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Abstract
The therapeutic relationships-form of the nurse-patient-relationship are formed within short 
durations to address patient care needs quickly and effectively, as well as psychosocial support for 
family or friends. The purpose of this paper is to focus on challenges that nurses can experience 
when trying to establish therapeutic relationships with their patients when they are in their 
communications due to cultural, religious or language challenges. Databases such as PubMed, 
Scopus, and ProQuest, were used to obtain a comprehensive overview of the literature. The 
synthesis of the articles grouped together to identify common patterns or themes. The data was 
integrated into the therapeutic relationship and its elements. The disparities between nurses and their 
patients may hinder nurses’ abilities to establish a therapeutic nurse-patient relationship with their 
Saudi patients and families. This interruption in creating such relationships may lead to a decrease 
in the quality of care. Effective communication seems to be associated with the intimacy of the 
relationship, which creates a sense of trust. A nurse’s empathy that balances power between both 
parties provides a perception of respect for the patients. Pre-departure education programs may help 
expatriate nurses learn about the culture of their hosts prior to their arrival in that country. These 
programs should provide opportunities for expatriate nurses to learn about, discuss and explore 
how to ‘fit into’ these cultural practices. Mentoring programs that electronically connect previous 
nurses who worked in the host country with new recruits in that country should be provided. Thus, 
the recruited nurses can benefit from their colleagues’ experiences and have a more realistic view 
of what working in that host country is like. This review will help to raise leaders’ awareness about 
the challenges experienced by expatriate nurses who deliver care to patients with divergent belief 
systems than their own.
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1 INTRODUCTION
The nurse-patient relationship is viewed as a fundamental 

and core concept of nursing practice[1,2]. The nurse-patient 
relationship relates to a mutual, reciprocal partnership 
between nurses and each person involved (i.e., nurses 
and patients/families)[3]. There are four types of mutual 
relationships have been identified, including clinical 
relationships (brief, superficial, courteous interaction with 
short-term patients to treat minor concerns), therapeutic 
relationships (formed within short durations to address 
patient care needs quickly and effectively as well as 
psychosocial support for family or friends), connected 
relationships (occurs when patient choose to trust a 
nurse, and a nurse is willing to professionally advocate 
for the patient), and over-involved relationships (occurs 
when a relationship goes beyond work hours and beyond 
professional boundaries)[4]. This paper will focus on 
therapeutic relationships that are between nurses and their 
patients.

Therapeutic relationships in nursing are described as 
unique interactions occurring between nurses and patients 
where both of their unique beliefs and expectations are 
brought into patterns of relating to each other within nurses’ 
professional boundaries[5]. While it has long been suggested 
such relationships take periods of time to develop[5], today, 
in the rapid pace of healthcare, limited time is available for 
the development of such relationships. Therefore, nurses 
need to ‘fast-track’ creating these interactional patterns 
with patients and families. For example, caring interactions 
require nurses to demonstrate unique perspectives they 
have of their patients, creating opportunities to want to 
get to know them while providing a sense of security and 
comfort in the patient’s care setting. To convey this sense, 
nurses need to use strategies that create an atmosphere to 
help patients ‘open up’ and share their thoughts, feelings, 
and concerns[6,7]. It is suggested that such sharing has the 
potential for patients to feel their own worth through re-
affirming their intrinsic value[7]. To achieve this relationship 
goal, nurses need to enact both verbal and non-verbal 
forms of communication[8]. Thus, therapeutic relationship 
building between nurses and patients necessitates both 
an ability to communicate in a common language as well 
as the use of body language that provides authenticity to 
the language used by the nurse. This integration of both 
forms of communication is particularly important within 
the parties’ religious and cultural beliefs. Therefore, when 
such beliefs are not consistent between the nurse and the 
patient, their capacity to build therapeutic relationships can 
be challenged.

In the multicultural world of today many nurses are 
faced with the need to develop therapeutic relationships 
with patients who have divergent belief systems than their 
own. Furthermore, when one of the parties cannot speak 
or understand the predominant language in that setting, 

there may be difficulties in creating such therapeutic 
relationships. Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to 
focus on challenges that nurses can experience when trying 
to establish therapeutic relationships with their patients 
when there are impediments in their communications due 
to cultural, religious or language challenges. This paper 
will use the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia as an example of 
where expatriate nurses often experience such challenges. 
The choice of Saudi Arabia is due to the country’s long-
standing experience in providing nursing care to patients by 
expatriate nurses from a wide variety of countries.

