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Contribution to Emergency Nursing Practice

� The current literature on telemedicine and specialty-
trained nurses in stroke indicates that both increase
timely administration of recombinant tissue plasmin-
ogen activator (rTPA).

� This article contributes to the body of knowledge about
telemedicine in emergency stroke care with a focus on
specialty-trained nurse stroke responders.

� Key implications for emergency nursing practice found
in this article focus on collaboration among team mem-
bers in the emergency department and telemedicine
service.
Abstract

Introduction: Despite the increasing incidence of acute
ischemic stroke in the United States, many health care facilities
remain unprepared to manage patients with acute stroke,
including the administration of intravenous alteplase
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(recombinant tissue plasminogen activator [rTPA]). This has
led to an opportunity for telemedicine systems to facilitate
these evaluations and acute medical stroke treatment deci-
sions. However, even telemedicine systems can fail to provide
timely evaluation and management of the patient with acute
stroke. The purpose of this retrospective study was to compare
stroke outcome metrics pre- and postimplementation of a
hybrid, local nurse-led “stroke-responder” telemedicine system.

Methods: A retrospective chart review was performed on 21
patients at a regional community hospital between the years
of 2014 and 2016. Data were collected pre- and postimplemen-
tation of a local stroke-responder system. Outcomes obtained
included door-to-alert time, door-to-computerized tomography
(CT) time, door-to-rtPA order time, and door-to-rtPA bolus dose
administration time. Outcomes were compared among years.

Results: Between 2014 and 2016, 21 charts were reviewed.
Decreased mean times were observed for all metrics. The mean
time for door-to-alert decreased from 21.19 to 5.84 minutes (P ¼
0.021), door-to-CT from 29.9 to 12.2 minutes (P ¼ 0.022), door-
to-rtPA order 88.4 to 53 minutes (P ¼ 0.021), and door-to-rtPA
administration from 106.94 to 64.65 minutes (P ¼ 0.001).

Conclusion: In an acute stroke telemedicine system, imple-
mentation of a local nurse-led “stroke responder” system
resulted in significantly decreased acute stroke metrics for a
community hospital within a regional hospital system.
Key words: Stroke; Telemedicine; Tissue plasminogen activator;
Computerized tomography

Introduction

Ischemic stroke remains one of the leading causes of
morbidity and mortality in the United States.1 It is the fifth
leading cause of death and the leading cause of serious long-
term disability.1 As our population ages, the incidence of
ischemic stroke increases, and it is concerning that in
younger age populations it appears to be increasing as well.2
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FIGURE

Stroke responder competency.

Fowler et al/CLINICAL
Ischemic stroke is a time-critical emergency in which
expert diagnosis and rapid treatment mobilization is neces-
sary to achieve positive outcomes.3 Recombinant tissue plas-
minogen activator (rtPA) is a serine protease enzyme that
catalyzes the conversion of plasminogen to plasmin and
May 2019 VOLUME 45 � ISSUE 3
thus facilitates the degradation of fibrin clots such as those
involved in ischemic stroke.4 Administered within 4.5 hours
of onset of symptoms and with expert patient selection,
intravenous (IV) rtPA has been shown to increase the
odds of favorable outcome following ischemic stroke.
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(Continued).
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However, specialized stroke training is required to achieve
expert patient selection, and improper selection, as well as
delays in administration, can result in adverse patient out-
comes.3,5 The acute ischemic stroke patient-management
timeline is therefore critical and ultimately contributes a
large component to final patient outcomes. Core elements
of this timeline include (1) activation of the stroke alert,
(2) completion and interpretation of the noncontrasted
head computerized tomography (CT) scan, (3) physician
ordering of rtPA and pharmacy preparation of the medica-
tion, and (4) IV administration of the medication.
Stroke (Nurse) Responders

