Learning to live with an altered functional self after
inpatient rehabilitation

by
Deidre Anne Widdall
Registered Nurse, Graduate Certificate in Stomal Therapy, Graduate Certificate in
Clinical Rehabilitation

Rehabilitation, Aged and Extended Care
School of Health Sciences
Faculty of Medicine, Nursing and Health Sciences
Flinders University, South Australia

Date of Submission: 24th November 2014

Declaration

I certify that this thesis does not incorporate without acknowledgment any material
previously submitted for a degree or diploma in any university; and that to the best
of my knowledge and belief it does not contain any material previously published or
written by another person except where due reference is made in the text.

Deidre Anne Widdall

ii

Acknowledgements
I would like to acknowledge the essential and extremely patient support given by
my principle supervisor, Associate Professor Julie Pryor. Julie has provided
guidance, encouragement, wisdom and had faith in my capacity to undertake this
research. I thank Julie for generously giving of her time, for her commitment to
aiming for a high calibre of academic endeavour, and for accommodating the extra
work of a long distance student. As a novice researcher at the beginning, it has been
an incredible experience to gain not only confidence and skills, but also to
appreciate and experience the value of qualitative research and finding out the
hidden stories of the person. I would like to thank Dr Stacey George and Dr Howard
Flavell for their support and encouragement. Their feedback and different
perspectives were invaluable to the process.
I would also like to express my thanks to the participants and their willingness to
share their stories, give up time and for providing unique insights into their lives.
When the times were difficult, it was the thought of their stories and sharing the
messages gained, that provided the motivation to continue.
I would also like to thank my colleagues and friends for their support and
encouragement. In addition, for the specific support from Denys Spencer for
flexibility with work schedules, Erika Schlemmer for assistance with recruitment of
participants, and Roseleen Treslove for continued positive regard and faith in me
and the project. Special acknowledgment must go to my family and especially my
husband Mark, who has been patient, encouraging and supportive particularly over
an intense last year, when the analysis and writing took over.

iii

Table of Contents
Declaration ........................................................................................................ ii
Acknowledgements .......................................................................................... iii
Table of Contents ............................................................................................. iv
List of Tables .................................................................................................. viii
List of Figures .................................................................................................. ix
List of Diagrams .............................................................................................. ix
Key to Transcripts .............................................................................................x
Indigenous Statement ........................................................................................x
Abstract ............................................................................................................ xi

Chapter One: Introduction to the study ..................................... 11
Introduction ....................................................................................................... 11
Hospital separation statistics in Australia ..........................................................13
Rehabilitation: Sub-acute care in Australia ..................................................15
Episodes of rehabilitation care at Royal Darwin Hospital............................... 18

Issues relating to hospital discharge ..................................................................20
Discharge from the Royal Darwin Hospital rehabilitation service ..............23
Life after inpatient rehabilitation .......................................................................26
Summary ...........................................................................................................30
Purpose of the study ..........................................................................................32
Research question ..............................................................................................32
Study aims .........................................................................................................32
Significance of the study ...................................................................................33
Overview of the thesis .......................................................................................33

iv

Chapter Two: Methodology ......................................................... 34
Introduction .......................................................................................................34
Research Focus ..................................................................................................34
Research Design ................................................................................................35
Research Process ...............................................................................................37
Setting ..........................................................................................................37
Ethical considerations ..................................................................................48
Participants ..................................................................................................41
Sampling ......................................................................................................42
Recruitment and Consent .............................................................................42
Data Collection ............................................................................................43
Demographic Data ........................................................................................... 44
Semi-structured interviews .............................................................................. 44
Field notes ....................................................................................................... 47

Data Analysis ....................................................................................................48
Enhancing rigour in this study...........................................................................54
Chapter Summary ..............................................................................................56

Chapter Three: Findings .............................................................. 57
Introduction .......................................................................................................57
The Participants .................................................................................................57
Key Findings .....................................................................................................59
Overarching theme: Learning to live with an altered functional self ................60
Sub-theme 1: Realising my functional self has changed ...................................65
Discovering functional limitations for myself .............................................67
Discovering physical limitations ..................................................................... 68
Discovering cognitive limitations.................................................................... 69

Developing an understanding of my altered functional self ........................71
Gaining a deeper understanding of specific limitation .................................... 72

v

Home and community as a context for understanding the altered
functional self .................................................................................................. 75

Sub-theme 2: Taking charge to restore my functional self ...............................79
Planning to restore functioning ....................................................................81
Planning to restore specific limitations .......................................................... 82
Planning to get out of hospital ......................................................................... 83
Planning for return to work ............................................................................. 84

Taking action to restore functioning ............................................................86
Being in control of activities to restore functioning ....................................... 87
Learning from others ....................................................................................... 90
Learning for myself ......................................................................................... 91

Sub-theme 3: Taking charge of my changed situation ......................................94
Understanding my changed situation...........................................................95
Understanding my altered body....................................................................... 96
Understanding my altered functional self ....................................................... 99

Living differently now and in the future.....................................................103
Learning strategies to manage altered functional self ................................... 104
Thinking about the future .............................................................................. 108

Chapter Summary ............................................................................................109

Chapter 4: Discussion ................................................................. 111
Introduction ..................................................................................................... 111
Key Finding: Learning to live with an altered functional self......................... 111
The process of psychological adaptation and biographical transition .......112
Realising my functional self has changed .................................................... 114
Taking charge to restore my functional self .................................................. 115
Taking charge of my changed situation ......................................................... 116