2 BACKGROUND
Historically, the nursing profession in Saudi Arabia has 

been affected by socio-cultural factors such as being viewed 
as a low-privilege profession, leading to a poor image of 
nurses in Saudi communities[9,10]. As an outcome, there 
have been low enrolment rates of Saudi nationals in nursing 
schools[10]. This ultimately contributes to the lack of a Saudi 
nursing workforce[10]. This lack of Saudi national nurses 
in the country’s hospitals has resulted in a reliance on 
expatriate nurses. These expatriate nurses come from more 
than 40 countries, primarily India and the Philippines, with 
the remaining from North America, the United Kingdom, 
Australia, South Africa, Malaysia, and other Middle Eastern 
countries[11]. This expatriate nursing workforce comprised 
60% of the country’s nurses[11]. Only 36.5% of the total 
nurse workforce are nationals, with a significant proportion 
of these nurses working in administrative positions[12]. 
Hence, this ongoing dependency on an expatriate nursing 
workforce can create differing cultural, religious or 
interactive expectations between Saudi patients and their 
expatriate nurses than desired. This results in expatriate 
nurses often experiencing a number of challenges as they 
assume their nursing roles. These challenges are often 
associated with religious beliefs, cultural and societal 
practices, and language barriers that are vastly different 
from their own. The expatriate nurses have their own 
beliefs and values that may differ from those in the Saudi 
culture. They may not have sufficient knowledge about the 
local culture, so their practice might omit the importance 
of Islamic beliefs and values for their clients[13], which is 
considered an obstacle to achieving culturally sensitive 
client care. Even nurses coming from what appear to be 
similar cultural backgrounds may be challenged by these 
disparities. These disparities may hinder nurses’ abilities to 
establish therapeutic nurse-patient relationships with their 
Saudi patients and families. This interruption in creating 
such relationships may lead to a decrease in the quality of 
care and may impact patient and nurse safety.

3 LITERATURE REVIEW SEARCH
The PubMed, Scopus, ProQuest, and Google Scholar 

databases and the Saudi Digital Library were used to conduct 
a review of the literature. To obtain a comprehensive 
overview of existing literature, manual searches of 
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references from published literature and scholarly full-
text articles and dissertations were carried out to obtain 
relevant articles about the issue addressed in this article. 
Both quantitative and qualitative research written in English 
and published mainly within the last two decades (2000-
2023) were reviewed. The keywords were “Therapeutic 
Relationship”, Nurses-Patient Relationship”, Nurses-
Patient Relationship Elements”, “Intimacy”, “Empathy”, 
“Respect”, “Power”, “Trust”, and “Saudi Arabia”. Those 
key words were combined with Expatriate nurses”.

4 DATA ANALYSIS
The goal of this review was to identify the challenges that 

expatriate nurses may encounter in establishing therapeutic 
relationships with their patients due to cultural, religious, 
or language communication barriers. The synthesis of the 
articles grouped together to identify common patterns or 
themes. The data was classified based on the component 
of the nurse-patient relationship. The data falling into these 
elements were coded. The codes were constantly revised 
and compared. The data was integrated into the therapeutic 
relationship and its elements.

5 THE FINDINGS FROM THE REVIEW
5.1 Therapeutic Nurse-Patient Relationship

Therapeutic nurse-patient relationships involve a 
person-to-person intimacy between patients and nurses 
that facilitates shared and intersubjective understanding[14] 
and shared power through balanced expectations[15] 
within agreed-upon boundaries[16]. Thus, for a therapeutic 
relationship to occur, there needs to be genuine empathy 
that allows for approachability, availability for a beneficial 
presence and engagement among the parties that reflects 
respect and trust to allow for the achievement of progress 
toward care outcomes[17]. Scholars have studied the 
nature of the nurse-patient relationship among psychiatric 
nurses[14,17], home health care[18], accident and emergency 
departments[19] and general nursing practice[16]. From these 
studies, it can be concluded that therapeutic relationships 
support both patient’s psychological and physical needs.

To achieve a therapeutic nurse-patient relationship, 
effective communication using shared meanings of both 
verbalized words and body language, or other forms of non-
verbal actions is essential. Studies have reported variations 
in what constitutes the effectiveness of such relationships. 
The effectiveness of relationships requires nurses to 
communicate in a language that is easily understood but 
may also vary between nurses and their patients, with the 
former being dissatisfied and the latter satisfied[20]. Patients 
in tertiary hospitals in Northwest Nigeria felt an effective 
relationship with their local nurses[20], while variations in 
dialects can undermine the effectiveness of nurse-patient 
relationships in Iran even when Iranian nurses speak the 
same language as their patients[21]. Another Iranian study 
found that nurses’ patterns of communication can also 

impede relationships[22]. Finally, in a study in Australia, 
authors found that when nurses and patients experience 
divergent cultural and linguistic backgrounds within 
their own country, therapeutic relationships can also be 
undermined[23,24]. In countries such as Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates, where large numbers of expatriate 
nurses are providing care, multicultural divergence 
between nurses and their patients is likely to exist. 
Therefore, creating an effective therapeutic relationship 
necessitates nurses to focus on their verbal and non-verbal 
communication when interacting with their patients. 
Effective communication seems to be associated with the 
intimacy of the relationship, which creates a sense of trust. 
To achieve this, a nurse’s empathy that balances power 
between both parties provides a perception of respect for 
the patient. Each of these elements will be discussed below.

