6 evidence is limited by a lack of definition or conceptualisation 

of ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ŵĞĂŶƚ ďǇ ͞environment͟ and few studies have collected data prospectively from 

patients themselves 6 Understanding the difficulties patients experience in relation to the 

hospital environment is essential if we are to identify strategies that will improve the provision 

of palliative care in this setting.  This paper will address this gap in knowledge by exploring 

the impact of the environment on experiences of hospitalizations from the patients͛ 

perspective. 

Design 

Given the exploratory nature of the study, a qualitative approach was adopted.  Critical 

realism was used to inform the study design.13 CƌŝƚŝĐĂů ƌĞĂůŝƐŵ ĂĐŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞƐ ͞ƚŚĞ 

empirical (that which is experienced and perceived), the actual events that occur 

(whether perceived or not) and the real underlying structures that can cause changes in 

ƚŚŽƐĞ ĞǀĞŶƚƐ͟.14 

 

The experiences of patients with palliative care needs admitted to a large urban hospital 

in New Zealand were elicited using face-to-face semi-structured interviews. Participants 

were interviewed on two occasions.  Serial interviewing provides opportunities for the 

researcher-participant relationship to develop in a way that creates a trusting relationship 

enabling the participant to share personal accounts of their experience over time.15 



5 

 

 

Study setting 

Auckland City Hospital, New Zealand, (ACH) is the largest public hospital in New Zealand. A 

recent census of admissions found that one fifth of adult inpatients at ACH met criteria for 

palliative care needs, the majority of whom were aged over 70 years.12  

 

Study population 

The study sample comprised of patients admitted to ACH between July 2013 and March 2014 

who met one of the Gold Standard Framework Prognostic Indicators (GSF-PIG) for palliative 

care need. The GSF-PIG consists of clinical indicators associated with a range of life limiting 

illnesses that indicate palliative care need. Whilst primarily developed for the primary health 

setting, the GSF-PIG has been successfully used in research settings to identify hospital in-

patients with palliative care needs.12, 17  

 

Sampling  

According to hospital admission data (unpublished data, December 2012) general medicine, 

oncology (medical and radiation), urology and general surgery account for nearly 31% of 

admissions for patients with a GSF diagnosis. For this reason, recruitment of participants was 

confined to these four services. Admissions to these services were reviewed along with past 

and current clinical notes to assess for eligibility (see table 1). As the researcher (JR) was also 

employed in the hospital palliative care team, any patients that had been referred to the 

service at the time of screening were excluded. No participants recruited to the study were 

referred to the service. 

 

Inclusion criteria 
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Table 1: inclusion criteria 

 

A ward nurse approached eligible patients to determine whether they wished to take part in 

the study. The researcher was contacted directly by the nurse if the patient agreed to take 

part. Written information regarding the study was provided to all participants. Written consent 

was obtained from all participants and any family who the participant requested to be present. 

 

A purposive approach to sampling as described in Coyne 18 was used. Sample characteristics 

were not pre-determined, however factors identified from the literature known to influence 

experiences of hospital admissions such as age, diagnosis and ethnicity 19-21 were taken into 

account during the initial sampling process. As the study progressed and data were analysed, 

other characteristics were identified and used to guide subsequent participant selection. 

Recruitment continued until no new themes were emerging from the data. 

 

Data collection   

Participants were interviewed on two occasions. The first interview occurred within 48 hours 

of admission, was conducted on the ward by JR, and lasted 20-30 minutes. The purpose of this 

interview was to understand ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ͛ expectations of the hospital admission. It was also 

an opportunity to for the researcher to establish a relationship with the participant in 

preparation for the second interview. 

Admitted less > 48 hours ago 

Speaks English 

Not referred to hospital palliative care team 

Meets one or more of the GSF PI͛Ɛ 

Aged >18 years old 
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Within one week of discharge from hospital participants were interviewed again. The purpose 

of the second interview was to explore fully ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚƐ͛ experiences of having been in 

hospital. Participants were given a choice of where this interview took place. Eleven 

participants chose their place of residence to be interviewed, two were interviewed at the 

hospital after attending an outpatient clinic appointment and one was interviewĞĚ Ăƚ Ă ĨƌŝĞŶĚ͛Ɛ 

house. The second interview took between 45-90 minutes. 

