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In-hospital cardiac arrest (IHCA), defined as loss of 
circulation prompting resuscitation with chest compressions, 
defibrillation, or both, is an increasingly common event 
affecting healthcare systems worldwide (1). The Get With 
The Guidelines-Resuscitation (GWTG-R) registry, a large, 
prospective, hospital-based clinical registry, documented an 
average of 209,000 cases of IHCA each year in the United 
States between 2003 and 2007, with an increase to 292,000 
per year between 2008 and 2017 (1,2). Survival rates for 
IHCA remain poor (3,4) with average survival rates of about 
26% among 311 hospitals in the United States in 2017 (2). 
The rate of survival to hospital discharge after cardiac arrest 
varies among medical centers and is higher in hospitals 
with higher cardiac arrest volume, higher surgical volume, 
greater availability of invasive cardiac services, and more 
affluent catchment areas (2). Among those surviving to 
hospital discharge, 81.7% were considered to possess good 
functional status as evidenced by a cerebral performance 
category of 1 or 2 (2), representing mild or no neurologic 
disability to moderate neurologic disability (5).

A significant difference in survival rates exists across 
hospitals in the United States, with survival rates ranging 
from 5.3–49.6% (3,6). This wide variation is present despite 
published guidelines by the American Heart Association 
(AHA) for the management of cardiac arrest. Even with 
guidelines in place, implementation of recommended 
procedures during IHCA has proved difficult as these 
events take place in varied environments with complex 

and diverse medical issues and require the collaboration of 
a multidisciplinary team to achieve successful outcomes. 
There are several factors involved and multiple steps are 
needed to ensure effective management of an IHCA patient.

The initial step in the evaluation and treatment of IHCA 
requires timely identification of the cardiac arrest event and 
the underlying cause. When a cardiac arrest occurs, early 
appropriate initiation of cardiopulmonary resuscitation 
(CPR) with quality chest compressions and thorough post-
resuscitation care are crucial to a positive outcome (1,5,7). 
In approximately 50–60% of cases, the underlying cause is 
cardiac in nature, whereas 15–40% are due to respiratory 
insufficiency (1) and appropriate care is needed for each 
of the underlying conditions and modifying factors to 
prevent deterioration that might lead to cardiac arrest. 
Development of a dedicated cardiac arrest or code team 
is essential. Top-performing hospitals are found to have 
dedicated or designated resuscitation teams with additional 
support staff (i.e., nursing, pharmacy, clerical, spiritual staff), 
clear patterns of communication between team members, 
and specific training and education around resuscitation (7). 
Although ample research has been performed regarding 
procedural techniques for the evaluation and management 
of IHCA, investigation into healthcare professionals’ roles, 
particularly the role of nurses, during a cardiac arrest event 
is limited.

Guetterman et al. (8) addressed this issue through a 
secondary analysis of qualitative data to examine the roles of 
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nurses during resuscitation care across a wide spectrum of 
hospitals. This analysis was intended to assist in identifying 
nursing-focused strategies that may be linked to better 
IHCA outcomes. The study was completed by conducting 
semi-structured interviews at nine hospitals participating 
in the AHA’s GWTG-R registry that varied in geography, 
academic status, and risk-standardized IHCA survival. 
Hospitals were categorized into performance quartiles 
based on risk-standardized rates of survival to discharge. 
The study included higher-performing, middle-performing, 
and lower-performing hospitals.

The main finding of the study is that higher-performing 
hospitals emphasized the role of nurses as bedside first 
responders, resuscitation team members, and administrative 
leaders. These hospitals provide training, organizational 
flexibility, and support to nurses. Likewise, higher-
performing hospitals empowered nurses to function 
at higher levels of clinical practice, including leading 
bedside defibrillation when possible. In addition, they also 
encouraged nurses to become leaders in resuscitation care 
either by being an administrator that further supported 
the bedside nurses, being the resuscitation team leader 
during the cardiac arrest event, or as clinical champions 
for resuscitation care. Overall, the study found that higher-
performing hospitals had a more permissive role for nurses 
during cardiac arrest events, whereas lower-performing 
hospitals had more restrictive roles for nurses during 
resuscitation care.

The major strength of this research is that the study 
sampled hospitals across the United States that varied on 
four characteristics: geographic region, academic status, 
number of beds, and risk-standardized IHCA survival. The 
researchers were able to identify numerous roles nurses 
hold in the care of patients experiencing an IHCA event as 
well as important differences in the support nurses receive 
at higher- and lower-performing hospitals. The positive 
impact of mentoring, debriefing, and empowering nurses 
at hospitals that performed more highly in terms of IHCA 
patient care and outcomes were also identified. The study 
provides much-needed information to help formulate 
standardization of policies across a spectrum of hospitals in 
training and mentoring their work force to achieve better 
outcomes for patients with IHCA.

A limitation of this study is that causal inferences 
regarding IHCA could not be drawn, which is rightly 
acknowledged by the investigators. In addition, the primary 
investigators were unblinded to the hospitals’ performance 
levels, and information about IHCA processes was obtained 

through self-reporting by hospital personnel; therefore, 
a potential for bias exists. The information gathered was 
attained from a larger study in which the focus was on 
IHCA processes and outcomes, not specifically on nursing, 
which may have affected the results.

This study clearly demonstrates the impact and role 
nurses have at the bedside in caring for patients who 
develop IHCA. Further research is needed to elucidate 
the role of other healthcare team members, such as the 
pharmacist and support staff who participate during the 
management of IHCA. The roles and impact of various 
medical professionals in the prevention of IHCA, prompt 
treatment response, and post-event care need to be better 
defined to appreciate the full picture of the healthcare team 
in improving outcomes after an IHCA event (9,10).

This is  important in view of numerous studies 
demonstrating that improving care of patients at risk of 
IHCA events begins with prevention. As such, it has now 
been added as the first link in the Chain of Survival for 
IHCA in the AHA guidelines for CPR and Emergency 
Cardiovascular Care (1). Healthcare institutions must 
work to establish a system that allows healthcare providers 
from across the medical spectrum to rapidly and accurately 
identify at-risk or deteriorating patients and create 
appropriate interventional responses such as the activation 
of rapid response teams (1). As each passing minute 
without intervention following cardiac arrest decreases 
the likelihood of disability-free survival, the provision of 
high-quality care by first responders at the bedside and the 
quality of cardiac arrest treatment, including CPR, must be 
improved to enhance survival rates and overall outcomes 
(10,11). Hospital staff, including nurses, pharmacists, 
and physicians must  be adequately educated and 
properly trained to deliver the best possible care in team 
environments (11). Once return of spontaneous circulation 
is achieved, post-cardiac arrest care should be initiated 
quickly to establish hemodynamic and neurologic stability 
(1,9). The Institute of Medicine (11) has suggested an 
effort to standardize training and performance-evaluation 
measures for cardiac arrest treatment to promote a more 
rapid and uniform adoption and assessment of high-quality 
care on a national scale. Implementation of continuous 
quality improvement initiatives with more proactive and 
responsive care models, tracking of system performance, an 
emphasis on accountability, and ensuring that personnel are 
trained to respond competently to cardiac arrest are needed 
measures across hospital systems to improve the likelihood 
of overall survival and favorable neurologic outcomes 
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following a cardiac arrest (11).
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