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Introduction

This is the sequel to Choosing End of Life Nursing, the volume which familiarised the reader with my life and the developments in my nursing career and the gradual passion of caring for people in end of life situations.

In this work I wanted to succeed in understanding vocational ideations of palliative care nursing. For many months I played with the thought that I needed to find out why it was that I was so strongly attracted to the philosophy: why was it was that this was the one caring model I never tied of?

In this volume the personal journey joins with the broader culture of palliative care nursing by interviewing those who chose palliative care nursing and examine the reasons for changes in careers from acute, curing based nursing to palliative caring for those in end of life nursing.

Chapter One—Celebrating by Sharing—is the longest section of the study where I travel the world of palliative nursing with participant observers. It is about the actively working nurse and includes extensive analytical discussion of how I understand the sense of professional change, and the significance of beliefs for the reasoning behind vocational transformation. Here is where experienced palliative care nurses in interview situations join me. This is where we compare notes about our nursing practice and it is where I first meet the research findings.

Chapter Two—Inner Secrets of Being There at the End of Life—is where I spend time with interview transcripts and begin to give answers to how and why participants chose the nursing of terminally ill people.

Chapter Three—Almost the End—is the concluding discussion that addresses the heart of the research question and gives an answer to transformation of nursing ideals from a curing model to a caring only approach when death of the patient is inevitable.

The Epilogue, is where I write another letter this time to both of my sons and ask them to be there when my time comes for the end of life through a life limiting illness. I ask them to see that the palliative care professionals observe my final wishes.
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Chapter 1
Celebrating by Sharing

In the previous volume I have mentioned how auto-ethnographic methodology does not necessarily specify contributions from ‘others’ as data, but does not discourage it either.1 Chang maintains that in auto-ethnography the researchers’ past and present is the primary source of data, but she acknowledges that interviewing others does play a role.2 An example of this is Carolyn Ellis’ interactive interview with Christine Kissinger and Lisa Tillman-Healy.3 A dinner party conversation between the three introduced how the interviewer by contributing her story stimulated a spirited discussion about eating disorders. Laurel Richardson transcribed her interview with Louisa May in the form of a poem that described a painful life.4 Chang again believes that collaborating in this manner could stir memories of personal experience that often becomes a valuable research finding. I could not help but agree with this as I muse over how I should introduce this section. Here I bring into focus stories of others, complementing my autobiographical account of nursing transformation.

A group of invited nurses joined me in describing how they came to work in the area of palliative care. These participants, in their independent way, added knowledge to complete the jigsaw of palliative caring. Since I was the one who invited them to share personal and professional stories I was responsible for their safety during the interviews. I envisaged the possibility of discussing intimate experiential stories that I would be trusted with, and as such I paid close attention to ethical aspects of interviewing. Participating nurses were each given written information about the project and asked to sign a document stating their agreement to be a part of the research. This they all did. I also committed to keeping their person anonymous by using pseudonyms throughout the writing of the interview transcript.

Encounters of a personal kind

During twenty years in palliative care nursing I not only observed patients’ prognosis but also watched how other nurses undertook this work. On the whole my personal stories directed this study, but I also travelled the wider world of the palliative care culture in an auto-ethnographic style where I was the initial object and subject of the research.5 To compliment this I invited peers in palliative care nursing to share their stories to be the source energy of my work in an attempt to unlock my understanding of what it is which is motivation for people to chose nursing those who are at the end of life.6 With this let me I introduce the next research activity that for me was not only stimulating but added ethnographic relevance. I am referring to the interviews with invited nurses whose ten or more years of clinical experience in palliative care complemented the study. The knowledge gained from the interviews strengthened and supported the way I saw clinical practice in end of life nursing. Little did I realise at the time that sharing experiential stories with colleagues in a setting of unstructured interviewing contributed not only to my better understanding of palliative care but also reassured me of the appropriateness of my personal caring approach.7

Readers may well ask why a description of interview contents in the following section will not exclusively focus on the research question, and at the same time wonder why I consider the significance of the broader aspect of palliative care practice? My main argument is around the reason for nurses’ transformation. At the same time however I am anxious to learn what it takes to travel from curing to caring in a nurse’s career. My personal experience was of a slowly evolving change of my care outlook over time.

