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Design & Sample

Mixed Methods Exploratory Study
• 8 semi-structured interviews (30-60 min)
•44 survey respondents

Sample:
•All shifts worked
•64% women 36% men
•Employed 3 months to 20 years
•Countries of birth: Fiji, Marshall Islands, Mexico, 
Panama, Philippines, Thailand, Ukraine, U.S.

Data  Analys is

• Thematic analysis
• Investigator triangulation
• Member checking
• Reflective journaling & bracketing

Summary

• The person-centered care that occurs is distinct 
from nursing or medical care and is marked by a 
unique humility and openness.

• Participants were impacted by witnessing the 
suffering of others and had similar coping
methods as other healthcare staff

• They felt the presence of an invisible hierarchy 
that they were at the bottom of

• They value recognition & appreciation. 

• Exposure risk, lack of appreciation and seeing 
others suffering were the greatest stressors 
reported

Conclus ions
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Over 400,000 people work as cleaners in the U.S. 
healthcare system. Spending an average of 11-20 
minutes per day in a patient’s room, they are a 
crucial part of infection prevention and safety. 

There is little data about their interactions with 
patients or how they see themselves within the 
health system. 

Study aims:
1. What kinds of interactions do they have with 

patients?
2. How do they see their impact on patient care 

within the health system?

Study findings suggest that there is much to be 
done in recognizing the care that is occurring and 
in supporting all members of the healthcare team. 
It is hoped that this research will encourage more 
conversations to be had about who is considered a
patient caregiver and the invisible hierarchies that 
are present within hospitals and healthcare 
systems. 

Interview Themes & 
Subthemes Interactions With 

Patients

Bonding, 
Connection & 

Trust

“If I have a minute, I’ll 
come in a little bit later 
and talk to them about 

anything, or if they need 
help… I’m just always 
checking up on them” 

Seeing Suffering: 
“Part of the Job”

“And I don’t always get 
to know what happens to 
the patients. It’s just, um, 
it’s sad, you know. (long 
pause before speaking 
again). So, there’s that 

part of the job.” 

Ways of Coping

"It kills me about how 
much that happens in 

there. I mean, I just try to 
go outside, you know, 

not deal with it as much” 

Perceptions of Their 
Role

“Germ busters”: 
Communicating 

through cleanliness

“That makes them feel like 
someone cares and that 

they’re important to 
somebody. That’s what I 

feel that I leave them with” 

“More than just 
cleaning…we 

matter”

“I feel like we’re looked at 
as little” 

Keeping things 
positive

“The main thing is to treat 
each, and every person with 

dignity and respect, and 
respect their privacy. I 

never, ever ask a person 
what’s wrong with them.”

“Not a nurse, not a 
doctor…but a 

bridge”

“And because I’m the 
custodian and I’m in the 

room, I guess I’ve got the 
opportunity to see what 

others don’t see” 

A culture of caring

“…I never want a patient or 
a family member to feel like 
I’m too busy to listen or to 
take care of their needs.”
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