 

Separate interview guides were developed for the first and second interviews based on a 

ƌĞǀŝĞǁ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ ƌĞůĂƚĞĚ ƚŽ ƉĂƚŝĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ŽĨ ŚŽƐƉŝƚĂů ĂĚŵŝƐƐŝŽŶƐ within a 

palliative care context.5 Participants were asked about their perceptions of the expected and 

actual benefits and burdens associated with being in hospital (see table 3). The interviewer 

used a relatively unstructured approach to interviewing which allowed for the  emergence  of 

new themes that were relevant to the overall study aim.22 

 

Table 3: examples of interview questions 

 

Data Analysis 

Interview 1 Interview 2 

What were the circumstances that caused you to 

end up in hospital? 

 

How do you think being in hospital will help you 

with your illness? 

 

What do you think the difficulties will be for you 

while you are in hospital? 

 

How do you feel about being in hospital? 

  

If you could have got the help you needed would 

you have preferred to have stayed at 

home/residential care facility/hospice? 

 

Tell me about your experience of having recently 

been in hospital  

 

Thinking about what happened during your stay 

in hospital, was there anything you found 

particularly difficult or distressing?  

 

On reflection, was there anything/useful about 

having that time in hospital?  How was it 

helpful/useful?  

 

Is there any reason you think might have to go 

back to hospital again?  

 

How would you feel about having to go back to 

hospital again? 
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All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim by JR. The software programme 

N-Vivo was used to aid categorisation of the data. JR conducted and transcribed all interviews. 

CG and JR reviewed two transcripts independently to ensure consistency in coding and to 

clarify coding decisions. Regular meetings were held with MG, CG and JR to review coding 

decisions and the development of themes. 

 

A process of thematic analysis as described by Braun and Clark 23 was used to analyse the 

interview data.  An integrative approach using both inductive and deductive methods of data 

analysis was used 24. No predetermined coding frame was used, instead this was developed as 

the data were coded and was subsequently applied to all transcripts. Although participants 

were not asked specifically about the hospital environment, the impact of the environment on 

ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚ͛Ɛ experiences emerged as an important theme. An inductive approach to the 

development of themes was applied. Themes identified from the interview data were 

ŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĞĚ ĂĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĚŝŵĞŶƐŝŽŶƐ ŽĨ  BĂƌŶĞƚƚ ĂŶĚ CĂƐƉĞƌ͛Ɛ ŽƵƚůŝŶĞ ŽĨ ƐŽĐŝĂů 

environment which is ĚĞĨŝŶĞĚ ĂƐ ͙͞ƚŚĞ ŝŵŵĞĚŝĂƚĞ ƉŚǇƐŝĐĂů ƐƵƌƌŽƵŶĚŝŶŐƐ͕ ƐŽĐŝĂů 

relationships, and cultural milieus within which a defined group of people function and 

ŝŶƚĞƌĂĐƚ͟p46525. 

Findings 

 

A total of 14 participants were recruited to the study. Twelve participants completed both 

interviews; two participants died prior to the second interview. Family were allowed to be 

present during the interviews if requested by participants. Participation by family during the 

interviews varied. One participant specifically requested that family be present during both 

interviews and they actively participated in the discussion. Three participants had their 

spouses present at the first interview however their contribution during the interview was 
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minimal. Participants were at varying stages of their illness (see table 2). Thirteen participants 

described a range of factors associated with the environment that impacted on their 

experiences of being in hospital. 

 

Characteristics n=14 

Mean Age 69.8 years 

Gender 

  Male  

  Female  

 

7 (50%) 

7 (50%) 

Ethnicity 

  NZ European  

  Maori  

  Pacific  

  Indian  

  Chinese  

  Other   

 

6 (42.9%) 

3 (21.5%) 

2 (14.3% 

1 (7.1%) 

1 (7.1%) 

1 (7.1%)  

Diagnosis 

  Cancer  

  Non cancer    

 

9 (64.3%) 

5 (35.7%)  

Age 

  18 ʹ 39 years 

40 ʹ 49 years 

50ʹ 59 years 

60 ʹ 69 years 

70 ʹ 79 years 

80 ʹ 89 years 

  >90 years   

 

     0 (0%) 

2 (14.3%) 

     1 (7.1%) 

3 (21.5%) 

4 (28.6%) 

4 (28.6%) 

     0 (0%) 

Admitting Service 

  General Medicine  

  Oncology  

  Urology 

  General Surgery  

 

5 (35.7%) 

8 (57.1%) 

     1 (7.1%) 

     0 (0%) 

Known to hospice 

Yes  

No 

 

8 (57.1%) 

6 (42.9%) 

Survival after interview 

  < 6 months 

  6 - 12 months 

  > 12 months 

 

5 (35.7%) 

4 (28.6%) 

5 (35.7%) 

Table 2: participant characteristics (n=14) 

 

Aspects of the physical environment were particularly challenging for participants who 

reported difficulties not having access to personal space including a lack of privacy when 
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sharing bathroom facilities. This was particularly difficult for those whose illness meant they 

had to access the toilet frequently. 