In 2005, charge nurses, clinical assistant nurse managers, unit
educators, and clinical nurse specialists (CNS) were trained to
be stroke responders to evaluate patient eligibility for rtPA
(n ¼ 15) in the emergency department and inpatient units.
Nurses completed the National Institutes of Health Stroke
Scale (NIHSS) training module and attended designated
classroom education programs. The CNS mentored stroke
responders at the point of care when evaluating patients.
Twohours of stroke-related educationwere required annually
for all stroke responders. Over a 3.5-year period, stroke re-
sponders attended to 1,506 stroke alerts and facilitated
administration of rtPA in 73 patients. Peer relationships
with physicians continued to grow over the course of time.
The Department of Neurology agreed to provide stroke
TABLE 1
Means and standard deviations

Outcome Year N Range
(minutes)

Mean Standard
deviation

Door-to-
alert

2014 21 3-96 21.19 20.26

2015 16 1-66 16 20.27
2016 19 1-25 5.84 6.40

Door-to-CT 2014 21 5-99 29.9 20.02
2015 16 3-122 27.19 31.38
2016 20 5-25 12.2 5.73

Door-to-tPA
order

2014 20 40-162 88.40 33.17

2015 15 12-126 71.47 35.33
2016 20 36-87 53 13.54

Door-to-
needle

2014 21 61-179 106.95 33.98

2015 16 42-149 91.06 37.27
2016 20 43-102 64.65 14.44
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coverage in this structure because they were comfortable
with the quality of the neuroscience nurses’ assessments and
the continuous presence of a competent in-house responder.

Increased volume of stroke alerts necessitated stroke re-
sponders removed from staffing in 2012. Stroke responders
did not serve dual roles when they were assigned this desig-
nated role during their shift. For example, they did not act as
charge nurse and stroke responder at the same time.

Evaluation of patient eligibility for comprehensive
interventional procedures was added to the stroke re-
sponders’ responsibilities in 2013, as a result of a change
in the stroke protocol. Physicians performing mechanical
endovascular revascularization procedures educated the
nurses on inclusion and exclusion criteria. A clinical compe-
tency was developed (Figure). Clinical assistant nurse man-
agers and the stroke clinical coordinator train and mentor
new stroke responders. Competency is maintained through
practice and 8 hours of stroke-related education required
annually for all stroke responders. Recertification in the
NIHSS is done every 1 to 2 years.
Telemedicine

Telemedicine provides remote consultative support via an
interactive encounter including virtual examination, tele-
medicine assessment, and remote diagnosis and treatment
decision making.6 Telemedicine in stroke care has the
been shown to increase use of rtPA and decrease delays in
TABLE 2
Comparative statistics (analysis of variance [ANOVA])
for 2014, 2015, and 2016

Outcome F Degrees of
freedom

P value
(significant)

Door-to-alert 4.19 2 0.021
2014 compared
with 2016

0.016

Door-to-CT 4.10 2 0.022
2014 compared
with 2016

0.026

Door-to-tPA
order

7.79 2 0.001

2014 compared
with 2016

0.001

Door-to-needle 9.52 2 0.000
2014 compared
with 2015

0.032

2014 compared
with 2016

0.000
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diagnosis and treatment.7 Nurses with technical, clinical,
and interpretative skills are key members of telemedicine
stroke teams. Nurses with specialty training in stroke-evalu-
ation protocols (National Institutes of Health Stroke Scale)
have been shown to decrease times from door-to-needle
administration of rtPA.5

In our regional health care system, before the implemen-
tation of a local nurse-led stroke-responder system, the com-
munity emergency medical provider would call an on-call
specialist with a nationwide network for telemedicine stroke
services. The ED personnel would then complete a question-
naire and fax the document to the network. After review by
the network specialist, he or she would respond back to staff
at the facility with a recommendation to administer tPA or
not. Sometimes this process took up to 40minutes. Following
implementation of a stroke-responder system, local on-site
nurses responded to all stroke alerts in person at the facility,
performed the initial evaluations, and responded via telemed-
icine. The focus of the nurse responder was to assist with the
neurological assessment and facilitation of the acute diagnostic
and treatment processes: specifically, to perform the initial
NIHSS, report this to the responding neurologist, and facili-
tate the administration of rtPA if ordered by the neurologist.
Their overarching role is to facilitate the process to determine
patient eligibility for tPA and comprehensive interventional
procedures within a limited timeframe.
Methods

