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Summary Background: Amputations are done daily over the world in an attempt
to save a person’s life, treat a disease symptomatically or to improve the function-
ality of a person. Amputation causes disfiguration, a mutilated body image and phys-
ical disability with multiple aspects that the person has to deal with.

Objectives: This qualitative phenomenological study was designed to explore the
lived experience of individuals with an amputation of an upper limb to provide an evi-
dence base to support nursing interventions.

Methods: A sample of eight participants with amputation of an upper limb, living
in the southern sub-district of Tshwane, Gauteng, South Africa, took part in a semi-
structured interview. One open-ended central question was used to focus the inter-
view: ‘‘Please tell me about your lived experience after losing your arm through an
upper limb amputation’’. Data were analysed using content analysis with open cod-
ing. Seven themes were identified from the data.

Results: The themes emerging from the interviews were: Initial reaction post
amputation, support from immediate family, support facilitated adaptation and
independence, amputation had financial implications, external response to disabil-
ity, recurrent physical problems and acceptance is a process. Data have shown that
effective communication between multidisciplinary team members; discharge infor-
mation and ongoing support on an outpatient basis are needed to assist with the
adaptation process of the individual to amputation.

Discussion: Individuals with an amputation of an upper limb need an effective
multidisciplinary approach to care, clear discharge information and ongoing support
on an outpatient basis to accept amputation of an upper limb effectively.
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Editor’s comments
It is difficult for the practitioner to understand fully the true depth of impact the loss of an upper limb
can have on the life of an amputee. This interesting and important qualitative study helps to
illuminate some of this devastating experience so that care and support can be tailored to consider
these issues. JS-T

Introduction

Amputation is defined as the partial or total re-
moval of a limb, or part of a limb with the aim of
salvaging the life of the individual or improving
function in the remaining part of the limb (Lemone
& Burke, 2004). Amputation is performed as a life-
saving procedure or when an individual is unwilling
to endure further long limb salvage procedures.

Upper limb amputations are mainly due to trau-
ma. Approximately 150000 amputations are per-
formed in the United States every year, of which
upper limb amputations account for 10% (Maher
et al., 2002). In South Africa during 2002, 231
arm/leg amputations relating to motor vehicle
trauma were performed, of which 30 were upper
limb amputations (Herbst, 2002).

Irrespective of the cause of the amputation, the
individual needs time to grieve and become psy-
chologically and physically accustomed to an al-
tered body image and differences in functionality.

According to Saradjian et al. (2008) the upper
limbs are important in the fulfilling of activities of
daily living and of great importance in expressing
feelings, non-verbal communication and showing
affection such as hugging or touching. A dearth of
literature is available regarding experiences of the
person who has lost an upper limb with the accom-
panying restriction of functionality, non-verbal
communication and showing affection. To com-
pound the situation, the literature available is not
context specific for the South African population.

Objective of the study

The objective of the study was to explore the lived
experience of persons with an upper limb amputa-
tion living in Tshwane, South Africa.

Research problem

In order for health care providers and families to
support and formulate appropriate interventions,

it is crucial to understand the lived experience of
persons with an upper limb amputation.

The research question for the study was there-
fore: What is the lived experience of persons, living
in Tshwane, with an upper limb amputation from a
physical and psychosocial perspective?

Purpose of the study

The purpose of this study was to provide an evi-
dence base for supportive interventions through
exploring the lived experience of persons in Tshw-
ane with an upper limb amputation from a physical
and psychosocial perspective.

Research methods and design

Context

The research was contextual; being conducted
within a specific area and considering the concerns
unique to the people in Tshwane, Gauteng Prov-
ince, South Africa. The population is approximately
2200000 (City of Tshwane Metropolitan Municipal-
ity, 2006), but statistics regarding the number of
individuals living with an amputation of the upper
limb in the City of Tshwane are not available.

Design

The design was exploratory, contextual and quali-
tative phenomenological, as the researcher was
interested in human behaviour – the lived experi-
ence of persons living with an amputation of an
upper limb (Brink, 2006). Burns and Grove (2001)
define contextual research as a study conducted
within a specific area and considering the concerns
unique to the people of that area. Fouché and de
Vos (2005) describe qualitative designs as those
used to describe or assist the researcher to under-
stand human experiences by making use of an
adaptable approach to the problem.
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