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Ethnography on Isolation Unit for Hematopoietic Stem Cell Transplantation:

Focusing on Patients

Kang, Young-ah' - Yi, Myungsun?

'Hematology Coordinator, Asan Medical Center, Seoul; ?Professor, College of Nursing, Seoul National University, Seoul, Korea

Purpose: The purpose of the study was to understand how patients experience everyday life in an isolation unit for hematopoi-
etic stem cell transplantation (HSCT). Method: The data were collected from 25 patients with HSCT at the isolation unit
from January to March in 2008 in one general hospital in Korea. The data were collected by participant observations and
ethnographic interviews and were analyzed using ethnographic method. Results: Four themes regarding environmental
area emerged: ‘barrier pulling up the drawbridge’, ‘very strange world’, ‘small and restricted space tied by IV and other
treatment lines’, and ‘loud noise in a silent space.” Three themes regarding patients emerged: ‘facing fear and anxiety’, ‘continu-
ation of loneliness and lethargy’, and ‘compromising with a very long, dull, and boring time’. These themes describe how
patients with HSCT suffer from continuous physical and psychosocial problems in a confined space, while endeavoring to
control these problems and to search for hope for a new life. Conclusion: The results of the study provide an in-depth under-
standing of the experience and culture of patients in an isolation unit for HSCT. They would be used in developing practi-
cal programs to decrease patient’s culture shock including fear and anxiety at isolation unit for HSCT.

Key Words: Hematopoietic stem cell transplantation, Inpatient, Cultural anthropology, Patient isolation
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Table 1. Themes and subthemes on culture of isolation unit for HSCT

Fig. 1. The protective isolation unit.

Area Theme Subtheme
Space and environment Barrier pulling up the drawbridge

of the isolation unit Very strange world

for HSCT Small and restricted space tied by

IV and other treatment lines
LLoud noise in a silent space

Everyday life in the Facing fear and anxiety
isolation unit for HSCT

Continuation of loneliness and lethargy

Compromising with a very long, dull,
and boring time

1) What is happening to me?
2) Bottom of the anxiety and fear: rumors

3) Mind control to maintain balance

4) Excitement in Day 0 (zero) and hoping to a new life
5) Family visiting: generative power of my life

1) Eating is testing your will power

2) Unresolved suffering: annoying to everything
3) With nurses all the time, but still lonely

4) Confined but the most safety place

1) Counting time

2) Time for self-reflexivity

HSCT, hematopoietic stem cell transplantation.
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