 

͞I ŐŽƚ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽďůĞŵ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ďůĂĚĚĞƌ͘  I ŚĂǀĞ ŐŽƚ ƚŽ ŐŽ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƚŽŝůĞƚ ǀĞƌǇ ŽĨƚĞŶ ĨŽƌ ƉĞĞ 

and if you got four people in the room, usually it is four people in the room.  One is 

cƌǇŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ŽŶĞ ŝƐ ƐŶŽƌŝŶŐ͘  TŚĞ ƚŽŝůĞƚ ŝƐ ϵϬй ŽĐĐƵƉŝĞĚ ĂŶĚ ǇŽƵ ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ƌĞƐƚ͟ ;ϲϬ ǇĞĂƌ ŽůĚ 

man with cancer)  

As a result of being in multi-bedded rooms some participants reported being near sick and 

dying people as causing distress. Finding a space that removed them from this environment 

was often impossible. 

 

͞I ŚĂƚĞ ďĞŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ Ă ǁŚŽůĞ ůŽƚ ŽĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ͘  I ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ƐƚĂŶĚ Ă ǁŚŽůĞ ůŽƚ ŽĨ ƐƋƵĞĂůŝŶŐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ 

ĞƐƉĞĐŝĂůůǇ ǁŚĞŶ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ƐŝĐŬ͘  BĞŝŶŐ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐŝĐŬ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ŚĞůƉ ŵĞ͘  Iƚ 

makes me worse and I just want ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ĂǁĂǇ ĂŶĚ ďĞ ŝŶ Ă ƉƌŝǀĂƚĞ ƌŽŽŵ͟ ;ϱϳ ǇĞĂƌ ŽůĚ 

woman with cancer) 

 

The impact of sharing rooms with very sick people some of whom were thought to be 

infectious was distressing for some participants. One participant reported how staff did not 

seem to appreciate the significance of this in terms of the required environment to keep 

patients free from infection. 

 

͞I ǁĂƐ ŝŶ Ă ĐƌŽǁĚĞĚ ƌŽŽŵ ǁŚĞƌĞ ƚŚĞƌĞ ǁĂƐ Ă ůŽƚ ŽĨ ŶŽŝƐĞ ĂŶĚ ǁŚĞƌĞ Ă ǁŽŵĂŶ ŚĂĚ ƚŚĞ 

super bug and the nursing care was very ƉŽŽƌ͘  TŚĞǇ ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ ŝƐŽůĂƚĞ ƵƐ͘ TŚĞǇ ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ ŐŝǀĞ 

us our own toilet and shower.  I had to go and ask for them and the nurses just seemed 
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ƚŽ ŶŽƚ ŬŶŽǁ ĂďŽƵƚ ŝƚ ƐŽ I ŚĂĚ ƚŽ ĂƐŬ ĨŽƌ Ă ƉƌŝǀĂƚĞ ƐŚŽǁĞƌ͟ (57 year old woman with 

cancer) 

 

Another participant reported feeling vulnerable due to being with other sicker patients who 

might cause him to become more unwell. 

͞I ǁĂƐ ŝŶ ǁĂƌĚ XX and there was a guy in there who had a bug of his own.  I was 

ƚĞƌƌŝĨŝĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ I ǁŽƵůĚ ĐĂƚĐŚ ƚŚŝƐ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŵďŝŶĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ǁŚĂƚ I ŚĂĚ͙͟ ;ϳϳ ǇĞĂƌ old man with 

cardiac disease) 

The distress associated with a lack of natural light and being in a multi-bedded room with 

curtains pulled around bed spaces constantly throughout the admission was reported by one 

participant. 