Local institutional review board approval was obtained
before acquisition and analysis of any patient data. One facil-
ity in our health care system was chosen for retrospective
chart review. Charts were reviewed for 21 stroke patients be-
tween January 2014 and December 2016 who presented to
this hospital. Inclusion criteria included presentation to the
emergency department, complaints of symptoms of acute
stroke, activation of a stroke alert, activation of
telemedicine, and administration of rtPA. Inpatient stroke
alerts were excluded. Variables measured included door-to-
stroke alert time, door-to-CT time, door-to-rtPA decision
time, and door-to-rtPA bolus-dose time. Discrete statistics
were derived for each of these variables as shown in Table 1.
A year-based, between-subjects analysis was performed via
analysis of variance methods as shown in Table 2.

Results

Twenty-one patients were included in the data analysis. Over
the course of 3 years, themean times for eachmetric decreased
(Table 1). Specifically, the door-to-alert time decreased from
21.19 minutes to 5.84 minutes (P¼ 0.021), the door-to-CT
May 2019 VOLUME 45 � ISSUE 3
time decreased from 29.9 minutes to 12.2 minutes
(P ¼ 0.022), the door-to-rtPA-order time decreased from
88.40 minutes to 53 minutes (P ¼ 0.001), and the door-
to-rtPA-administration time decreased from 106.95 minutes
to 64.65 minutes (P ¼ 0.001) (Table 2).
Discussion

In this retrospective analysis, we observed a significant
decrease across all acute stroke metrics over a 3-year period
following the implementation of a hybrid stroke-responder
telemedicine paradigm compared with a standard stroke
telemedicine paradigm. There are several limitations and
strengths of this study, the primary being the retrospective
nature of the analysis and the small sample size. However,
there are several unique limitations.

One confounding component of the data was that of
increased staff awareness of stroke symptoms during the study
period, due to local campaign efforts. This may be reflected in
stroke-alert activation time, during which, statistically, there
was no difference between 2014 and 2015; however, a statis-
tically significant difference became apparent between 2014
and 2016. This number may not be due to the change in tele-
medicine services but rather to increased staff awareness of
stroke symptoms and thus an inherently greater exposure to
the patient population. The time from door-to-CT scan
dramatically decreased to 12.2 minutes in 2016. However,
a significant component of this decrease could have been
due to fine-tuning of processes related to notification, trans-
port, and reading of images by the radiology department. The
time from door-to-rtPA order decreased by approximately
35 minutes between 2014 and 2016 and approximately
17 minutes from 2014 to 2015. Similar to the aforemen-
tioned limitations, various multidisciplinary process improve-
ments also may have contributed to the outcomes observed.

Collaboration through telemedicine with stroke
responders and staff at outlying facilities builds relationships
across the organization. A team approach to delivery of effi-
cient, effective care has been demonstrated in the stroke tele-
medicine program.

Strengths of the study include the novel concept of a local
stroke-responder system in comparison with a traditional
stroke telemedicine system and standardized and uniform
data acquisition from 1 institution and multiyear follow-up.

Implications for Emergency Nursing Practice

ED nurses care for acute stroke patients in collaboration
with the ED team, radiology staff, neurologists, and
nurse stroke responders. This interaction may take place
through a telemedicine system. Specialty-trained nursing
WWW.JENONLINE.ORG 247
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staff and neurologists in stroke assessment and management
provide support and guidance to the ED team, especially for
acute interventions such as administration of rTPA. Emer-
gency nursing practice for patients with acute stroke is
enhanced with the use of telemedicine and experts.
Summary

This study suggests that the presence of local, specialty-
trained nursing staff can improve standard ischemic stroke
metrics in an acute ischemic stroke telemedicine system
and that future study is warranted in this area.
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