Nurses wearing a uniform whilst supporting people with a learning disability
http://www.ldhealthnetwork.org.uk/WebX?cmd=14&queryParam=.38c3d28c 
From Name withheld by LDHealthNetwork 

I am hoping you can help me. 

I have been a qualified nurse for many years 

I am working in an Assessment and Treatment unit for people with Learning Disabilities 

Do you have any research on staff wearing a uniform, supporting clients with a learning disability? 

The place where I work is trying to instigate it. Some clients have already told me that they find the uniform dark and depressing. 

I think it is a backward step. It will illuminate a "them and us" 

I would like evidence to encourage informal casual clothes, Dark oppressive clothes are counter therapeutic I believe. 

Colour is important in regards to what people wear and their immediate environment 

Regards 

1. From Anne Marie Hutchinson e-mail: Ann.Hutchinson@shsc.nhs.uk  

I was only talking this morning about how institutional practices are appearing (or continuing) because some people do not know about the history of the care of people with a learning disability in the Institutions and how important it is to prevent the development of institutional practice. Many Nurses fought long and hard to break down the barriers, such as uniforms, which promoted the 'us and them' mindset and some fought just as hard to keep them! My heartfelt reaction is to be against uniforms in our services. I will be interested to see how others feel. 

Anne Marie Hutchinson. Health Facilitation Coordinator

2. From Teresa Daye-mail: Teresa.Day@iow.nhs.uk  

Hi. I have no data evidence but from a small verbal audit we did at a series of People First meetings with reference to me wearing a uniform or not when people with learning disabilities attended a sexual health clinic specifically for people with learning disabilities was as follows: 

Nurse to wear uniform 8 YES Comments - makes me know you are the nurse and can see me undressed and it is ok! Makes you look bossy! Can you make me undress cos you have the uniform on? Oh yes Nurses Dress! 

Own Clothes - Mufti 7 YES Comments - Makes me feel not so worried! Confuses me if you are really the nurse without a nurses dress. Friendlier. 

Do not mind - 10 YES Comments - does it matter? 

So not really a conclusive result but the people who voted for uniform were mostly over 35. 

Good luck Teresa Day. SHIELD LEAD. Health Promotion Specialist. 

4. From Neville Parkes e-mail: neville.parkes@worc.ac.uk  

I certainly agree that the adoption of some quasi clinical uniform is unjustified in this case. I also don't think the spurious argument of some kind infection control ( which can be mooted) doesn't hold water. Maybe the idea of a uniform is promote power which if it is this is very sad. I don't care what colour the uniform is . also if you stick people in a uniform then it reinforces staff hierarchies and develops nick naming linked to colour of the uniform e.g. green dragons( for the green dress ) and so on. If it is about promoting a corporate image then this is sad as it is saying the people with a LD are commodities to be done onto rather than supported with. 

However I admit there is something powerful about wearing a uniform which for small group of people may be appealing -I never got to get my epaulettes as a charge nurse( drat!). This itself is not a good thing. 

However I feel that in some services the standard of dress of some carers, supporters or nurses is frankly shockingly bad. Things like T shirts with offensive slogans , very ripped jeans ( I don't care how much they cost from GAP or next they are still ripped and covered in paint ) etc done little to break down the us and them barrier and I feel de values the service user. 

So on the whole, a bad idea 

Neville Parkes. MSc, BSc Pgce( HE) RN(LD) Fellow of the Higher Education Academy, Senior Lecturer, 

5. From Tina Peck e-mail: Tina.Peck@nelctp.nhs.uk  

SLT and Physio working with ALD wear a uniform the same as Acute colleagues and have found it supports clients and staff to define our role, i.e. that we are not full time staff in that environment. Our uniforms are bright and have been commented on positively by clients. Also it helps when clients need to access acute services, in that it seems to cause less distress as it is familiar. 

Some discussion was held re day-to-day support workers wearing uniform and it was felt that this would create a "them and us" scenario and was therefore scrapped. 

Dark uniforms definitely not a good move: possible oppressive? Other places I have worked we had a clothes allowance so we could have a uniform of sorts where we were not worried if clothes got damaged etc. 

Only real argument for uniforms is boil washing in Acute settings. 

The best way to possibly stop the move would for it to be client led, i.e. collate evidence from clients either via written or video documentation? Perhaps have a trial period to see what clients thought when it was in situ? 