5.2 Intimacy
Intimacy is a feeling of being emotionally connected 

and supported that allows for the sharing of feelings and 
experiences. Intimacy requires reciprocity, self-disclosure, 
and self-awareness by reflecting on your own personal 
interactions with patients[25]. Intimacy is achieved through 
mutual understanding among two parties[25]. Intimacy then 
relates to the quality of an established relationship that 
must demonstrate reciprocal trust and emotional closeness 
with each other when both parties are believed to be able to 
share their thoughts and feelings with each other. However, 
the degree of closeness required needs to be within the 
boundaries of professional nursing practice.

Nurses are encouraged to establish caring with empathy 
and kindness while maintaining a degree of professional 
emotional detachment[26], allowing for boundaries to be 
established with their patients. Setting boundaries within 
these intimate nurse-patient relationships is believed to help 
maintain a patient’s dignity, autonomy and privacy while 
maintaining a nurse’s professional standards of practice[27]. 
For example, in the Canadian province of Ontario, nurses 
are required to maintain their professional intimacy within 
the province’s guidelines for the Freedom of Information 
and Protection of Privacy Act[28]. Nurses’ professional 
intimacy then involves access, with permission, to patients’ 
personal information to enact their nursing skills through 
activities such as treatments (e.g., dressings, bathing, and 
feeding). Intimacy can also provide insight into a patient’s 
psychosocial, mental, and spiritual well-being. Intimacy 
within nurse-patient relationships has been reported to 
prevent patients from suffering in silence by helping them 
to share deep and troubling feelings[29] and can provide an 
intimate and trustworthy relationship during traumatic life 
experiences[30]. Thus, professional intimacy allows for a 
connection to be created with their patients.

At the same time, nurses can benefit from this sense of 
professional intimacy by gaining “reward and satisfaction” 
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from their relationships with their patients and facilitating 
an empathetic understanding between both parties[31-33].

5.3 Empathy
Empathy has been defined as comprising both affective 

and cognitive components. Affective empathy is associated 
with an emotional understanding of another’s feelings, 
while cognitive empathy is related to an intellectual 
understanding of what another is experiencing[34]. In 
nursing, empathy is known as a clinical skill that can be 
taught, acquired, refined, improved, and measured[35,36]. 
Empathy allows nurses to develop a perception of their 
client’s world[37]. Empathy, then, is a recognition of a 
lived experience of others without actually experiencing 
them through a deep understanding of another person’s 
feelings[34,37].

Empathy is a foundation of nursing care and an indicator 
of effective nursing care[37,38]. Nurse empathy has been 
linked to increased patient satisfaction[39], self-concept and 
self-disclosure[40]. Patient-perceived empathy decreased 
patient distress[37]. Nurses’ empathy is positively associated 
with patients’ feelings of closeness through compassion, 
recognition and respect shared by their nurses[41].

5.4 Respect
Respect is a basic human need, and an essential 

patient right in their health care provision[41]. It is also 
a cornerstone of nursing practice[42,43]. While respect is 
an abstract concept, it is conveyed by nurses through 
their careful listening to and appreciating what patients 
verbally and non-verbally share. It is enacted by how 
nurses demonstrate their courtesy and caring for patients as 
unique persons[44,45], and by maintaining patients’ dignity 
and worth[41]. Respect is demonstrated when nurses value 
and accept patients as their own unique individuals, even 
during difficult situations[46]. Behaviours that demonstrate 
respect are reported to contribute to nurturing nurse’s 
relationships with their patients. It was reported that nurses’ 
behaviours demonstrating respect could include supporting 
patients’ choices and wishes by “giving [them] space in 
the encounter,” “allowing them to be angry,” and “waiting 
until they were ready to disclose their personal needs and 
feelings” (p. 481)[47].

Although there are limited empirical studies addressing 
the concept of respect in nursing literature, respectful 
behaviours seem to relate to positive patient outcomes. 
The researchers found that respect conveyed by nurses 
has a positive association with patients’ satisfaction with 
their nursing care[44,48]. This satisfaction also seems to be 
associated with patients seeking and following health 
professionals’ advice for both preventative and needed 
care[49,50]. Respect has been reported to have a positive 
impact on self-esteem, illness perception, and trust in nurse-
patient relationships[51]. The patients’ advocacy was found 

to have an association with valuing dignity and respecting 
patients’ uniqueness[52]. When nurses consider patients’ 
opinions and preferences in decision-related care delivery, 
patients are more likely to have a sense of power over their 
health status. Thus, maintaining respect for patients within 
nurse-patient relationships contributes to a relatively equal 
power-sharing between both parties.

