
Editorial

Editorial: A day at the
beach or . . .

Annette Dickinson
Senior Lecturer/Nursing Research Fellow, AUT University/Starship Children’s

Health, Auckland, New Zealand

Bernie Carter
Editor-in-Chief, Journal of Child Health Care and Professor, University of Central

Lancashire & Children’s Nursing Research Unit, Alder Hey Children’s NHS

Foundation Trust, UK

Sometimes life stops us in our tracks.

Images, experiences and encounters with the unexpected can trigger reflection on what we take

for granted. For those of us working within well developed and relatively well resourced health

care systems there are many things that we take if not for granted then at least as things that should

be the right of children and their families. Despite coming from opposite sides of the world

(New Zealand and the United Kingdom) our health systems are recognizably similar and arguably

privileged and we share many of the current taken for granted notions for providing services for

children with complex health care needs. Indeed in our practice, research and other activities

we have worked to help ensure that children with complex health care needs have access to the

resources they need to access many of the same everyday experiences of childhood as their siblings

or peers.

Taken for granted notions do not just happen and they need to be questioned; not because they

are necessarily wrong but because they can be a little too comfortable. The stories we share when

we meet – either in real or virtual space – provoke discussion, reflection, further insight and

questioning of our own assumptions as well as clarification of ideas.

Annette’s story

I was walking along the beach and I saw a mother arriving with her children for a day at the beach.

It was school holidays, and it appeared a very ordinary everyday outing for a family in New

Zealand. As I drew closer I noticed that this was no ordinary family, alongside of the picnic basket,

buckets and spades, cricket bat and sunscreen came the wheelchair and oxygen cylinder attached to

which was a boy of about 5 years of age. Alongside the mother darted an excited 3-year-old and an

older child of about 10 who competently organized the wheelchair, cylinder holder and supported

the tubing as mother carefully transferred her son from car seat to wheelchair. ‘Can we go to the

caves Mum’ shouted the 3-year-old. ‘We will have to wait and see how far it is and how well this

wheelchair will go on the sand’ she replied. As I drew closer my offer to assist the family set up
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their picnic at the beach was gratefully accepted. ‘I didn’t realize how difficult this would be’ said

the mother ‘this used to be an easy family outing, but I forgot about how soft the sand was on this

beach, we will go somewhere else next time. A friend did offer to come and help but we just

wanted to do something as a family on our own.’ Reassured by the 10-year-old that ‘Dad was join-

ing them after work’ so they would be able to get off the beach and remembering the mother’s

expressed wish for some family space I left the family to their day at the beach.

As I walked away I reflected on the many times in my nursing practice and research career that

I had heard families of children who were medically fragile or disabled voice the need for family

time. A private space unencumbered by health professionals or carers. A time where they can just

be together as a family. I also reflected on how this little boy’s illness would impact on how he and

his siblings would experience the beach that day. From an adult perspective the little boy’s space

would be restricted by physical stamina and the length of his oxygen tubing. (Although this might

not be how the child actually experienced his trip to the beach.) His siblings’ adventures on the

beach would inevitably be shaped by pragmatic considerations such as how long the bottled oxy-

gen supply lasts. I wondered whether the 3-year-old would get to the caves or play cricket. The

siblings’ ability to run, swim and explore the beach was restricted by the wheels of the wheelchair

and the ever pervasive uncertainty that their outing may be curtailed at any time by a sudden dete-

rioration in their brother’s condition. Would they get to go to this beach again or would they have

to find another with better access?

Some reflections

There are always different lenses through which a scene such as this can be viewed. One such lens

might be the fact that many children in the world would never have the opportunities for such ‘pri-

vileged’ care, the costs of which far outstrip the meagre resources available to provide them with

even clean drinking water and basic health care. In settings where children are dying for the want of

mosquito nets to protect them from malaria, the scenario of a child having access to the resources

required to maintain the little boy’s life and the trip to the beach that Annette described would per-

haps seem a little surreal.

Another lens might be the one in which we as health professionals might look at this scene with

some degree of satisfaction that modern technologies and home care services now have enabled

this family to venture to the beach rather being trapped within their home or hospital ward. But

our satisfaction might be short lived. While there is an increasing body of literature which supports

the notion of early discharge, community care, and supportive technologies to negate the impact of

illness on children and families, there is also evidence that the movement from hospital to home

creates challenges for children and families (Heaton et al., 2005). Despite our best efforts families

remain socially and physically isolated when their children are ill, particularly those for whom the

illness is prolonged (McCallin et al., 2007; Yantzi et al., 2006).

As health care delivery moves to become increasingly more community based we need to

understand more fully the impact illness has on the spaces and places a family occupies and how

children and families redefine, create and adapt their spaces and places in response to illness

(Moore et al., 2010). As health care professionals we need to be aware of the context in which

we deliver our care as this can both frame our expectations and give us something to work with

or against to improve health care services. Not every family will want a trip to the beach but each

will have their own ideas and dreams of what they want to do. In an era where child health services

in countries such as New Zealand and the United Kingdom are increasingly specialized, complex
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and in some instances fragmented, we need to consider the impact of health professionals,

technologies and health services on these spaces.

We need to understand what enables or impedes family space and geographies. Much like our

young family at the beach, we have much to learn in relation to negotiating this soft sand but per-

haps in doing so we can all have a great day at the beach or the park or the zoo or the library or the

shops or the . . . .
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