 

͞WŚĂƚ I ĨŽƵŶĚ ƌĞĂůůǇ ŚĂƌĚ ƚŚŝƐ time was that I had a space around the corner as you go 

into the ward and what I found really hard was nobody drew their curtains at all so I 

ŶĞǀĞƌ ŐŽƚ ƚŽ ůŽŽŬ ŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ǁŝŶĚŽǁ ƚŚĞ ǁŚŽůĞ ǁĞĞŬ͕ ĞǀĞƌǇďŽĚǇ ŚĂĚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐƵƌƚĂŝŶƐ ĚƌĂǁŶ͟ 

(69 year old woman with cancer) 

 

The physical environment of the hospital also impacted on social relationships. For one 

participant being in a multi-bedded room was an opportunity to interact with other patients 

however constantly having the curtains closed around bed spaces prevented her from doing 

so. 

 

͙͞Ănd there was a nice lady across from me I would have liked to have talked to but 

ĐƵƌƚĂŝŶƐ ƐŚƵƚ Ăůů ƚŚĞ ƚŝŵĞ͘͟ ;ϲϵ ǇĞĂƌ ŽůĚ ǁŽŵĂŶ ǁŝƚŚ ĐĂŶĐĞƌͿ 
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Being alone with little opportunity to interact with others including other patients resulted in 

feelings of boredom for some participants. One participant described how when he was left 

with nothing to do he could find no reprieve from reminders of his illness. 

 

͞IĨ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƚŝĞŶƚ ŚĂƐ ŶŽƚŚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĚŽ ƚŚĞŶ ǇŽƵ ƐƚĂƌƚ ƚŽ ƚŚŝŶŬ͙͘I ĨĞĞů uncomfortable, I feel 

ƚŚŝƐ͕ I ĨĞĞů ƚŚĂƚ͘  IĨ ǇŽƵƌ ŵŝŶĚ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ ǇŽƵ ĂƌĞ ƐŝĐŬ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ŵƵĐŚ ďĞƚƚĞƌ͘  IĨ ǇŽƵ ƚŚŝŶŬ 

ĂďŽƵƚ ǇŽƵƌ ŝůůŶĞƐƐ ƚŚĞŶ ǇŽƵ ƚŚŝŶŬ ĂďŽƵƚ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ŚĂƉƉĞŶŝŶŐ͘  Iƚ͛Ɛ ƚŽŽ ŵƵĐŚ ŶĞŐĂƚŝǀĞ 

ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ͘͟  ;ϲϭ ǇĞĂƌ ŽůĚ ŵĂŶ ǁŝƚŚ ĐĂŶĐĞƌͿ 

 

Many participants reported a negative impact on their relationships with family as a result of 

being in hospital. The hospital environment was often not conducive to staying connected with 

friends and family and this was distressing for some participants leaving them feeling lonely 

and isolated. 

 

͞I ǁŽƵůĚ ƐƉĞŶĚ ƚŚĞ ĚĂǇ ǁŝƚŚ TƌĂĐĞǇ (his wife) and then she would go home.  I would 

walk out to the door with her and I would watch her going down the corridor.  I found 

that difficult staying there, not going with her but she waƐ ƚŚĞƌĞ ĂŐĂŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŶĞǆƚ ĚĂǇ͘͟  

(77 Year old man with cardiac disease) 

 

While some participants did not like being away from friends and family, attempts by staff to 

accommodate family out of normal visiting hours when a patient was dying was very 

distressing for one participant. 
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͞TŚĞƌĞ ǁĞƌĞ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ƚŚĞ ŶĞǆƚ ďĞĚ͘ I ŬĞƉƚ ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ ƚŚĞǇ ǁŽƵůĚ ŐŽ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŶ ƚŚĞǇ 

stayed and they would read their bible and the preacher would come and pray with 

ƚŚĞŵ͘  I ĨŽƵŶĚ ŝƚ ƐŽ ĚŝƐƚƌĞƐƐŝŶŐ͘͟ ;ϲϵ ǇĞĂƌ ŽůĚ ǁŽŵĂŶ ǁŝƚŚ ĐĂŶĐĞƌͿ 

For one participant saying goodbye to his father was that much harder from his hospital bed. 

Not being part of family activities as his father prepared to travel overseas was distressing for 

them both. 