5.5 Power
Power appears to be inherent within the nursing 

profession. This evolves from the status provided to a 
nurse as a professional within the healthcare system. This 
power over patients may hinder the achievement of desired 
patient outcomes from nurse-patient relationships. The 
conceptualization of power varies. Theorists have viewed 
the term power from two perspectives: “power to” and 
“power over.” Through the lens of “power to,” power is 
defined as the capability of generating a specific effect and 
possession of control, influence or authority[53]. While in a 
therapeutic relationship, it is theorized that both nurses and 
patients share equally in their roles, patients’ vulnerability 
and dependency on nurses during illness experiences can 
alter attempts to maintain equality between both[29].

On the other hand, “power over” was defined as the 
ability and potential to influence others and may be 
exercised through a variety of resources, such as offering 
rewards, controlling information, using ingratiation or 
appeasement[53]. Nurses’ specialized knowledge and 
their position allow them to have access to privileged 
information, authority and influence in the healthcare 
system[54]. Hence, nurses have greater power within health 
care systems than do their patients.

The nursing literature has identified many subtle 
manifestations of exercising power within the nurse-patient 
relationship. Nurses used authoritative language to direct 
patients’ actions[55,56]. Examples of subtle manifestations 
of power include using scientific vocabulary by dictating 
topics for discussion, disregarding patients’ initiatives 
through interrupting and questioning, controlling time 
available to interact with patients, and/or use of persuasive 
language[55,56]. Exercising power over patients leads patients 
to feel objectified and disempowered[53]. When both 
patients and nurses collaborate with each other, power can 
be shared[57]. An equalization of power can be achieved 
through shared decision-making, openness, and reciprocity 
between nurses and their patients, mutually determining 
care goals), which in turn supports a respectful and 
trusting relationship[53,58]. Therefore, effective nurse-patient 
therapeutic relationships necessitate the establishment of 
an environment that comprises an intimate, empathetic 
appreciation of each other with mutual respect that allows 
for power sharing between the parties, leading to trusting 
relationships.
5.6 Trust
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Trust is an integral component of nurse-patient 
relationships[59]. The concept of trust in nurse-patient 
relationships has been broadly discussed in nursing 
literature. Trust in the nurse-patient relationship is described 
as an attitude bound to time and space in which one relies 
with confidence on someone or something[60]. Trust can also 
be viewed as a willingness to engage oneself, even when 
feeling vulnerable in a relationship[60,61]. Trust has been 
conceptualized as a core and normative ethical concept of 
nursing practice[61]. Nurses need to demonstrate their ability 
to establish trust within their patients through ensuring open 
and honest information sharing that can lead to appropriate 
care provision[62]. Thus, a trusting nurse-patient relationship 
enhances patients’ confidence in their nurses and allows 
them to feel open and comfortable sharing words, feelings, 
and concerns. When present, nurses are able to participate 
therapeutically with their patients to reach expected health 
goals[63].

Trust in nurse-patient relationships has been associated 
with quality patient care and positive outcomes[64]. Patient 
satisfaction with nurse practitioner care was found to 
have a positive association with trust[65]. In addition, 
patients’ chronic illness experiences were identified as 
both meaningful and powerful when trust in the nurse-
patient relationship was present[66]. Trust was also found to 
raise hope in patients suffering from borderline personality 
disorders[67], depression and drug problems[68]. Trusted 
nurse-patient relationships enable open discussion of 
shared issues and can further psychological preparation 
and reassurance for patients during treatments (for 
example, tracheostomy tube changes)[69] and incentives 
to continue living[47]. The nurse-patient relationships were 
perceived as trustworthy when four themes were present, 
including understanding the patient’s needs, exhibiting 
caring behaviours and attitudes, providing holistic care, 
and advocating for patient desires and choices[47]. Trusting 
nurse-patient relationships, therefore, contributes to 
reaching optimum patient outcomes.

In summary, intimacy, empathy, respect, power, and 
trust are key elements that influence the establishment 
of effective nurse-patient relationships that contribute to 
achieving desirable patient outcomes. The development 
of these relationships requires nurses to interact and 
communicate in a clear and distinct way with their 
patients[70]. However, within a divergent nursing workplace 
where culture, religion, and language are not consistent 
between the parties, building nurse-patient relationships 
can be challenging. Thus, challenges affecting such 
relationship development will be discussed, using 
the expatriate nursing workforce in Saudi Arabia as 
an exemplar in exploring its impact on the ability for 
effectiveness in nurse-patient relationships to achieve the 
above will be presented next.
6 DISCUSSION

