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The hospital as a foreign place 
 
Steven is six months old, his mother Joanne has com e with him to 
hospital from a remote community up to ten hours dr ive away.  
Steven has been extremely ill with respiratory diff iculties and now 
needs urgent medical care.  They arrive in the Emer gency 
Department 11:30pm at night, staff perceive Joanne as being 
difficult, agitated, and non-compliant with history  taking. 
 
When working within a hospital it is easy to forget that for many it 
is a foreign place.  It is easy for a process of desensitisation to 
take place – the unfamiliarity and uncertainty associated with the 
environment and medical care lessens as we are repeatedly 
exposed to it. It becomes like a comfortable pair of shoes….. 
 
However, many patients and caregivers are not only experiencing 
the fear and uncertainty of having a sick loved one, but also the 
fear of being in a completely foreign and scary place.  This can 
impact not only on how they are feeling, but their behaviour within 
the hospital.  
 
Joanne is terrified and uncertain about what is hap pening with 
Steven.  She hasn’t left the community in three yea rs and no-one 
else was able to go with her for support.  Her last  meal was 7 am 
this morning, she feels tired, hungry, and petrifie d.  She is scared 
that she will say the wrong thing in response to qu estions, and is 
fearful of the consequences for Steven. 
 
It is easy to forget the vastly different environments patients come 
from, particularly when we become comfortable with our own.  
Remembering this when interacting with patients can make a 
significant difference in how they respond to treatment and care. 
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