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Background: Cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) in hospital is a stressful experience for patients who witness 

it and for the healthcare professionals involved. Limited evidence and guidance exist regarding the experience of 

witnessing a fellow patient’s CPR. Informed by a systematic review and a multi-stakeholder consultation, the 

WATCH (Witnessing an Attempt of CPR in Hospital) study has explored the lived experiences of hospital patients 

and healthcare professionals on patient-witnessed CPR with the primary aim of understanding the impact of such 

an experience. 

Purpose: The purpose of this study was to understand the meaning of CPR in the context of the hospital life-world 

of patients who witness CPR and of healthcare professionals. 

Methods: The WATCH study used a qualitative descriptive phenomenological design. The lived experiences of 16 

witnessing patients admitted to nine clinical wards and of 20 healthcare professionals involved in CPR were 

explored through in-depth interviews and focus groups conducted in one hospital in the UK. 

Results: Three themes were developed from analysis indicating that, despite a shared understanding of CPR as 

part of hospital life and as a potential result of emergencies, patients and healthcare professionals had different 

perspectives of hospital CPR. 1) Unfamiliarity vs Exposure: although patients were aware of CPR, witnessing 

CPR was often unexpected and traumatic, as many had not experienced it before. Instead, healthcare 

professionals with previous knowledge and expertise, held an emotional distance and focused on the clinical 

tasks of CPR. 2) Fiction vs Reality: healthcare professionals considered patients to have unrealistic expectations 

of CPR, often uninformed and influenced by distorted portrayal of CPR to the lay public through television. 

Patients acknowledged that witnessing hospital CPR helped their understanding of the reality of it, which differed 

from their initial idea. 3) Life vs Death: Patients felt disturbed by the presence of a dead body in their room after 

CPR, whilst daily activities of hospital life were carried out, highlighting a contrast between life and death in the 

same environment. Finally, healthcare professionals reflected on the meaning of performing CPR as a process to 

help the ones witnessing it to face and accept the reality of death. 

Conclusion: The WATCH study highlighted that patients and healthcare professionals hold different 

perspectives of CPR in hospital. Awareness of different perspectives of hospital CPR will help healthcare 

professionals initiate CPR conversations with hospital patients. Education and accurate information should be 

offered to hospital patients around CPR to have realistic expectations. Further work is required to guide and 

support clinical practice around patient-witnessed CPR in hospital. 
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