6.1 Cultural Challenges
Many expatriate nurses come from a culture that 

is incongruent with the cultural roots in Saudi Arabia. 
They may also be inadequately equipped to adapt to 
these variants prior to arriving for their contracted work. 
It appears that few recruiters of these nurses provide 
sufficient orientation to the cultural differences prior to 
their arrival in the country. This lack of orientation has 
been reported in the nursing literature within the context 
of Saudi Arabia, where expatriate nurses have limited 
knowledge about Saudi Arabian patient practices[71,72]. 
This has been reported to lead to perceptions of unsafe 
practices. Non-Arabic nurses perceived clinical practice 
as unsafe and struggled to meet their perceived Saudi 
Arabian patients’ cultural and religious/spiritual needs 
while maintaining a high standard of nursing care[73]. While 
expatriate nurses from other Middle Eastern countries 
seem to share similar religious practices, cultural practices 
within these nurses’ backgrounds vary with those of Saudi 
Arabia. The Saudi culture is characterized by a blend 
of Arabic tribal traditions and customs and an Islamic 
worldview, which shapes the mindset and behaviour of the 
Saudi people[73]. Saudi patients, especially women, present 
a shyness and adhere to honour and, when not adhered 
to, experience shame. To maintain honour, females are 
expected to exercise modesty and decency by maintaining 
appropriate garments that are loose and cover the body, 
including arms and legs. Women are expected to speak 
quietly and calmly and avoid discussing embarrassing 
topics[74]. Within Saudi Arabia, adherence to honour is 
expected within the family; violations by one member 
can bring shame to all family members[75]. Challenges to 
a family’s honour can include uncivil behaviour, sexual 
and unethical misconduct, ignorance and poor treatment of 
elderly or vulnerable people[76]. Hence, family involvement 
in its member’s lives is a very significant contributor to 
each member’s emotional, social and psychological well-
being[77]. The family and in particular the oldest male 
member, is considered as the primary decision-maker, 
not the individual person (patient)[77]. Therefore, a female 
patient is expected to turn to this family decision-maker 
in all decisions regarding her care. The lack of knowledge 
about Saudi values, cultural norms and expected 
social behaviour can contribute to and lead to nurses’ 
misunderstanding when female or younger patients defer a 
decision to the eldest male family member regarding their 
care. Trying to force such patients to make decisions can 
potentially embarrass or even tarnish a person’s honour. 
For example, in Saudi Arabia, nurses must discuss a 
patient’s condition with the family first, not the individual, 
which can challenge nurses’ ethical obligations under their 
home country’s regulated professional codes of conduct[78]. 
Such family decision-making in an individual’s care has 
been found to create stressful situations for many expatriate 
nurses[77].

Furthermore, traditional medicine is often used together 
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with contemporary medicine by Saudi patients. The lack 
of cultural understanding may impact Saudi patients who 
choose to apply traditional medicine to their care[78]. For 
example, the first author’s mother believes that the Myrrh 
Plant is more efficient and effective in curing an abscess 
infection than an antibiotic. Honey and black cumin (Nigella 
seeds) are also other traditional medications used by 
Saudi patients. Therefore, creating effective nurse-patient 
relationships among expatriate nurses in Saudi Arabia 
necessitates the development of their cultural competence 
to understand these cultural beliefs and practices related to 
their Saudi patients’ health and illness[79].

Cultural competence is a philosophy of providing the 
best quality of care regardless of cultural, religious, and 
language differences between nurses and those to whom 
they care[80]. Cultural competence is enacted through 
gaining unique cultural knowledge to patients gained from 
learning others’ world views, languages, and differing 
cultural beliefs and practices[81]. In Saudi Arabia, expatriate 
nurses reported their cultural incompetence with their Saudi 
patients[82]. Although some studies found that Saudi patients 
trusted and preferred expatriate nurses due to their perceived 
technical competence, they also reported these same nurses’ 
level of cultural incompetence[82]. The key finding focused 
on their interpersonal therapeutic communication caused 
by perceived ignorance of the local language, culture and 
religion[83]. Thus, these nurses’ technical competence was 
valued, while their communication and practices were 
viewed as unsatisfactory by these same Saudi persons.

It is documented that Saudi patients showed less respect 
to some nurses’ which seemed to be explained by patients’ 
perceived cultural barriers between both parties[84,85]. In 
response, Saudi patients may use forms of noncompliance 
when receiving care that is not culturally sensitive to them. 
Expatriate nurses experiencing such patient reactions have 
reported feelings of vulnerability and intimidation[71,80]. 
When not dealt with, these shared feelings may lead to 
disrespect between both patients and their expatriate nurses.