The next step, as it should be, is how I went about including other palliative care nurses in this auto-ethnographic storying experience.

Challenge of meeting the ‘other’

Coming together in the interview environment, conducting face-to-face unstructured dialogues with nursing peers opened the door to a special interaction. What I want to begin this section with will reveal how I went about the actual ‘doing’ of the interviews. Of course, most of us imagine that we know how interviewing is done, However, auto-ethnography, as far as I understand it, assumes that the researcher will both explain why interviewing is appropriate as a data collecting tool to add to the self exposition of the researcher, and additionally explain how those interviews were conducted to complement the topic of the study. I mentioned in the previous volume that he methodology, as characterised by many practitioners, does not strictly prescribe interviewing others as data, but instead leaves to the researcher to show why it is justified in her case. Clinical nursing is a team activity and that is why I feel more comfortable with other nurses joining me in the discussion. Nurses in their clinical work setting invariably leave notes for each other, talk in person or in recorded messages—all these activities are appropriate tools to the trade. In addition, nurses also feel comfortable talking with patients, in fact that is considered a major component of the job of nursing and more so of palliative care.

I had imagined that interviewing as such should not present a problem for me because it is a common feature of patient/nurse communication. On second thought I had to admit that really there were large differences between research interviewing and patient assessment. In my clinical role I would not interview in a formal sense but would analyse therapeutic information about the patient’s physical wellbeing, information about their history and what brought on the hospital admission, etc. This was not an interview as such. Rather I would ask questions and be making an assessment to gain, as far as possible, a comprehensive picture of the patient, and their needs.

In my research interviews I was primarily interested in the participants palliative care practice and history. I aimed for a free-flowing interaction, where the responses would reflect on the main topic. Interestingly, when it came to meeting a peer, in a one to one intimate research situation, there was often a barely perceptible level of discomfort. This was by no means one sided because I believe both parties could feel somewhat intimidated. I must confess that I found it easier talking with a new patient than seeking out nurses for information about their professional expertise. With patients I was invited to share my nursing knowledge and help them, while with nurses in a formal ‘interview’ I was the one approaching them for information.

Before getting to the interview stage I had to find people who were willing to participate. I thought this would be the easy part and did not count on the emerging obstacles. Involvement with humans as research subjects requires ethics approval, and this was sought and approved by the relevant authorities. I published a letter in the Australian nurses journal inviting nurses to participate in the research. I interviewed a number of respondents, travelled to various parts of the country and met people in venues of their choice.

It was challenging—meeting strangers in motel rooms between conference presentations, private homes, in my own home and even in a noisy café. Yet this was nowhere as intimidating as actually walking up to a private home and wondering what I would find. An offer of a steaming mug of coffee, served by my host before starting the interview, soon relaxed us both. However no matter how anxious either side felt, I almost immediately found common ground for discussion. Perhaps I was lucky in the people I interviews, but, invariably, the interviews were not only an information or data gathering exercise but were the sharing between two like-minded spirits. I was made aware of my membership of an elite group of nurses whose way of life and professional experience encouraged the sharing of knowledge and the affinity with each other

My interviews followed an auto-ethnographic unstructured style, where the questions were open ended and were kept to a minimum. In fact these meetings were dialogical in nature, one where exchanges ‘allow[ed] flexibility in questioning and responding’ in the structure of personal stories in the culture of palliative care nursing.8 Other genre specific characteristics such as border crossing, the blurring of vision between disciplines, use of self-examination and the fusing of individual horizons were also features of the discussions.9 Telling of anecdotal stories of patient care added richness to the recall of difficult physical and emotional situations. Participants brought their personal unique style to pre interview chats. For instance a lunch with Rosalie in a beautiful garden setting and the company of birds and the three legged Kelpie (an Australian sheep dog), nearly made me forget that I was there to talk of death and dying. As it almost happened in Sue’s comfortable lounge room where we had daughter Mara’s company while we enjoyed coffee brewed by Sue’s husband. We got into excited conversation about Mara’s year 12 examinations and her chosen future in nursing.

