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An overview hospital management, social worker
and nurses roles and responsibilities regarding
abandoned patients
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Abstract:

Addressing the needs of abandoned patients requires a multidisciplinary approach involving hospital management,
social workers, and nurses. Hospital management plays a critical role in policy development, resource allocation,
and collaboration with external agencies to find sustainable discharge solutions. Social workers focus on the
psychosocial aspects, conducting assessments, coordinating discharge plans, and advocating for patients' rights
while connecting them with community resources. Nurses, as frontline caregivers, provide daily medical care,
emotional support, and advocacy for abandoned patients, ensuring that their needs are met during prolonged
hospital stays.This review highlights the responsibilities of these stakeholders, the challenges they face, and the
strategies needed to address abandonment effectively. It emphasizes the importance of interdepartmental
coordination, partnerships with community organizations, and systemic reforms to improve patient outcomes. By
addressing the root causes of abandonment and enhancing collaboration across disciplines, healthcare systems can
provide ethical, patient-centered care while mitigating the operational challenges associated with this vulnerable
population.

Itroduction

The phenomenon of abandoned patients, often referred to as "medically stranded" or "socially
abandoned" individuals, represents a critical and growing concern in healthcare systems globally. These
patients, despite being medically stable and fit for discharge, remain in hospitals due to the absence of
social, familial, or financial support required for their transition to appropriate care settings. Such cases
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are particularly prevalent among vulnerable populations, including the elderly, homeless individuals,
undocumented migrants, and those suffering from chronic illnesses, disabilities, or mental health
disorders (1).

The issue of abandonment is multifaceted, intersecting with broader social determinants of health such as
poverty, housing instability, and limited access to social services. Prolonged hospital stays for these
individuals not only exacerbate their psychosocial challenges but also strain healthcare systems. Hospitals
face increased financial costs, reduced bed availability for other patients, and operational inefficiencies,
while healthcare staff grapple with ethical dilemmas and the burden of providing prolonged care to
patients who no longer require acute medical intervention (2).

Addressing the needs of abandoned patients requires a coordinated, multidisciplinary approach involving
hospital management, social workers, and nurses. Each of these stakeholders brings unique expertise to
managing the medical, social, and logistical complexities associated with abandonment. Hospital
management is tasked with policy development, resource allocation, and coordination with external
agencies to create sustainable solutions. Social workers focus on the psychosocial dimensions, facilitating
discharge planning, securing financial support, and connecting patients with community resources.
Nurses, as the frontline providers of care, ensure that patients’ immediate medical and emotional needs
are met while advocating for their well-being within the healthcare system (3).

This introduction sets the stage for a comprehensive exploration of the roles, responsibilities, and
collaborative efforts of hospital management, social workers, and nurses in managing abandoned patients.
It also underscores the ethical and operational challenges they face and highlights the importance of
innovative strategies to improve outcomes for this vulnerable population. In examining these issues, the
review aims to provide insights into effective care models and systemic reforms that can address the root
causes of patient abandonment while enhancing the overall quality of care.

Review
Hospital Management’s Role
Hospital management holds a macro-level responsibility in ensuring that healthcare facilities can
adequately address the needs of abandoned patients while maintaining operational efficiency. Their
responsibilities encompass policy-making, resource allocation, interdepartmental coordination, and
external advocacy.
1. Resource Allocation:
Prolonged hospital stays for abandoned patients consume significant resources, including hospital beds,
medical supplies, and staff time. These cases can delay admissions for other patients in need of acute care,
especially in high-demand facilities (2). Hospital management must find innovative ways to optimize
resource use, such as creating transitional care units or dedicated facilities for long-term abandoned
patients.
2. Policy Development and Implementation:
Hospital administrators are responsible for creating protocols to address the specific needs of abandoned
patients. This includes:

o Identification Protocols: Guidelines to identify and classify patients as abandoned.

o Discharge Protocols: Policies that outline discharge planning processes, including legal

considerations and collaboration with social services.
o Ethical Guidelines: Frameworks for decision-making, particularly in cases where
patients are incapacitated or lack legal representation (3).

3. Interdepartmental Coordination:
Managing abandoned patients requires collaboration across departments, including nursing, social work,
legal services, and external community resources. Hospital managers facilitate this coordination, ensuring
that all stakeholders work cohesively to develop comprehensive care plans (4).
4. Advocacy and Partnerships with External Agencies:
Hospital management often works with government agencies, non-governmental organizations (NGOs),
and community groups to find post-discharge solutions. This includes partnering with homeless shelters,
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long-term care facilities, and rehabilitation centers. Advocacy efforts may also involve lobbying for
increased funding or policy changes to support abandoned patients (5).