Cultural competence within interpersonal relationships 
requires the creation of trust between patients and their 
nurses[81]. Interpersonal skills were significant facilitators in 
building trust. Among Saudi adult oncology inpatients trust 
seems to be related to how Saudi patients felt expatriate 
nurses considered their cultural preferences in their nursing 
care[86]. Thus, when patients’ beliefs and traditions are 
integrated into their nursing care, trust in their nurse-patient 
relationship is further enhanced[87]. However, this sense 
of trust can also be lost when there are violations of these 
cultural traditions and may even occur from delays in 
nurses responding to their Saudi patients. When trust is lost, 
nurses may be labelled as ignorant or negligent. In addition 
to cultural challenges for expatriated nurses, the unique 
approach to religious practices may further affect their 

evolving nurse-patient therapeutic relationships.

6.2 Religion Challenges
A strict practice of religion often presents cross-cultural 

conflicts between patients and their families with non-
Muslim expatriate health care practitioners[88]. Islam is 
a powerful influencing factor contributing to the Saudi 
cultural practices and beliefs[78]. Nursing practice in Saudi 
Arabia is therefore influenced by actions and attitudes 
guided by Islam[78]. Expatriate nurses practicing in Saudi 
Arabia without an understanding of this influence can be 
faced with further challenges.

Several Islamic practices have an impact on nursing 
care, including relational restrictions, long visiting times, 
modesty and face covering, and spiritual practice.

6.2.1 Relational Restrictions
In Islam relational restrictions are specified within and 

between opposite genders. The intimacy then between nurses 
and patients is impacted when the patient is the opposite 
gender to the nurse and may be limited in some situations. 
Islam prohibits touching, even shaking hands, between those 
who are neither related nor are of the opposite gender. For 
example, it is uncommon for a male professional to interview 
a Saudi female patient without the presence of a mentally 
competent-related male[78]. Female Saudi patients are also 
expected to be cared for by a female nurse.

Decision-making related to treatments or sharing of 
news cannot be done directly with a female patient. All 
health care decisions, therefore, need to be made with the 
eldest male member of the family in the presence of the 
patient. A female patient also cannot be discharged from a 
health setting without an accompanying male member of 
the person’s family. When such practices cannot be enacted 
due to staffing issues, negotiation with the eldest family 
member is required. Thus, the importance of respecting 
relational restrictions is a key aspect for expatriate nurses to 
demonstrate respect when interacting and creating nurse-
patient relationships.

6.2.2 Modesty and Face Covering
A religious norm in Saudi Arabia requires all females 

to wear a Hijab, which is inclusive of covering their face, 
head, and body when non-related men are present[78]. 
Face covering represents modesty[78]. At the same time 
face covering can both block non-verbal communication 
and may interfere with a nurse’s patient assessment. For 
example, observation of facial expression to assess for pain 
severity, or physical reactions in a physician’s presence. 
As a result, nurses may be unable to adequately identify 
and respond to patients when they are in pain. If expatriate 
nurses are not aware of these restrictions, patients’ sense of 
modesty may be violated.
6.2.3 Long Visiting Time
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Islamic teachings encourage the visiting of sick patients 
by relatives, friends, and neighbours. These visitors may 
travel from long distances and stay throughout the visiting 
time and beyond that if it is possible. This practice results 
in accumulating a large number of visitors for in-patients, 
which can interfere with healthcare delivery. Admitted 
patients will be embarrassed if a nurse asks visitors to leave 
either for care delivery or an end to visiting time[78]. Saudi 
citizens often ignore visiting hours and, when forced to 
leave, may view such direction as disrespectful. Therefore, 
a lack of knowledge and understanding of these practices 
may be interpreted as an absence of empathy within nurse-
patient relationships.

6.2.4 Spiritual Healing Practices
Spiritual healing practices are widely used among Saudi 

patients. As part of the nurse-patient relationship, nurses need 
to both explore and respect all practices being used while 
building relationships with both patients and their families[78].

Common spiritual healing practices among Saudis 
are those advised according to teachings in the Noble 
Qur’an and (or) Sunnah. Spiritual treatments among Saudi 
persons include recitation of verses of the Noble Qur’an 
and specific sayings of the Prophet Mohammad, Zamzam 
water (obtained from Zamzam well in the Holy Mosque in 
Makkah), At the time of birth “Ko’hl” -a charcoal substance 
is applied over the newborn’s eyes is believed to prevent 
effects of the “evil eye”[72]. Thus, expatriate nurses who 
neither show awareness of nor sensitivity to such practices 
will be perceived as not being empathic, which may impact 
the relationships they have with their Saudi patients.

6.3 Language Challenges
In Saudi Arabia, Arabic is the official spoken language 

with variations in regional dialects[78]. Although the English 
language is taught in schools, the majority of Saudi patients 
neither speak nor understand English[82]. Arabic dialects also 
change pronunciation and can change word meanings[82]. 
Communicating through both verbal or non-verbal forms, 
are fundamental skills for gaining and sharing information 
in any culture[89]. However, expatriate nurses are not 
required by contracts to acquire a level of Arabic to be able 
to practice in Saudi Arabia. Indeed, only a few expatriate 
nurses have mastered the Arabic language.