͞MǇ DĂĚ ŝƐ Ă ďŝƚ ĐŽŶĐĞƌŶĞĚ͘  HĞ ĨůĞǁ ŽƵƚ ƚŽ “ĂŵŽĂ ƚŽĚĂǇ ĂŶĚ I ǁĂƐŶ͛ƚ ƚŚĞƌĞ ƚŽĚĂǇ͘  MǇ 

partner ƐĂŝĚ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŚĞŶ ƚŚĞǇ ĐĂŵĞ ƚŽ ǀŝƐŝƚ ůĂƐƚ ŶŝŐŚƚ͕ ŚĞ ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ŐŽ ĂŶĚ ůĞĂǀĞ ŵĞ 

ŚĞƌĞ͘͟ ;ϰϳ ǇĞĂƌ ŽůĚ ŵĂŶ ǁŝƚŚ ĐĂŶĐĞƌͿ 

  

Staff appearing too busy to care was a key factor in participants making positive relationships 

with hospital staff. Participants reported that staff were often very busy which left them 

feeling anonymous and an inconvenience. 

͞IŶ ƚŚĞ ŚŽƐƉŝƚĂů ǇŽƵ ĂƌĞ ĂŶ ŝŶĐŽŶǀĞŶŝĞŶĐĞ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞǇ ŚĂǀĞ ĂůǁĂǇƐ ŐŽƚ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ƚŽ 

ŵŽǀĞ ŽŶ ƚŽ͘  Iƚ͛Ɛ ũƵƐƚ ƚŽŽ ďƵƐǇ͕ ƉĞŽƉůĞ are too busy.  You are an inconvenience.  You are 

Ă ŶƵŵďĞƌ͘  YŽƵ ŬŶŽǁ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ŶŽƚ ƌĞĂůůǇ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚĞĚ ŝŶ ǇŽƵ͘͟ ;ϱϳ ǇĞĂƌ ŽůĚ ǁŽŵĂŶ ǁŝƚŚ 

cancer) 

The way in which staff worked within the hospital environment also influenced the way in 

which participants interacted with clinicians.  One participant reported that repeated 

assessments by clinicians who asked the same questions over and over again were difficult. 

Added distress occurred when there was a lack of continuity with new staff coming and going. 

͞Always someone new is coming, new one is coming, new one is coming, new one is 

coming and they ĂƐŬ ǇŽƵ ƐŽ ŵĂŶǇ ƐĂŵĞ ƋƵĞƐƚŝŽŶƐ͘  I ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚ ĂĨƚĞƌ ŵŝŶƵƚĞ͕ 

ĂĨƚĞƌ ŵŝŶƵƚĞ͕ ĂĨƚĞƌ ŵŝŶƵƚĞ ĂŶĚ Ă ŶĞǁ ŽŶĞ ĂŶĚ ǇŽƵ ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ ƐĞĞ Śŝŵ ĂŐĂŝŶ͘  I ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ŬŶŽǁ 

why?͟ ;ϲϭ Ǉear old man with cancer) 
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Those participants who reported positive relationships with hospital staff experienced a level 

of continuity with individual staff. One participant had repeated admissions to the same ward 

and had got to know the staff well and for another participant, an admission that lasted for 

several weeks gave him an opportunity to establish a good relationship with ward staff.  

͞The nurses and the doctors were marvellous, I could not say anything against them 

they were absolutely wonderful and the nurses having been there for so long, they sort 

of like adopt you to a degree and they make a fuss of you, you know.  You got to the 

stage where you started to know everybody like Tracey (his wife) was part of it as well 

because she would come and spend the whole day with me and they were giving her a 

meal at night times which was great you know͘͟ ;ϳϳ ǇĞĂƌ ŽůĚ ŵĂŶ ǁŝƚŚ ĐĂƌĚŝĂĐ ĚŝƐĞĂƐĞͿ 

When staff were busy participants felt they were not important and these feelings were 

exacerbated when they were left waiting for long periods. 

͞YŽƵ ĂƌĞ ůĞĨƚ ũƵƐƚ ƐŽƌƚ ŽĨ ƐŝƚƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞƌĞ ĂŶĚ I ŚĂǀĞ ƚŽ ŐŽ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŵƉůĂŝŶ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƐĞŶŝŽƌ ŶƵƌƐĞ 

because I have been sitting in the waiting room for hours.  I always go and ask how 

long will it take?  Because there is always someone who is far more important than 

ǇŽƵ͘͟  ;ϱϳ ǇĞĂƌ ŽůĚ ǁŽŵĂŶ ǁŝƚŚ ĐĂŶĐĞƌͿ 

While the way in which staff behaved in the hospital setting impacted on the social 

relationships that form between participants and health professionals, these socialised 

behaviours are often a component of hospital culture. For the purposes of this paper ͞cultural 

