Even with helicopter EMS, hospital transfer
can delay treatment for heart attacks
7 December 2010
Helicopter emergency medical services can be a
life saver for patients needing immediate care. But,
according to a University of Cincinnati study, the
process of activating them often delays treatment
beyond recommended times.
The study, published online ahead of print in
Annals of Emergency Medicine, was led by
assistant professor Jason McMullan, MD. In a
multicenter, retrospective chart review, McMullan
found that a majority of STEMI heart attack
patients transferred by a hospital-based helicopter
emergency medical service (HEMS) in 2007 did
not receive treatment within the time period
recommended by national physician groups.
For patients with a ST-elevation myocardial
infarction (STEMI), a type of heart caused by a
sudden, total blockage of a coronary artery, the
American Heart Association and American College
of Cardiologists have set a goal of 30 minutes to
open the artery if a clot-busting drug is given (a
treatment known as fibrinolysis) or 90 minutes if a
stent is to be placed in the artery (percutaneous
coronary intervention, or PCI). The length of time
from the patient's arrival at the emergency
department to treatment by PCI is commonly
referred to as "door to balloon" time.

flown by a helicopter emergency medical service
from 16 referring to six receiving hospitals in
Greater Cincinnati. He found that, of those patients
transferred for PCI, only 3 percent received
treatment within the 90-minute goal, and more than
half were treated after two hours.
"Our results suggest that, when inter-hospital
transfers are required, significant delays are
introduced, even when a helicopter is used," says
McMullan. "A tremendous amount of time is lost in
trying to contact a cardiologist to accept the patient,
which, during the time period studied, had to be
done before Air Care could be called. We
recommend that in these situations, hospitals
without a PCI capability consider early fibrinolytic
therapy."
The study found only one in five patients was
treated with fibrinolytic therapy prior to transfer to a
hospital with PCI capability. Of those, fewer than
half were treated within the 30-minute goal.
Authors point towards delays in the process of
activating HEMS that can contribute to delays in
treatment.

"The take-home point of our findings is certainly not
that helicopter EMS doesn't help STEMI heart
attack patients; on the contrary, HEMS undoubtedly
"The goal of treating patients suffering heart
attacks is to open a clogged cardiac artery as soon saves many lives in getting suburban and rural
as possible," says McMullan. "While all emergency STEMI patients to cardiac catheterization labs for
departments have access to fibrinolysis, not every PCI as rapidly as possible," says paper co-author
William Hinckley, MD. "Rather, the point is that
hospital is capable of PCI. As a result, many
people are transferred to a PCI hospital to receive calling the helicopter is not like saying, 'Beam me
a stent and a helicopter is frequently used to make up, Scotty' on 'Star Trek.' It's fast, but it's not
instantaneous."
that transfer as fast as possible."
With the chart review, researchers aimed to
estimate the proportion of STEMI patients
transported by a hospital-based helicopter who met
those national goals.
McMullan reviewed the charts of 179 subjects,

They recommend that hospitals consider strategies
to reduce the time required for transfers, possibly
by creating a streamlined system in which an
emergency medicine physician is able to call for
both helicopter transport and cardiologist approval
with a single phone call or by allowing non-
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physician personnel to request a transfer.
Hinckley says other strategies could include
enabling rural EMS squads to activate Air Care
from the field. Based on the research, he says Air
Care is working with physician partners at referring
and receiving hospitals to implement such new
protocols and decrease the time from diagnosis to
treatment for STEMI patients.
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