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Rise of the super nurse
Health editor, Adam Cresswell
February 12, 2005

THEY used to run hospital wards with ruthless efficiency, make beds with
hospital corners and provide the fodder for saucy jokes in Carry On films.

But if those stereotypes aren't quite dead yet, they soon will be – certainly if the
165 nurses meeting in Sydney today have anything to do with it.

They are in the NSW capital for a two-day conference to discuss
how nurses, working in teams with other health professionals,
can help tackle heart failure – a chronic disease estimated to
affect over 500,000 Australians, particularly the elderly.

And one of the nurses' poster girls is Libby Birchmore – the
vanguard of a new force in Australia's health system.

Birchmore is one of Australia's two nurse practitioners in heart
failure management: a nurse who can manage the day-to-day
treatment of patients, which means assessing their condition,
adjusting their medications, and even one day soon prescribing
some drugs themselves.

Birchmore is already
trained to prescribe
drugs, and expects
to begin doing so
once the South
Australian

Government makes
necessary legislative
amendments.

But extending this
right into other states

IN THIS SECTION:
Aspirin cocktail can

prevent heart attacks:
study

Anti-obesity pill
'promising'

Specialists to train in
private health sector

Mundine squares up
for the fight of his life

Doctors demand
chemist overhaul

'Older GPs adding to
problem of teen
pregnancy'

Novogen up 16c on
cancer drug tests

Health insurer lifts
fees 18pc

Asset test tug of war
no more

Doctor training time
'could be halved'

Laughter good for the
heart: experts

AFL star out for
months after suffering
stroke at age 28

Desperate AMA
offers bottle of Grange
for rural GPs

'Drug' tablets off limits
Digestion pill to end

diabetes diets
Free chickenpox

vaccine approved
Gluten-free diets a

'fad'
Kidneys for sale a

death risk
Health chasm

widening
Cannabis may trigger

psychosis

CATCH UP

See the top stories from:
Yesterday 
2 days ago 
3 days ago 
4 days ago 
5 days ago 

http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12218237%5E23289,00.htmlGo FEB MAR DEC