ŵŝůŝĞƵ͟ encompasses the shared beliefs, attitudes, values and norms of staff behaviour that 

contribute to a certain way of working within a hospital setting 26. TŚĞǇ ŝŶĐůƵĚĞ ƚŚĞ ͚ƌƵůĞƐ͛ ŽĨ 

the hospital setting (both spoken and unspoken) and the perception that health professionals 

have the power to make decisions with and/or for the patient. 
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Restrictions imposed by staff reduced participants ability to maintain autonomy and 

independence. Participants reported a lack of freedom being in hospital, feeling like they were 

trĂƉƉĞĚ ĂŶĚ ƵŶĂďůĞ ƚŽ ͞ŐĞƚ ŽƵƚ͘͟ This loss of freedom to do what they wanted was difficult for 

some participants.  

͞YŽƵ ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ŐŽ ŚŽŵĞ Ăƚ ŶŝŐŚƚ͘  YŽƵ ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ĚŽ ƚŚŝƐ ĂŶĚ ǇŽƵ ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ĚŽ ƚŚĂƚ͘  YŽƵ ƐĞĞ I ŚĂǀĞ 

ĂůǁĂǇƐ ďĞĞŶ ǀĞƌǇ ĂĐƚŝǀĞ͘  I͛ŵ ĂŶ ĂĐƚŝǀĞ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ĂŶĚ ǇŽƵ ĂƌĞ ĐĂƉƚƵƌĞĚ ǇŽƵ ŬŶŽǁ͘͟  ;78 

year old man with COPD) 

“ƚĂĨĨ ǁĞƌĞ ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚ ĂƐ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ ĐŽŶƚƌŽů ŽǀĞƌ ŽŶĞ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚ͛Ɛ ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ ƚŽ ůĞĂǀĞ ŚŽƐƉŝƚĂů, with 

him reporting that he would do whatever he was told to do if it meant he would get out of 

hospital. 

͞I ŚĂĚ ŶŽ ŽƉƚŝŽŶ͘  Aƚ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ƚŝŵĞ I ŚĂd this worry about the virus and if this was 

ŐŽŝŶŐ ƚŽ Ĩŝǆ ŝƚ͘  I͛ŵ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚŽƐĞ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŚŝůƐƚ ŝŶ ŚŽƐƉŝƚĂů ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ŽƵƚ ĂŐĂŝŶ ŝĨ ƚŚĞǇ 

suggested go into the corner and stand on my head, I would go and stand on my head 

ǇŽƵ ŬŶŽǁ͘͟ ;ϳϳ ǇĞĂƌ ŽůĚ ŵĂŶ ǁŝƚŚ ĐĂƌĚiac disease) 

Some participants described difficulties in being an active participant in their care and this was 

exacerbated by examples of poor communication by health professionals. A belief that 

clinicians did not think he would understand details of his illness left one participant feeling 

disempowered and unable to actively participate in decisions regarding his treatment. 

͞“ŽŵĞ͙ůŝŬĞ ƚŚĞƐĞ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ŚĂǀĞ ďĞĞŶ ŐŽŽĚ͕ ƚŚĞǇ ƚĞůů ŵĞ ďƵƚ ŽŶ ŽƚŚĞƌ ŽĐĐĂƐŝŽŶƐ ǇŽƵ ĂƐŬ 

and you just get a roundabout answer sort of thiŶŐ ǇŽƵ ŬŶŽǁ͕ ǇŽƵ ĚŽŶ͛ƚ ƌĞĂůůǇ ŐĞƚ͙͘ŝƚ͛Ɛ 

almost as if they think well, whĂƚ ĚŽĞƐ ŚĞ ŬŶŽǁ ĂďŽƵƚ ŝƚ ĂŶǇŚŽǁ͟ ;ϳϳ ǇĞĂƌ ŽůĚ ŵĂŶ 

with cardiac disease)  

Another participant described how the doctors would stand around her bed talking amongst 

themselves making decisions about her care.  
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͙͞I͛ŵ ŶŽƚ ƵƐĞĚ ƚŽ ŝƚ͙ǁŚĞŶ ĞǀĞƌǇďŽĚǇ ŝƐ ƐŽƌƚ ŽĨ ŶŽƚ ƚĂůŬŝŶŐ Ăƚ ǇŽƵ ĂŶĚ ǇŽƵ ĂƌĞ ƐŝƚƚŝŶŐ 

there like this (indicating that she has to look up above her) ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞƌĞ͛Ɛ ƚŚĞ ĚŽĐƚŽƌ 

ĂŶĚ ƐŚĞ͛Ɛ ƐĂǇŝŶŐ ƚŚŝƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ͘͘͘͟  ;89 year old woman with chronic 

obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD)) 

When participants reported positive communication with staff they felt empowered and this 

helped to create a positive relationship with staff and enabled them to be involved in decision 

making about their care. 

