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It was in 1977 when the first volunteers started walking the halls of Palmerston 
North Hospital. That was when Yvonne Stirling, who is still a volunteer, decided that it 
would be a cause worth donating some of her time to.

Now, almost four decades on, the group of volunteers remains dedicated to cheering up 
the patients in Palmerston North Hospital. A recent drive for additional members saw 
another 13 people sign up, bringing the total volunteer pool to a welcome 35 people.

The primary role you will see volunteers carrying out is that of taking around the food 
trolley, which happens every morning and requires two volunteers a day. Volunteers are 
also required to help collect, sort and distribute magazines from around the community, 
and to help maintain the Garden of Tranquility.

All these functions, carried out through volunteer hours, give our patients more joy 
in their stay and show the real good that can come from lending a hand. If you know 
someone who would be keen to volunteer, get them to contact Sue at Action Personnel 
on (06) 355 4354.

Our new staff initiative could be just the thing for you. As part of the healthy staff 
initiatives that are provided to MDHB employees, Human Resources has rolled out 
a new initiative ‘MDHB Wellness’ to provide health information, challenges and 
resources for staff members and their families.

The centrepiece of this new initiative is a website called “tracksuit-inc” which has been 
developed by Synergy Health, and is currently used by many organisations throughout 
New Zealand, including other DHBs.

You can access this website by going to www.tracksuitinclive.co.nz and using 
‘MDHBwellness’ as the company code when prompted to enter it, then click on the  
‘Your Health’ tab to complete the initial health questionnaire. Even better, family 
members are also able to access it through the same methods.

Once on tracksuit-inc, you can participate in health challenges and access health 
articles, discount offers, upcoming events, competitions, and spot prizes. The aim of  
this is to make it easier for staff to access information on their health, and provide them 
with resources to make a lifestyle change if they choose.

MDHB Wellness will also cover existing initiatives such as team development, book a 
bike and Sport Manawatu activities. If you wish to know more about MDHB Wellness, 
check out the frequently asked questions in the Human Resources section of the staff 
intranet, or contact Lisa Henson on x 9123.

Communicating 
with people  
who have 

autism
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) has 
become more widely diagnosed in recent 
times. It is a very broad spectrum and can 
include many different symptoms. It is 
important to know the tips and tricks that 
can make the patient’s experience and your 
job that much easier.

Are they verbal? As it is such a broad 
spectrum, it can be difficult to make blanket 
rules for everyone with ASD. The first thing to 
note is that not everyone is a verbal person. 
Some cannot use verbal communication 
functionally, and that means you have to 
identify their way of communication and 
adapt to that.

Clear communication: Make sure to speak 
clearly and to not use nicknames (this 
includes terms like buddy, champ, darling etc) 
as people with autism can take things quite 
literally, which means slang is also a no-go 
zone. Make sure to give them time to process 
what you have said, as it can take them time 
to sort their thoughts and formulate a reply. 
If they don’t make eye contact, this is not a 
sign of rudeness, it just means they are not 
comfortable with it.

A touchy subject: Touch is either a great 
thing or a horrible thing for those with ASD. It 
is usually fairly apparent which way they will 
lean, and it is important to put in boundaries 
if a child gets inappropriate. On the other 
hand some may feel a gentle rub of the skin 
as the equivalent of being scrubbed with 
sandpaper. If they have an aversion to touch, 
then this must be taken into account as it can 
cause actual physical pain.

Sensory overload: Too much sensory input 
can cause real distress to someone with ASD. 
This may come in the form of too much light 
or noise, and their reaction should not be 
confused with a tantrum. If they are being 
distressed, find somewhere that removes the 
input so that they are better able to function.

This may all sound like a lot of information, 
and it definitely has its grey areas that make 
it challenging. However, you should not shy 
away from engaging with someone who has 
ASD. Often they find it challenging to initiate 
conversation, so by taking the initiative you 
may find that you break down some barriers. 
If they look like they do not want to interact 
with you, then just ask. Importantly, when 
treating someone with ASD be sure to assess 
their preferred method of communication.

If you want to know more about these issues, 
contact the Child Development Service 
ASD Social Worker Andrea Howard or ASD 
Coordinator Jess Winskill on x 8295.

Some of the volunteers who help out around Palmerston North Hospital.  
Yvonne Stirling, who started the group, is sitting second from the right.

More volunteers join the ranks

Are you keeping well?

http://www.tracksuitinclive.co.nz