11
2004 2005 2007

3 captures
11 Mar 05 - 28 Jul 07

http://web.archive.org/web/20050305083300/http://redirect.news.com.au/servlet/jsp/Redirect.jsp?redirect=ni_news
http://web.archive.org/web/20050305083300/http://redirect.news.com.au/servlet/jsp/Redirect.jsp?redirect=ni_sports
http://web.archive.org/web/20050305083300/http://redirect.news.com.au/servlet/jsp/Redirect.jsp?redirect=ni_class
http://web.archive.org/web/20050305083300/http://redirect.news.com.au/servlet/jsp/Redirect.jsp?redirect=ni_newspapers
http://web.archive.org/web/20050408102550/http://adserver.news.com.au/event.ng/Type=click&FlightID=8959&AdID=14767&TargetID=3732&Redirect=/web/20050408102550/http://www.careerone.com.au/health/
http://web.archive.org/web/20050408102156/http://adserver.news.com.au/event.ng/Type=click&FlightID=7257&AdID=13699&TargetID=4108&Segments=344,562,762,763,764,765,766,767,768,771,772,776,902,903,904,905,934,935,948,1070,1074,1076,1077,1078,1079,1080,1081,1082,1117,1118,1120,1122,1123,1124,1126,1131,1136,1138,1151,1178,1188,1208,1209,1218,1270,1286,1295,1296,1348,1384,1404,1422,1430,1431,1432,1433,1439,1440,1450,1465,1504,1516,1517,1526,1532,1533,1570,1588,1620,1621,1622,1658,1759,1776,1840,1847,1851,1864,1916,1931,1941,1957,1958,1969,1973,1974,1975,1976,1977,1995,2024,2054,2089,2090,2096,2099,2101,2120,2148,2149,2154,2175,2194,2198,2251,2259,2260,2261,2262,2263,2264,2268,2269,2270,2281,2282,2283,2285,2286,2309,2310,2317,2345,2349,2366,2395,2410,2411,2416,2426,2427,2428,2430,2431,2472,2474,2477,2483,2504,2505,2507,2542,2549,2554,2555,2559,2570,2571,2578,2579,2628,2635,2637,2641,2642,2685,2687,2694,2724,2731,2787,2788,2789,2790,2808,2827,2828,2829,2830,2835,2837,2859,2860,2862,2887,2888,2889,2905,2922,2924,2933,2934,2949,2950,2952,2972,3014,3015,3018,3033,3039,3082,3083,3086,3089,3107,3109,3112,3140,3199,3200,3201,3234,3235,3240,3241,3248,3268,3269,3270,3271,3286,3292,3293,3294,3295,3296,3297,3298,3303,3311,3317,3334,3336,3337,3340,3342,3343,3358,3366,3367,3368,3374,3375,3384,3406,3441,3459,3460,3461,3500,3536,3540,3544,3551,3597,3598,3618,3619,3632,3634,3647,3666,3667,3668,3669,3686,3687,3693,3782,3796,3797,3806,3807,3808,3809,3810,3811,3813,3814,3815,3844&Targets=3902,3938,3301,4108,4254,4079,3132,3855,3731,3800,3964,4285&Values=25,30,46,50,63,77,85,100,110,150,154,238,288,398,423,640,642,776,785,891,3126,4535,4589,4603&RawValues=SECTION,health&Redirect=/web/20050408102156/http://www.newstext.com.au/pg/
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/homedelivery/
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/archives/
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/breakingnews
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/sectionindex1/0,5745,National%255E%255ETEXT,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/sectionindex1/0,5745,World%255E%255ETEXT,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/opindex/0,9320,sport%255E%255ETEXT,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/opindex/0,9320,au-afl%255E%255ETEXT,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/opindex/0,9320,financial%20news%255E%255ETEXT,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/sectionindex1/0,5745,au_weird%255E%255ETEXT,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/opindex/0,9320,opinion%255E%255ETEXT,00.html
javascript:void(0)
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/cartoon
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/opindex/0,9320,ausarts%5E%5ETEXT,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/sectionindex1/0,5745,aviation%255E%255ETEXT,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/sectionindex1/0,5745,au_defence%255E%255ETEXT,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/opindex/0,9320,au_features%255E%255ETEXT,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/sectionindex1/0,5745,aushealth%255E%255ETEXT,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/sectionindex1/0,5745,aushighered%255E%255ETEXT,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/opindex/0,9320,media%255E%255ETEXT,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/motoring
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/sectionindex1/0,5745,primespace%255E%255ETEXT,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/sectionindex1/0,5745,au_environment%255E%255ETEXT,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/sectionindex1/0,5745,au_science%255E%255ETEXT,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/opindex/0,9320,traveller%255E%255ETEXT,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://newsmedianet.com.au/home/titles/title/index.jsp?titleid=5
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://newsmedianet.com.au/home/titles/title/index.jsp?titleid=5
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://careerone.com.au/theaustralian/
javascript:void(0)
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/sectionindex2/0,5746,auscontacts%255E%255ETEXT,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://theaustralian.newsstand.com/?x=89&y=24
http://web.archive.org/web/20050308130816/http://adserver.news.com.au/event.ng/Type=click&FlightID=8943&AdID=14740&TargetID=3725&Segments=562,762,763,764,765,766,767,768,771,772,776,902,903,904,905,934,935,1070,1074,1076,1077,1078,1079,1080,1081,1082,1117,1118,1120,1122,1123,1124,1126,1131,1136,1138,1151,1178,1208,1209,1218,1270,1286,1295,1296,1348,1384,1404,1422,1430,1431,1432,1433,1439,1440,1450,1465,1504,1516,1517,1526,1532,1533,1588,1620,1621,1622,1658,1759,1776,1840,1847,1851,1864,1916,1931,1941,1957,1958,1969,1973,1974,1975,1976,1977,1995,2024,2054,2089,2090,2096,2099,2101,2120,2148,2149,2154,2175,2194,2251,2259,2260,2261,2262,2263,2264,2268,2269,2270,2281,2282,2283,2285,2286,2309,2310,2317,2345,2349,2366,2395,2410,2411,2416,2426,2427,2428,2430,2431,2472,2474,2483,2504,2505,2507,2542,2549,2554,2555,2559,2570,2571,2578,2579,2628,2635,2637,2641,2642,2685,2687,2694,2724,2731,2787,2788,2789,2790,2808,2827,2828,2829,2830,2835,2837,2859,2860,2862,2888,2889,2922,2924,2933,2934,2943,2949,2950,2952,2972,3014,3015,3018,3033,3039,3082,3083,3086,3089,3107,3109,3112,3140,3199,3200,3201,3234,3235,3240,3241,3248,3268,3269,3270,3271,3286,3292,3293,3294,3295,3296,3297,3298,3303,3311,3317,3328,3336,3337,3340,3342,3343,3358,3366,3367,3368,3374,3375,3406,3441,3459,3460,3461,3500,3536,3540,3544,3561,3597,3598,3618,3619,3632,3634,3647,3666,3667,3668,3669,3686,3687,3693&Targets=3990,3725&Values=34,46,51,63,77,83,100,110,238,288,398,780,785,953,3009,3126,3834,4140,4256,4473,4495,4535&RawValues=SECTION,story&Redirect=/web/20050308130816/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/homedelivery/
javascript:history.back()
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/printpage/0,5942,12218237,00.html
javascript:emailWindow()
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12511339%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12511340%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12508995%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12497724%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12497805%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12487627%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12485564%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12487621%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12441532%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12487852%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12478114%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12475230%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12475224%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12471869%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12471871%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12471873%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12463894%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12463864%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12463900%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12465652%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/archive/?date=1#
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/archive/?date=2#
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/archive/?date=3#
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/archive/?date=4#
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/archive/?date=5#
http://web.archive.org/web/
http://web.archive.org/web/20051214063933/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12218237%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20051214063933/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12218237%255E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20070728091913/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12218237%5E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532*/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12218237%5E23289,00.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12218237%5E23289,00.html