6. From David Matthews e-mail: matthews@fairfieldpublications.co.uk  

As one who worked in the services from the old institutional days through to the development of care in the community I would never want to promote the wearing of uniforms in services for people with learning disability. In many areas of work in the service however it will be necessary/desirable for employing authorities to provide 'protective clothing', but a 'uniform' is hardly required. 

I do however have to disagree with the correspondents who describe uniforms as dark, oppressive and counter-therapeutic, and the view that it creates a 'them and us' mindset. Living in the community of any society requires us to live and work among people with a uniform, and who wear uniforms for very good reason, from the policeman, the nurse, the man at kwik fit exhausts to the till assistant at Sainsbury's. They do not cause social division and they are certainly not dark and oppressive. I think holding and voicing those views says more about your own perceptions of social issues than about care for people with learning disability. 

Can I just point out that it was those uniform wearing institutional nursing staff who made care in the community happen, without them and their energy, drive and vision for the future we would still have the large institutions. In services today there are some practices (fairly frequently uncovered) that demonstrate that modern facilities are often institutions, small I agree, but often just institutions. Having staff who do not wear a uniform is hardly a guarantee or prerequisit for better quality of care. 

David Matthews Independent Nurse Consultant (Learning Disability) 

7. From Fiona Bromelow e-mail: Fiona.Bromelow@gp-l84616.nhs.uk  

There was an interesting debate on this at the RCN conference 

http://www.rcn.org.uk/newsevents/congress/2009/congress_2009_resolutions_and_matters_for_discussion/1_a_uniform_approach   

Alternatively try: http://snipurl.com/j08nf  

Fiona Bromelow. Finance and IT Administrator 

8. From Lou Marsden e-mail: lou.marsden@dsscotland.org.uk  

Many years ago when uniforms were in the process of being scrapped, the nurses who enjoyed their authority and power over people were the ones who fought hard and long to maintain their symbols of status. Should we also return to nurses keeping a bunch of keys on a chain around their waists - I think not. 

Lou Marsden. Senior Information Worker 

9. From Ian Ferris e-mail: Ian.Ferris@abm-tr.wales.nhs.uk  

I would agree with the comments of Anne Marie and have serious concerns re the apparent proposal. I cannot remember the reference but we have constantly stated that: "there is no place for uniforms within a therapeutic environment"I think it is important to have a consistent standard of dress however this does not identify a rational for a UNIFORM.It would be interesting to see any evidence for introducing a uniform. 

Best wishes 

10. From Andrew Greenwood e-mail: Andrew.Greenwood@alwpct.nhs.uk  

I work in a learning disability team that is part of the healthcare wing of a juvenile prison. The LD nurses don't wear uniforms to try to make us more accessible to the young people. This does appear to work but the down side is that we don't fit in with the general nurses and are seen as being apart from what should be a multi-disciplinary team.

11. From Sasha Pearce e-mail: sashapearce@uk2.net  

Just another thought, but as an LD physiotherapist myself and previously as a manager in the NHS looking after people in the community, with and without learning disabilities, a uniform was not recommended as it made you stand out in public when travelling and could put you at risk, so the PCT rules were no uniforms for community based workers. 

But, I also had concerns with my staff wearing their own clothes and inappropriate jeans and crop tops being worn, showing bellies of flesh, thong straps when bending down to help clients and just not looking professional. In the end we had to instigate guidelines for what was and wasn't appropriate, something we didn't think we should have to do with professional workers, but some people always seem to push the limits. You also have to take into account the lack of allowance for people to buy their own clothes for work and therefore having to wear their own clothes, which may not be suitable. 

A uniform of sorts can help with this, something like an airtex shirt and casual, non-jean trousers that are practical. I have bought some loose trousers and tops from M&S in a few colours that I can wash on a daily basis that are for work only, so I have sort of made my own uniform anyway; as I am often kneeling on the floor or getting covered in bodily fluids and need to know my clothes are practical. 

There will always be people on both sides of this argument. I think we should look professional but approachable, the clients need to trust us and believe we can help them, so we do need to show that somehow. 

12. From David Matthews e-mail: matthews@fairfieldpublications.co.uk  

Whilst eager to stress that I would not want to see uniforms in learning disability care settings, I can think of literally hundreds of work situations where people wear a uniform and certainly do NOT do so to 'enjoy their authority and power' over anybody. That is very typical of the mantra chanting social care rubbish so often taught on soiology and social care courses. 

