Compassion conversations 16: Family or foe?
Our “Humanity in Healthcare” public lectures run from 7.30 to 8.30pm in a meeting room in the hospital. Every month, the lecture is interrupted by a very loud announcement over the PA system: “Visiting time finishes at 8pm. Would all visitors please leave the hospital!” I always feel embarrassed because it’s a jarring interruption to a presentation about caring and compassion. I imagine hospital visitors feel much the same way when their visit to a loved one is abruptly terminated.
I sometimes think that hospital employees regard family members as a nuisance rather than an integral part of the care team. Maybe we need to change our attitude?

Earlier this year, I heard a story about a young man with a near-fatal, traumatic brain injury. After life-saving surgery he spent a number of days in intensive care, gradually regaining consciousness and adapting to his strange environment. The ICU personnel were marvellous in supporting the family to sit at the bedside, to hold his hand and reassure him. When family were present, his agitation reduced and the restraints were unnecessary.

After eight days, he was moved to a neurosurgical ward. At 8pm the family were told to leave. The patient was tied to the bed and he begged to be released. The nurse was adamant that restraint was necessary for his own protection. The family members tried to explain that he didn’t need restraining as long as a familiar person was present to comfort him. 
“What do you know about his nursing care?” they asked the nurse. “You only met him ten minutes ago. We have been caring for him night-and-day for a whole week.”
The nurse ignored the family pleas and rigidly enforced the hospital visitor policy, causing enormous distress. There was a furious argument and both the patient and family members were reduced to tears.
Where was the compassion? This was a traumatised family who had been to hell and back in the last week. They deserved to have respect, compassion and understanding. They were an invaluable resource for patient care and yet they were treated as ignorant trespassers.
So here’s the challenge: Do you regard family members as friend or foe? What happens at 8pm in your hospital? Does your visitor policy really support the engagement of family as partners in care? My story ended happily, with a gracious resolution the following day. Does yours?
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