South London Trust integrates telehealth into broader strategy 
[bookmark: _GoBack]By continuing to evolve and integrate its telehealth programme into existing patient care and hospital discharge pathways, St George’s Healthcare NHS Trust reports making positive gains for both patients and clinicians

To achieve the best possible results, most healthcare providers believe a good telehealth programme needs the support of everyone involved - including patients and clinicians. At London’s St George’s Healthcare NHS Trust, adapting to the needs of the patients and incorporating the programme into the wider healthcare pathway is also an important goal. 

The Trust is one of the largest healthcare providers in southwest London. Its main site, St George’s Hospital in Tooting, is one of the country’s principal teaching hospitals. As well as acute hospital services, St George’s Healthcare NHS Trust provides a wide variety of specialist and community hospital-based care and a full range of community services to children, adults, older people and people with learning disabilities. 

With over 7,000 dedicated staff, St George’s Healthcare serves a population of 1.3 million across southwest London, covering a large number of services, such as cardiothoracic medicine and surgery, neurosciences and renal transplantation. They also cover significant populations from Surrey and Sussex, totalling around 3.5 million people. 

The heart of the matter

St George’s Healthcare NHS Trust telehealth programme first started approximately five years ago, with the purchase of five grant-funded Honeywell HomMed telehealth monitors. 

Jo Jackson, head of urgent care, community division, is responsible for overseeing telehealth in Wandsworth as well as the team of specialist community heart-failure and respiratory nurses serving the area. 
She reports that, initially, the telehealth monitors were allocated to provide support for a busy specialist community heart failure nurse at the trust.

“At the time, we only had one specialist community heart failure nurse so we decided to use it to help her manage a larger case load of heart failure patients,” she says. “The regular data obtained from the machines helped her to manage and keep a close eye on her patients.” 

In particular, Jo Jackson says that symptom monitoring helped the nurse to identify worsening of conditions and, in the cases where patients  did not respond to medication changes, a planned admission could be made - rather that the situation escalating to a more distressing emergency situation.

Growing need

The primary aims of the St George’s Healthcare NHS Trust telehealth programme are to support clinicians by giving them additional  tools to help them work effectively and to reduce avoidable hospital admissions. Following successful results with the first five monitors, the telehealth programme has continued to grow in stages, with investment made in additional monitoring equipment.

One of the early challenges of the scheme was the time clinicians were spending to install the monitors. This has been alleviated by investment in newer monitors that send patient data wirelessly and the appointment of a dedicated telehealth administrator. Now, there are 40 HomMed telehealth monitors in use in the Wandsworth community and new installations are occurring at a rate of two-three per week. 

“We have developed discharge pathways in close conjunction with the acute specialist nurses and consultants,” says Jo Jackson. “We are also looking at developing a discharge pathway from the medical assessment unit to support discharges which is being developed in close collaboration with the lead Consultant for the Unit.”

Patient support

Nordia Campbell is St George’s Healthcare NHS Trust’s dedicated telehealth administrator. She is responsible for checking all the readings, re-testing any patient who is ‘alerting’ and, if required, she will then escalate this information to the appropriate clinicians. 

To ensure the best possible level of patient experience of telehealth, in April 2011, Nordia Campbell conducted a poll amongst 20 telehealth patients. The results were shared along with other project successes, challenges and other experiences at the Honeywell HomMed Telehealth User Group Workshop in June, which encouraged debate on the benefits, barriers and solutions to implementing telehealth programmes.

All eleven respondents in the St George’s Healthcare NHS Trust’s survey agreed or strongly agreed that the monitors were easy to use and helped them to manage their health and feel more involved in their care. The feedback also showed that the patients believed daily monitoring helped their clinicians to understand changes in their conditions and gave them a sense of security and peace of mind. 
Specifically, one patient reported that monitoring and subsequent medical intervention had helped prevent water retention in their lungs, while another patient was impressed at the speed the nurse or administrator reacts when a reading is outside of their pre-determined boundaries. 

Future pathways

In addition to positive patient feedback, the results of an audit of 20 patients conducted by a respiratory nurse also showed signs that telehealth deployment is helping to reduce avoidable hospital admissions for the Trust. The nurse compared the admission rate in the three months prior to the installation of telehealth with the three months afterwards. The resulting data showed a noticeable reduction.  

Now, with the results helping to secure the growing support of clinicians, Jo Jackson has plans to continue to grow and integrate the programme. “As we are a community division of an Acute Trust, we have been able to develop some very clear discharge pathways for our primary user groups of heart failure and respiratory patients,” she says. 

“The acute nurses regularly identify patients which they think would benefit from having telehealth to support them when they come out of hospital and a pathway is in place for them to be identified and referred pre-discharge so the equipment is in place when they come out.  

“Our community services are currently being developed into four community wards, and we will be exploring how telehealth can support patient management in these community wards. 
“Now, our main goal is to get telehealth really embedded into our community wards. We want it to become mainstream and core to our long-term condition management structure so that it is seen as a valuable tool for everyday practice.”
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