I trained in the 1960s and have worked in Learning Disability for the 40+ years since then, and I don't recall anybody I ever encountered 'fighting to keep' their uniform. The pressure to be rid of uniforms came from within nursing, not from any outside pressure. The first hospital I worked in that abolished nurses' uniforms was in about 1972, which interestingly promoted community care at around the same time, which was about 20 years before the Community Care Act. 

Learning Disability Nurses have always been a strong force for progress and change in caring for people with learning disability and deserve the credit for it. I do sometimes wonder how carers in fifty years time will view the care currently provided by the Social Care Agencies and the Social Care Model of today. With horror I imagine! 

David Matthews Independent Nurse Consultant (Learning Disability) 

13. From Sue Booth e-mail: Susan.Booth@cwp.nhs.uk  

I have to say I do agree with the observation that uniform is a 'backward step' - but there are some counter arguments. 

Uniform does not have to be 'dark and oppressive', and it would be a consistent and clear identification for people to recognise who works there. 

It can also be practical, so if you are supporting people with challenging behaviours your own clothes are not going to be damaged and it can offer some protection. 

However, it would need to be managed very well, as inappropriate attitudes and subsequent behaviours of staff in their uniform (with the keys chinking by their hips) could easily creep in. 

I do not know of any research or journal articles, but keep an open mind and search the literature fully. Maybe the RCN can be of assistance? 

14. From Sharon.Hambrey e-mail: Sharon.Hambrey@swindon-pct.nhs.uk  

Interesting debate! There is another issue that equally draws attention to paid support workers who are not wearing uniform. Why is it that they need to wear an ID badge round their neck and a bottle of alcohol hand gel or big bunch of keys clipped to their belt when out shopping with people who have learning disabilities? I don't think that uniforms are the only barrier - some people will always find ways to show the public that they are in a position of authority over the person they are supporting, and this just draws attention to the person with a learning disability. 

Uniforms will always be appropriate in some settings - such as hospitals, where staff need to be easily identifiable. Corporate identity and practicality are perhaps other reasons why uniforms are provided. I think 'practicality' is the only valid reason for uniforms in the context of LD services, and this 'practicality' issue could be resolved by other means. A comprehensive dress code should do the trick. 

I agree that clothing needs to be suitable for the job that you are doing, and that health and safety needs to be a priority. Everyone involved should feel comfortable and safe - not just the worker

Can you help re: Uniforms
http://www.ldhealthnetwork.org.uk/WebX?cmd=14&queryParam=.38f785f3 

From Name withheld by LDHealthNetwork 

Dear All 

I am in discussion with my Trust as at times they want me to wear a uniform and project the corporate image 

I am not happy or at all keen with this idea as it does not offer the normalisation theory. 

I would be most grateful for any feedback and or research I can take to the board. 

1. Jackie Lund email: JLund@swindon.gov.uk  

Hi I did research for my Masters which in part discusses how insight into the issues related to institutions - such as use of uniforms is limited and the model appears to be strengthening. It's not specifically about uniforms but may be helpful. I am happy to share with you - send me your email 

Thanks Jackie 

2. From Dina Cole email: Dina.Cole@midcentraldhb.govt.nz  

I am not sure what your role within the trust is as you have not said - I am the Clinical Nurse Specialist Lead Intellectual Disabilities at Palmerston North Hospital New Zealand - this is a role similar to the liaison role in the UK although my role also incorporates aspects that are similar to the community nurse role. 

I wear a uniform and actually asked for a uniform, I often see my clients/patients out of works hours whilst in town shopping, at special Olympic events etc and the uniform helps them to identify my work role from my personal. By developing a therapeutic relationship with my clients/patients the uniform has been no barrier and they have talked about this relationship with others so when first meeting with me people usually have a positive perception about my role. 

I hope this helps 

3. From David Matthews email: d.matthews@fairfieldpublications.co.uk  

Your objection is probably based on a complete misunderstanding of normalisation th eory. Ordinary people in everyday life encounter many professionals who wear a uniform to enable them to be identified and to portray a corporate image. Normalisation is not about this sort of trivia, it asks a fundamental question which is: 'If I needed a service such as the client requires, would I value the service that he/she receives?' 

So long as the uniform you are required to wear does not negatively stigmatise your clients(s) there is probably no problem. 

4. From Teresa Day email: teresa.day@iow.nhs.uk  

Hi, 

I was a Sexual Health Nurse Practitioner and Health Promotion Specialist leading on a specialist programme for the sexual health of people with learning disabilties. (SHIELD) As this was a dual role which involved health promotion in the community and working in the clinic as well. I used the local People First Group to try to gain their feelings on when they felt it was necessary fro me in my role to wear a uniform. 