3/1/14 9:43 PMThe Australian: Rise of the super nurse [February 12, 2005]

Page 2 of 5http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12218237%5E23289,00.html

 

Digital edition  
FOI  

PDA edition  

Schools  
Special Reports  

Sponsorship  
Technology  

right into other states
is squarely in the
sights of Simon
Stewart, professor of
health research at
the University of
Queensland's school
of nursing.

Australia's only other
nurse practitioner in heart failure – James McVeigh in Sydney –
will be at today's conference with Stewart and Birchmore.

Stewart says that while Victoria and NSW have done well by
implementing limited versions of heart failure treatment
programs, Queensland is only starting to develop a plan, and
other states "are way behind".

But as far as Stewart is concerned, heart failure – triggered by
the heart failing to pump blood properly, causing a number of
problems such as shortness of breath, fluid retention and
palpitations – is just the start when it comes to expanding nurses'
roles.

"One of the things we will talk about (at the conference) is that
this is a new model for nursing beyond heart failure," says
Stewart, who is also professor of cardio-vascular nursing at the
University of South Australia.

Heart failure is a big enough area to start with.

In a study last year in the journal Heart Lung and Circulation
(2004;13:266-273), Stewart and others warned Australia was "in
the midst of a heart failure epidemic" that was already causing
1.4 millions days of hospitalisation a year at a cost of over $1
billion.

Those with heart failure have a poor prognosis. The National
Institute of Clinical Studies says only 50 per cent of patients
survive 12 months in severe cases, and even of those without
any symptoms only 50 per cent survive five years.