Another time there was the meeting with three community nurses in an Australian country township that left me wishing I could stay and work with them.

Recording the interviews was the easy part. I used an old-fashioned tape recorder and then types them up after each interview. Transcribing the interviews had the advantage of promoting understanding of contextual meanings right from the start. The act of transcription according to Kvale is not only transferring the words from recording to paper but ‘is in itself an interpretive process’.10 In typing I was transported back to each meeting just by listening to the voices. I was rewarded with reliving each interview and getting the best possible picture of the visit. It was amazing how this promoted easier recognition and understanding of sensitivities and subtle nuances that I often discovered for the first time while listening the second time around. The importance of this emerged as I gradually realised that hearing the tapes over and over again recreated the mood of the settings and coloured the conversations. This was an introspective experience and prompted a ‘dialogue with myself’11 that clarified the meaning of the interview contents. I got deeply involved with each story and wished for nothing more than to remain there as long as possible, and that is what prompted me to transform transcripts into stories.

Knocking on Doors

Auto-ethnographic interviewing provides an opportunity to communicate with the ‘outsider’ or the one in the ethnographic landscape where ‘conversing [is] a way [of] belonging, coping, caring and loving’.12 The intention of the interview was to ‘provide external data that gives contextual information to confirm, complement, or reject introspectively generated data’.13 Interpretation or making sense of the interviews in this manner focuses on the storied contents of the meeting and encourages the interviewer to dip into personal ethnography and cultural experience to help understand the ‘momentary, contingent meanings’ that the process reveals.14 Active listening puts the interviewer into a complex psychological position where personal reflectivity can alter the meaning of the significant points, but an open-minded interviewer rarely speaks for the ‘other’ or the one being interviewed15 and as such my transcriptions mirror what the interviewee said.

Conducting a one-on-one meeting in the auto-ethnographic context is more a conversation than an interview. It is a share and share alike bonding that produces meaning and emotional dynamics as we tune into the interactive communication.16 The interviews started with a comfortable beginning and invariably this continued onto the formal activity that was a discussion of information; by sharing experiential stories qualifying the nurses I interviewed for the role of co-researchers.

Interviewees as co-researchers—why?

The auto-ethnographic interview method promoted the use of dialogue not set questioning, that allowed me to examine my ‘subjectivity’ in a relaxed and informal climate.17 In a interview which is dialogical both researcher and participant are on equal footing, and both are fully informed of the nature of the research. ‘Dialogic research dispenses with researchers and subjects, [participants]’ says Colaizzi.18 Here the researcher works in co-operation with the informant who then becomes the co-researcher. Dialogue develops into a ‘situation of trust’ that brings about the co-researcher’s comfort with sharing existential dimensions.

The interviews I conducted with palliative care peers put me in a position where I could safely disclose information concerning the research. There was never a time when I had to withhold my purpose and as such co-researchers were on an equal plane with me and trusted me as I trusted them.

Storytellers: some personal data

The group was predominantly female. The women were without exception bedside carers, while the two males had involvement with organisational and educational matters at the time of the interviews. Ages varied from thirty to sixty years, with two participants only being in their early thirties. They were all experienced palliative care nurses with an average length of time in this specialty being six years. Most had some years in medical and surgical experience before transferring to palliative care. Most of this group remained with the organisation they commenced their palliative care work with for up to fifteen years of service. This did seem to indicate a degree of job satisfaction. But, this service length will be discussed later. The diverse palliative care settings included institutional hospice nursing, community district care, nurse education and one male participant was a full time PhD candidate at the time.

Writing the other and thinking the self

My co-researchers on their home turf opened up and told me what mattered to them
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