The majority felt it was not necessary as long as we had to badge to show who we were. Some felt it helped if I wore it in the clinical area only as it helped remind them it was 'safe ' for them to allow me to carry out sexual health interventions. ( proper nurse type uniform). They commented on 'those T shirt uniforms useless' meant nothing to show who people were. 

General overall feeling was smart clothes for hospital people! Ordinary clothes for care staff in independent provision. 

These age group was 16- 65. 

I hope that is helpful. 

5. From Ann Hutchinson email: Ann.Hutchinson@shsc.nhs.uk  

Hello, First of all, I am so pleased that you are questioning this. It takes a lot of courage to stand up to an organisation. From a very personal viewpoint. I have very strong feelings about uniforms, which were worn when I first began working and training in the 1970's. We fought so hard to get rid of them as part of providing more inclusive an d community based care. They are a reminder of the institutions of the past for older people who use services and this could be distressing for some people. I feel that they medicalise services and can be seen as a sign of power and authority by people receiving a service. They also provide a barrier between staff and the people they are supporting. They certainly give the wrong impression to the rest of the health community and society about supporting people with a learning disability. (This is an edited much calmer version of my response) I can remember reading articles/research about uniforms and their impact on care in Learning Disabilities and Mental Health services in the past but unfortunately cannot provide any details. I am sure other people out there will know. 

6. From Mike Adams email: Mike.Adams@devon.gov.uk  

I'm assuming that you are working in a community setting not dealing with any situations where you need protective clothing. If you occasionally have a need to protect yourself you can carry disposable items. There is no need on your part to project a corporate image, it should be sufficient to have an identity badge which can be shown if required. I personally don't like to wear it around my neck as I think it's a bit ostentatious. You need to demonstrate that you are who you are and the organisation you work for should value you for who you are not because you have their uniform on. 

7. From Daniella Rubio-Mayer email: Daniella.Rubio-Mayer@nottshc.nhs.uk  

I am a learning disability liaison nurse, working in a general hospital. I have been in post for two years, and have not had to wear a uniform. However, I asked for a uniform and now wear it daily for the following reasons: 

I can be identified by ALL professionals working in the hospital (I have a specialist nurse uniform). 

I walk on to wards and professional accept me straight away as "part of the team". 

When I deliver training I portray the image of "specialist nurse" therefore of course I should be teaching them! 

It protects my clothes (one occasion I went to visit a patient who had a chest infection, she coughed and vomited all over me) 

In the two years I've supported the Trust I work with in ensuring equal access to care and treatment, I have only come across two people who really had a phobia of uniform! And the work involved community staff doing desensitization to help! We will never get rid of uniform in a hospital setting and if we are promoting inclusion we need to work on supporting people who have any fears and break down the barriers full stop within hospitals. 

I aim at educating/advising and supporting hospital staff to work with patients with learning disabilities in a person centered way, and I have not had any problems with my uniform. If anything it as aided me in having a voice and speaking out for this patient group as the hospital see me as a "specialist nurse" 

I understand that within the community, especially in peoples homes (residential, supported living) this is not appropriate. 

I hope this helps. 

8. From a parent 

Our son is 22 now and has pretty much full time 1:1 care with a domiciliary care service, although funded by health. His carers do not wear uniform and I would say it is not acceptable for them to do so because our son goes out and about so much. You might as well have a huge sign over the wheelchair saying "look at me, I am so disabled I need a nurse". 

In fact we go further and have trained the carers to wash hands carefully, use gel if necessary, and to give fluids discretely by PEG without donning gloves, because (again) putting gloves on in a setting such as a cafe just seems to medicalise what should be a normal routine ("look everybody! Rubber gloves!") 

Hope this helps

9. From Jude Roscoe email: judeacus@aol.com  

I think the best way forward about uniforms is to ask the client group you work for they should have the main voice and form your service, after all policy does say we should seek out and involve service users. We did it in our trust with school nursing and children wanted the school nurse in a uniform. Fo our service (pead LD) they did not. Our trust has gone with it. Also may be useful to see what the uniform will resemble ie a traditional nurse or pants and a top like OT. 

Jude 

10. From Ann Norman email: ann.norman@rcn.org.uk  

RCN has guidance on its website: 'Guidance on Uniforms and work wear. (2009). Publication code: 002 724. It covers: infection control, Min organisational standards, min professional standards etc 

Hope this helps 

Annie