The role of context in rehabilitation ..........................................................117
Implications of the Study Findings .................................................................121
Implications for rehabilitation service delivery .........................................121
vi

The psychological and biographical work of rehabilitation and support
needs of the person ....................................................................................... 122
Influence of context and ‘work’ of the person on rehabilitation service
design and operations .................................................................................... 124
Influence of context and ‘work’ of the person on the focus for
Rehabilitation ................................................................................................ 127

Implications for educational preparation of health care professionals ............129
Implications for future research.......................................................................130
Limitations of the study ...................................................................................131
Conclusion .......................................................................................................132

References ................................................................................... 133
Appendix A: Rehabilitation Discharge Audit Tool ....................................147
Appendix B: Ethics Forms ............................................................................152
Appendix C: Participant Forms ...................................................................158
Appendix: D Interview Guide ......................................................................161
Appendix: E Example of Reflective Journal/field note ..............................162
Appendix: F Data Analysis Activities ..........................................................164
Appendix: G Theme Development ...............................................................165
Appendix: H Braun & Clark 15 point Checklist to analyse quality
and rigour ...............................................................................167

vii

List of Tables
Table: 1 Rehabilitation separations, public & private hospitals,
2007–08 to 2011–12 ................................................................................16
Table: 2 Rehabilitation Care compared with Acute care - Average
length of stay (LOS), public and private hospitals, 2011–12 ...................16
Table: 3 Indigenous life expectancy at birth based on enhanced death
data 2001-2006), for each State, all of Australia and compared with
non-Indigenous life expectancy ..............................................................19
Table: 4 Timing of Interviews following discharge ..........................................45
Table: 5 Summary of participants’ condition category .....................................57
Table: 6 Participants’ observed or reported function at first interview ............58
Table: 7 Study Participants, sex, age and home location ..................................59

viii

List of Figures
Figure: 1 Number of inpatient rehabilitation episodes by impairment
group 2011 ............................................................................................17
Figure: 2 Proportion of episodes by impairment groups and sector .................18
Figure: 3 AROC Episodes by Impairment Group –for Royal Darwin
Hospital (RDH) 2011-2012 ..................................................................18

List of Diagrams
Diagram: 1 Depicting Hierarchy of Inductive Analysis Process –
Braun & Clarke (2006) 6 Phases Thematic Analysis ..........................49
Diagram: 2 Overarching theme: Learning to live with an altered functional
self, sub-themes, sub-categories and contextual elements ...................60
Diagram: 3 Sub-theme 1: Realising my functional self has changed,
sub-categories and components .............................................................66
Diagram 4: Sub-theme 2: Taking charge to restore my functional self,
sub-categories and components .............................................................80
Diagram 5: Sub-theme 3: Taking charge of my changed situation,
sub-categories and components .............................................................94

ix

Key to Transcripts
When presenting excerpts from participant’s interview transcripts in Chapter Three,
the following conventions are used:
Shorter excerpts from participants are presented in double inverted commas in the
text. Longer excerpts are indented and single spaced.
All participants are identified by a specific code. Participants are numbered, for
example P1.
Excerpts from interview transcripts are identified using the participant’s code
number, a second number either 1 or 2 will identify if the excerpt comes from the
first or the second interview and the transcript line number. For example, (P1.1,
200) indicates the excerpt comes from participant number one, first interview, and
line number 200 at the commencement of the excerpt in the first interview
transcript.
Square brackets [ ] are used to insert words to clarify meaning, for example, to give
an explanation of what the participant was referring to, or where additional words
were inserted. Parentheses ( ) are used to insert field notes into transcripts. To
indicate that content from an interview transcript has been edited out, an ellipsis
...has been used.

Indigenous statement
In this document the term Indigenous is used and refers to Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander peoples of Australia. Although used in this way, it is acknowledged
that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are a culturally diverse group.
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Abstract
Rehabilitation following severe and unexpected health events can require complex
and multifaceted interventions. For the rehabilitation inpatient, leaving the inpatient
unit after an often-prolonged hospital stay to return home and to usual life activities
is an important and vital stage in recovery. Issues with providing a quality discharge
experience and for continuum of care are well documented for the general ‘acute’
inpatient. There is a gap in understanding the perspectives of Australian individuals
with a range of conditions after leaving inpatient rehabilitation to return to life in the
community.
Using a qualitative descriptive design this study provides rich description of the
lived experiences of persons who have a range of conditions resulting in impairment
to body structure and functioning. Semi structured interviews were conducted with
eight participants shortly after discharge and again within a few months to gain
understanding of the experiences over time as the phenomena of interest was being
experienced.
Data analysis revealed an over arching theme and three major themes containing
further sub categories. The overall theme describes a learning process over time
which participants engaged in where they were ‘Learning to live with an altered
functional self’. The three major themes depict and describe how participants
experienced this learning and purposeful responses to changes in their health and
functioning. The first theme, ‘Realising my functional self has changed’ involved
discovering functional limitations for themselves and developing an understanding
of the altered functional self. The second theme, ‘Taking charge to restore my
functional self’ describes participants making plans to restore functioning and taking

xi

action to restore functioning. In the third theme ‘Taking charge of my changed
situation’ participants over time have come to an understanding of their changed
situation and describe how they are living differently in the present with thinking of
the future. Across all sub-themes important contextual elements of performing
everyday activities, home and community were essential to learning, and adaptive
processes. The study discusses the nature of these findings as they add knowledge
from the person’s perspective and within an Australian context. The implications for
rehabilitation service delivery, educational preparation of health professionals and
for future research are also explored.
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