Communication is a two-way process involving sending 
and receiving messages via a variety of means. Positive 
and effective communication is achieved through proper 
understanding and interpretation of shared language 
and the meaning of symbols used by both parties[90]. 
A shared language is, therefore, an essential tool to 
effectively establish relationships between nurses and their 
patients[91]. Effective communication among expatriate 
nurses and Saudi patients can be challenging due to their 
lack of the Arabic language. A lack of shared meaning 

and symbols communicated can potentially block the 
building of relationships between the two parties[92]. There 
have been three obstacles identified hampering effective 
communication between expatriate nurses and their Saudi 
patients, including language differences with patients who 
cannot speak English, cultural taboos in expressing pain, 
and concerns relating to gender segregation[82]. This latter 
obstacle can increase female expatriate nurses’ discomfort 
and hinder communication when caring for male patients.

Language differences and symbols used in exchanges 
may lead to a loss of mutual respect between expatriate 
nurses and patients[84]. In addition, these communicative 
gaps may cause nurses to avoid initiating a conversation 
with their patients or their families, leading to perceived 
nurses’ disrespect for patients[84]. Although non-verbal 
communication is commonly used between Saudi 
patients and expat nurses to overcome these gaps, such 
communication is frequently misinterpreted by patients[77,93]. 
For example, the clicking of fingers to attract a patient’s 
attention may be perceived as offensive and misinterpreted 
by patients[77]. The use of direct eye contact with patients 
can also be misunderstood as disrespectful behaviour[93].

Limited Arabic fluency prevents nurses from establishing 
intimacy with their Saudi patients. When intimacy is not 
present, self-disclosure related to their needs for care 
may be withheld – a key principle within nurse-patient 
relationships. If Arabic was a norm among expatriate 
nurses, it is likely that such nurse-patient relationships could 
evolve as patients prefer to openly use their native language 
to discuss their health problems, their homes, and family. In 
doing so, they may also wish to ask expatriate nurses about 
their background and about their home country. Expatriate 
nurses who have some Arabic language capabilities are 
often limited to simple discussions as their competency 
in the language does not allow for understanding long 
sentences and some dialects[77].

An alternate use of verbal means is non-verbal 
communication for those without Arabic fluency. 
However, cultural limitations around certain aspects of 
non-verbal communication with the opposite gender 
(for example, touch, spatial limits, and eye contact) can 
limit the development of intimacy and empathy within 
nurse-patient relationships[94]. In a study of South African 
nurses working in Saudi Arabia reported their difficulty 
in non-verbal communication with Saudi women patients 
because of head, face, and body cover[94]. Other factors 
include patients limiting responses to only listening and 
smiling, preventing nurses from being able to interpret 
patient behaviours through only clinical monitoring and 
working with their patients in a detached manner[77]. 
Without common language sharing, difficulty in creating 
trust between nurses and Saudi patients is likely to impede 
the creation of therapeutic nurse-patient relationships[92]. 
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When such relationships are not able to evolve, it may 
lead to nurses inadvertently exerting more expert power 
over Saudi patients. Saudi patients may perceive messages 
as commands or orders, which make Saudi patients feel 
uncomfortable, powerless and passive; thus, they distance 
themselves from their expatriate nurses.

The inability to speak the same language as their patients 
creates stress and fear of the unknown, increasing anxiety 
in patients during care provision. This anxiety increases 
when language includes medical terms when explaining any 
procedures being planned for or undertaken[92]. Therefore, 
when an expatriate nurse not fluent in the Arabic language 
uses medical terminology or jargon, Saudi patients may be 
frustrated and feel uncertain and insecure in the care they 
receive. Consequently, language barriers can create mistrust 
within patients in the care they receive. Thus, this mistrust then 
extends into their nurse-patient relationships, causing tensions 
and aggressive behaviour between nurses and patients.

In summary, a lack of cultural knowledge and competence 
has the capacity to impact on establishing respect, power 
and trust within nurse-patient relationships when expatriate 
nurses with divergent cultural beliefs from their Saudi 
patients try to interact with each other. Nursing practice 
in Saudi Arabia is strongly influenced by Islam religion 
through the enforcement of modesty, face cover, touching 
restrictions and encouragement of spiritual healing. 
Nurses’ failure to maintain these practices may hinder 
establishing effective nurse-patient relationships. The 
inability of expatriate nurses to establish effective nurse-
patient relationships can lead to perceptions of a lack of 
respect, intimacy, and empathy toward their Saudi patients. 
Ineffective nurse-patient relationships can result in exerting 
unequal power between the parties due to both the nurses’ 
varying levels of cultural competence and ability to 
communicate in the Arabic language with their patients. 
Therefore, it is important to address the implications and 
solutions of the use of expatriate nurses in relation to 
nursing management, practice and research.