͞TŚŝƐ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ǁŚŽůĞ ƚŚŝŶŐ͙ŝĨ ƚŚĞǇ ĐŽƵůĚŶ͛ƚ ŐĞƚ ƌŝĚ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ŝŶĨĞĐƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĞǇ ǁŽƵůĚ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŽ 

replace the valve again and the condition of my heart as it is placed me at great risk 

but they had my family come in and we had a meeting with B and he explained it all to 

ƵƐ͙ƚŽ ĞǀĞƌǇďŽĚǇ ĂŶĚ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ Ă ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ǁĞ ŚĂĚ ƚŽ ŵĂŬĞ ĂƐ ƚŽ ǁŚĞƚŚĞƌ I ǁŽƵůĚ ŚĂǀĞ 

an operation with the risk or else carry on with this damn virus but there was really no 

decision to be made because the virus would have killed me ĂŶǇŚŽǁ͘͟ ;ϳϳ ǇĞĂƌ ŽůĚ ŵĂŶ 

with cardiac disease) 

 

Discussion 

This study provides a key contribution to the literature regarding the impact of the hospital 

environment from the perspectives of patients with palliative care needs. The findings suggest 

that the social environment of a hospital that encompasses the physical surroundings, social 

relationships and cultural milieu can impact negatively on the experiences of patients with 

palliative care needs. However, there is a paucity of research regarding the ideal environment 

for those with palliative care needs. A study by Gardiner et al.
7 regarding the optimum physical 

environment for palliative care in acute hospitals from the perspective of health professionals 

found that while health professionals assumed patients would prefer single rooms in order to 

maintain privacy, staff valued an environment that was conducive to observing and monitoring 

patients which was not always compatible with single rooms. The findings from our study 

suggest that there is a need for flexibility in regards to providing an appropriate physical 
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environment for patients. Meeting patient preferences whilst ensuring that individual care 

needs are met are factors that should guide the allocation of an appropriate bed configuration 

and this may even change over the hospital admission. While most patients who are feeling 

unwell may express a preference for single bedded rooms, when feeling well enough to 

interact with other patients they may prefer to be in a multi-bedded room.27 

As a result of growing pressure to deliver care for patients with complex health care needs, the 

hospital environment is becoming increasingly busy. Studies have shown that patients and 

families perceive busy staff as being unavailable 28 and this can impact on the quality of the 

relationships patients form with their care providers. The findings from our study suggest that 

when patients perceive staff as being busy or when they are left waiting for care, they feel like 

they are an inconvenience, invisible and forgotten. 

Health professional behaviours can impact on relationships with patients. When families feel 

cared for, it is often in response to staff who are attentive to their needs, appear approachable 

and friendly and check in regularly to make sure they have what they need.29 Furthermore, 

attitude and helpfulness of staff has been shown to influence the atmosphere of the 

environment regardless of physical factors such as layout and furnishings. Staff who 

demonstrate a positive attitude, appear competent and are helpful impact positively on 

patienƚ͛s mood and well-being.27 Understanding the impact of appearing busy to patients and 

families is an important component of finding ways to improve the quality of palliative care in 

the hospital setting. 

Effective communication skills have been shown to impact positively on ƉĂƚŝĞŶƚƐ͛ forming 

positive relationships with hospital staff.30 Furthermore, interactions that demonstrate a 

willingness to find out who the patient is as a person, is an important component to 

establishing a positive relationship with patients. Initiating simple strategies, such as health 
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professionals introducing themselves, can make a significant difference to this process.
31

 With 

an increasing workload in hospitals, care staff may become more focused on the tasks at hand 

rather than on the patient. Using a patient centred approach to care showing empathy and 

kindness whilst attending to tasks and interacting with patients, whilst do not require more 

time, have been shown to leave patients feeling reassured, safe and cared for as an 

individual.32 

Professional and organisational values, beliefs and norms within the hospital setting may 

influence the way in which care is provided. Organisational rules around how patients should 

act in this setting can be a burden for patients. For example, there is an implicit understanding 

that once admitted the patient will largely remain at their bedside, ensuring they are readily 

available for any health professional that needs to meet with them. This restriction on their 

sense of freedom and independence can be a burden for patients. A study exploring the 

experiences of patients with advanced cancer found that although patients accepted being in 

