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Abstract:

Of all the senses present in the human body it is perhaps the
sense of touch that receives least attention. Despite much of
the literature suggesting many benefits of caring touch, the
complex, multiple constructions of touch can cause anxiety or
confusion for people when the subject of touch or touching
is raised. Moreover, its role is immeasurably more complex
during the working life of health professionals.

Understanding dominant constructions of touch, and decon-
structing their meanings and practices as articulated by various
health practitioners, enabled the identification of the contexts
and occasions when certain touching practices are legitimate or
condoned and/or are inhibited or prevented. This post-struc-
tural discourse analysis aimed to build understanding and
appreciation of the hidden discourses that drive health practi-
tioners’ use or non-use of touch. Deconstructing the practice
of touch provided opportunities to consider taken for grant-
ed, ways of thinking that may constrain thought and action.
Semi-structured interviews conducted with health profession-
als revealed multiple discourses existing in the working life of
health practitioners that interplay in the decision making of
using caring touch. Analysis highlighted concerns surround-
ing misinterpretation and similarly, personal conflicts and
confusions with regard to using touch in practice. Revealing
the discursive practices surrounding touch has provided new
information to facilitate greater understanding of the role of
touch in current health care and the circumstances that allow
or disallow its practice. It is hoped on-going findings from the
study will open space for opportunities to challenge the status
quo currently operating in health practice.
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