7 IMPLICATIONS
7.1 Implications for Nursing Management

International recruitment has been used over the last few 
decades as a strategy for overcoming nursing shortages in 
Saudi Arabia. However, cultural differences may adversely 
affect relationships between expatriate nurses from different 
beliefs and languages and their patients. Pre-departure 
education has been recommended by scholars interested 
in nurse-patient relationships within diverse cultures[95,96]. 
Therefore, all expatriate nurses coming to Saudi Arabia 
or other countries are required to receive an intensive pre-
departure education about the culture of their hosts prior 
to their arrival in that country. To achieve this goal nurse 
administrators and policy makers from hosting countries 
need to work collaboratively with recruitment agencies 

for the design of these training programs. These training 
programs should not only focus on host country cultural 
norms but also provide opportunities for expatriate nurses 
to learn about, discuss and explore how to ‘fit into’ these 
cultural practices to support respect for their patients.

Once nurses arrive in the host country, they should be 
provided with mentoring programs that electronically 
connect previous nurses who worked in the host country 
with new recruits to that country. This mentoring can 
include sharing strategies the nurses can use to enhance their 
communication and practices with their patients that respect 
the local culture and practices. Such a program could help 
the new nurses in avoiding people in the host country 
explaining the practices after a nurse has not addressed 
them appropriately. The recruited nurses then can benefit 
from their colleague’s experiences and have a more realistic 
view of what working in that host country is like. After the 
training programme is developed, it can be evaluated to 
determine its value in preparing nurses readiness to adapt to 
their nursing role within the host country.

7.2 Implications for Nursing Practice
While expatriate nurses learn some language of 

the host country words, it is rarely effective enough to 
professionally interact with their patients to understand 
the implicit meanings of subtle linguistic symbols[97]. 
Therefore, providing well-designed technology, such 
as a phone interpretation with every expatriate nurse, is 
extremely important. An electronic interpretation feature 
on smartphones should be available in the host country’s 
language to fit with the cultural and religious practices 
and terms used. The use of an electronic interpreter can 
help to maintain patient privacy and safety to encourage 
more open discussion about their health issues. Having 
such interpretation available will likely reduce the stress 
that expatriate nurses feel while trying to understand and 
interpret what their host country patients are seeking.

Nursing managers should facilitate cultural knowledge 
acquisition for expatriate nurses by dedicating time to 
allowing these nurses to use accessible recourses to self-
learn. Expatriate nurses can also be asked to provide 
case study presentations on how they addressed cultural 
challenges to respect the cultural and religious norms of 
patients in their host country.

These peer presentations can provide learning for 
other nurses. Assessment of expatriate nurses’ cultural 
competence should be a requirement during their 
probationary period in their contracts and when a 
cultural conflict is reported to administrators. The lack of 
fundamental knowledge of the spiritual beliefs of Islamic 
people contributed to a cultural-blind approach to patient 
care provision[98]. Western cultural competence tools can be 
borrowed and modified to fit the host country’s values and 
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beliefs. Importantly, the use of specific cultural competence 
tools for the host country’s context provides opportunities 
for practice improvement and research.

7.3 Implication for Research
Further research addressing the expatriate nursing 

workforce and their nurse-patient relationships needs to be 
conducted. This is particularly relevant in such countries as 
Saudi Arabia because of the higher percentage of expatriate 
nurses working with culturally diverse patients. Quantitative 
studies can assess the impact of expatriate nurses on 
all components of developing therapeutic nurse-patient 
relationships, including intimacy, empathy, respect, power 
and trust. Studies to revaluate existing culture competence 
to examine the current culture competence model with a 
heterogeneous sample of expatriate nurses. Then to test the 
reliability and validity of the tool to reflect current practices. 
Further studies of expatriate nurses’ lived experiences in 
challenging cultures such as the Islamic culture are needed 
to be explored, especially the experiences of non-Muslim 
nurses. This study should also explore patients’ perceptions 
of establishing their relationship with these same expatriate 
nurses.

8 CONCLUSION
The nurse-patient relationship is a core concept of 

nursing practice. In every context of nursing practice, nurses 
need to be equipped to effectively establish therapeutic 
relationships characterized by intimacy, empathy, respect, 
equal power, and trust. However, in host countries such as 
Saudi Arabia, where the nursing workforce heavily depends 
on expatriate nurses, relationships between these nurses and 
their host country patients can be impaired. Impairments 
are due to cultural influences such as Islamic worldview 
practice and language differences; expatriate nurses have 
been challenged. Therefore, more effort is needed to 
facilitate the development and maintenance of relationships 
between expatriate nurses and their host country patients.
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