Social Workers’ Role
Social workers are instrumental in addressing the psychosocial aspects of care for abandoned patients.
Their role involves patient assessment, discharge planning, case management, and advocacy.
1. Comprehensive Assessment and Identification:
Social workers conduct detailed assessments of patients’ social, financial, and emotional circumstances.
This involves:
o Interviewing patients to understand their history and needs.
o Consulting with medical teams to determine the patient’s clinical and psychosocial
challenges.
o Identifying potential barriers to discharge, such as homelessness, lack of financial
resources, or legal issues (6).
2. Discharge Planning and Coordination:
Social workers lead discharge planning efforts, which are often complex for abandoned patients. Their
responsibilities include:
o Identifying suitable post-discharge placements, such as nursing homes, assisted living
facilities, or shelters.
o Navigating financial resources, such as Medicaid, charity care, or grants.
o Collaborating with legal teams to address guardianship or custody issues, especially for
patients who are incapacitated or have cognitive impairments (7).
3. Case Management and Advocacy:
Social workers act as case managers, coordinating care among various stakeholders. They advocate for
patients by:
o Ensuring their rights are protected during decision-making processes.
o Connecting them with community resources, such as housing assistance, food programs,
and mental health services.
o Assisting with applications for financial aid or government benefits (8).
4. Emotional and Psychological Support:
Abandoned patients often experience significant emotional distress, including feelings of isolation,
hopelessness, and fear. Social workers provide counseling and emotional support, helping patients
navigate the psychological impact of their circumstances (9).

Nurses’ Role
Nurses play a critical role in the day-to-day care and emotional support of abandoned patients. Their
responsibilities include medical care, trust-building, collaboration, advocacy, and education.

1. Provision of Medical Care and Monitoring:
Nurses ensure that the immediate physical needs of abandoned patients are met. This includes
administering medications, monitoring vital signs, managing chronic conditions, and addressing any
complications resulting from prolonged hospitalization (10).

2. Building Trust and Providing Emotional Support:
Abandoned patients often feel disconnected from the healthcare system and society. Nurses build trust
through compassionate communication, active listening, and consistent care. This rapport is essential for
encouraging patient cooperation during treatment and discharge planning (11).

3. Coordination with Social Workers:
Nurses frequently collaborate with social workers to ensure that medical and social needs are addressed
simultaneously. For example, a nurse might inform a social worker about a patient’s declining cognitive
status, prompting the social worker to explore guardianship or assisted living options (12).

4. Patient Advocacy:
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Nurses act as advocates by ensuring that patients’ voices are heard during care planning and decision-
making. They often identify unmet needs and communicate these to the healthcare team, advocating for
additional resources or tailored interventions (13).

5. Education and Empowerment:
Nurses educate patients about their health conditions, treatments, and self-care practices. For abandoned
patients, this might include teaching basic hygiene, wound care, or medication management to prepare
them for independent living or transitions to alternative care settings (14).

Challenges Faced by Healthcare Teams

1. Legal and Ethical Dilemmas:
Healthcare teams often face ethical challenges, such as deciding on guardianship for incapacitated
patients or determining whether life-sustaining treatments are appropriate for patients without family
input (15).

2. Resource Limitations:
Hospitals frequently struggle with insufficient resources to address the needs of abandoned patients. This
includes a lack of long-term care facilities, affordable housing options, and staff capacity to manage
prolonged hospital stays (16).

3. Coordination with External Agencies:
Finding suitable post-discharge placements is often difficult due to limited availability of shelters,
rehabilitation centers, or assisted living facilities. This is especially challenging in rural or under-
resourced areas (17).

4. Complex Psychosocial Needs:
Many abandoned patients have overlapping issues, such as mental illness, addiction, or severe poverty,
which complicate care planning and discharge (18).

Strategies for Improvement

1. Specialized Multidisciplinary Teams:
Hospitals can establish teams dedicated to managing abandoned patients. These teams should include
representatives from nursing, social work, legal services, and hospital management.

2. Strengthening Community Partnerships:
Collaborations with local shelters, NGOs, and housing programs can create a safety net for abandoned
patients post-discharge.

3. Staff Training and Education:
Providing training on managing abandonment-related issues can enhance the ability of healthcare teams
to navigate these complex cases effectively.

4. Advocacy for Policy Change:
Healthcare systems should advocate for policies that address the root causes of patient abandonment, such
as expanding access to housing, long-term care, and financial assistance programs.

Conclusion

The issue of abandoned patients requires a coordinated, multidisciplinary approach involving hospital
management, social workers, and nurses. Hospital management ensures resource optimization and policy
development, social workers address psychosocial needs and discharge planning, and nurses provide
direct care and emotional support. While challenges such as legal dilemmas, resource limitations, and
fragmented care persist, innovative strategies, including multidisciplinary teams, community partnerships,
and policy advocacy, can improve outcomes for abandoned patients. Addressing this issue is not only an
ethical responsibility but also an opportunity to create more equitable and efficient healthcare systems.
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