ŚŽƐƉŝƚĂů ĂƐ Ă ͞ƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ ŶĞĐĞƐƐŝƚǇ͕͟ ĨĂĐƚŽƌƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ďĞŝŶŐ ƵŶĂďůĞ ƚŽ ŵĂŬĞ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŽǁŶ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶƐ͕ 

a loss of independence and the effects of the physical environment all contributed to a sense 

of imprisonment at times during the admission.33 Similarly, findings from our study suggest 

that when patients feel they are unable to leave hospital and are isolated from friends and 

family they feel as if they are ͞captive͟ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ƚŚĂƚ environment. Identifying opportunities to 

challenge the restrictions traditionally seen within the hospital environment to empower and 

ĞŶŚĂŶĐĞ ƉĂƚŝĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ƐĞŶƐĞ ŽĨ ĨƌĞĞĚŽŵ ĂŶĚ ŝŶĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶĐĞ ŵĂǇ ďĞ an important component of 

providing palliative care in this setting. 

Professional culture influences the way in which health professionals interact with patients.  

Health professionals have traditionally adopted a paternalistic position as the sole decision 

maker in patient management. A move towards a shared decision-making process involving 
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the patient and family has been promoted as a more effective approach to ensure that 

ƉĂƚŝĞŶƚ͛Ɛ preferences for treatment are taken into consideration however a lack of knowledge 

about their illness as a result of poor communication with health professionals can result in 

patients being unable to participate in this process. Furthermore, the development of 

relationships with health professionals has shown to an important component to patients 

feeling they are able to participate in decisions about their palliative care.34 Examples of poor 

communication were evident in our findings and some patients perceived hospital staff as the 

sole decision makers regarding their care. This was particularly in relation to when they could 

leave the ward or indeed when they might be discharged home, with little evidence that they 

felt they could influence these decisions. A pĂƚŝĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ĂďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŽ ďĞ ĂŶ ĂĐƚŝǀĞ ƉĂƌƚŝĐŝƉĂŶƚ ŝŶ ŚĞĂůƚŚ 

care decision making is dependent on a number of factors including the information they 

receive from health professionals and their ability to build positive relationships with staff.34, 35 

In our study despite attempts to engage with health professionals about their illness, some 

participants were unable to get the information they required and staff behaviours limited 

their ability to participate in care decisions. 

 

Strengths and Limitations 

The process of purposive sampling was used to maximise the diversity of the sample of 

patients with palliative care needs. A mix of age, diagnoses and ethnicities was captured within 

the selected sample. Furthermore participants represented a range of prognoses, with 64% of 

participants having died within 12 months of being interviewed. By using serial, semi-

structured interviewing, participants were able to speak freely about their expectations and 

experiences of being in hospital. This method is considered to be useful in providing 

opportunities for rich and contextualised accounts of individual experiences over time.15 
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Moreover, the evolving researcher-participant relationship creates an environment of trust 

enabling the participant to share a more personal account of their experience. 

However some limitations to the study must be acknowledged.  Recruitment was confined to 

one urban hospital in New Zealand and recruitment was limited to four specialty services and 

therefore the findings may not be applicable to other countries or services. Participants were 

questioned about their experiences of one particular admission to hospital and assumptions 

cannot be made that they had similar experiences during previous or subsequent admissions; 

however many participants drew upon past experiences of having been in hospital during the 

interviews. Furthermore participants͛ experiences may have been influenced by the length of 

time they spent in hospital. Family members were present in a small number of interviews and 

this may have influenced participants͛ responses. 

 

Conclusion 

The limitations of the hospital environment impacts on patients experiences of hospitalisation 

resulting in significant burden for patients with palliative care needs. Emulating the ͚ideal͛ 

environment for palliative care such as that provided in a hospice setting is an unrealistic goal 

for acute hospitals. Further research is needed looking at how changing attitudes and 

behaviours of busy hospital staff can relieve some of the burden of being in hospital for this 

patient group.  Paying attention to the things that can be changed, such as enabling family to 

stay and improving the flexibility of the physical environment whilst improving the social 

interplay between patients and health professionals, may be a more realistic approach than 

replicating the hospice environment in order to reduce the burden of hospitalizations for 

patients with palliative care needs. 
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