And here's a stark statistic: heart failure patients are three times

more likely to die within three years than patients diagnosed with
breast cancer.

Symptoms of the disease can be unpleasant: patients often have
difficulty sleeping because when they lie down, their lungs start to
fill up with fluid.

In 2003, the NICS declared heart failure one of its clinical priority
areas because of evidence suggesting many sufferers were not
receiving appropriate treatment.
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Under the model of nursing care for heart failure as practised by
Birchmore, she usually makes contact with heart failure patients
once they are admitted to Adelaide's Queen Elizabeth Hospital
where she works.

At that stage she plans what care might be needed, and goes to
visit patients in their homes within two weeks of discharge,
except for a minority of younger patients who might be well
enough to come into a treatment clinic.

"I do a physical assessment, looking at all the clinical markers of
heart failure – such as listening to the chest to make sure there's
no fluid, look at the jugular venous pressure," Birchmore says.

"But this is a nursing assessment, so it incorporates all the other
traditional nursing things like bowel and bladder function, the
patient's general physical state, their hygiene and whether they
need some assistance.

"It's still using the nursing philosophy – it's looking at the total
person, not just the specific cardiac issue."

The model means patients can be taught in their own home how
to manage their condition themselves, rather than wait until they
have to return to hospital.

This means following dietary guidelines, such as avoiding salt
and alcohol, daily weigh-ins to check for fluid build-up, and
knowing when to use their diuretic medication, which reduces
fluids.

And evidence suggests this model brings dramatic
improvements. Birchmore is now completing an audit of her
services in 2004, which shows a sharp drop in the percentage of
her patients who have to be readmitted to hospital compared to
other heart failure patients.

While 30 to 50 per cent of conventionally treated patients are
readmitted within six months of discharge, among Birchmore's
patients it was 20 per cent within three months and just 11.4 per
cent at six and 12 months.

"I haven't costed that out, but it's a substantial financial saving,"
Birchmore says.

Those of her patients who were readmitted also had shorter stays
(four to five days on average) than normal patients (seven to
eight days).

But nurses may not win a bigger role without friction from doctors'
groups.

In a position statement drawn up in 1994 and still in force, the
AMA warns that "primary health care is the role of general



3/1/14 9:43 PMThe Australian: Rise of the super nurse [February 12, 2005]

Page 4 of 5http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/common/story_page/0,5744,12218237%5E23289,00.html

AMA warns that "primary health care is the role of general
medical practitioners".

The association is particularly opposed to moves that would allow
nurses to diagnose illnesses or prescribe drugs, except under the
direct supervision of a doctor, or in rural areas too remote to
support a GP.

However, governments may find the prospect of financial savings
from the nursing model too compelling to resist.

In another paper by Stewart about to be published in the
European Journal of Heart Failure , he said previous studies
suggested that in many developed nations treating heart failure
by conventional methods was likely to soak up 1 to 2 per cent of
total health care expenditure.

Hospital treatment accounted for the lion's share – over 66 per
cent – of this cost, Stewart's paper said, promising big savings
from any program that would reduce the need for patients to go
back into hospital.

Birchmore says that once a nurse is in the patient's home, it's
much easier to assess how they really live and what other health
services – such as podiatry or physiotherapy they might need,
and to organise it for them.

She can also check out what medications they are taking and
ensure there are no dangerous interactions, or drugs being taken
twice because they are different brand names.

"This is an ideal chronic disease management program,"

Birchmore enthuses, saying it could work equally well for
diabetes, respiratory illnesses and musculo-skeletal complaints.

"All this is being done in an environment where the GP is under
tremendous pressure. The AMA feared we would be in
competition with the GP, but we will be working with GPs to
enhance outcomes."

Work is already under way to see what other areas could benefit
from nursing roles.

Stewart is currently doing work for the National Health and
Medical Research Council to explore how nurses could help treat
other chronic cardiac conditions, such as atrial fibrillation (chaotic
heartbeat, often associated with stroke) and chronic angina.

"We have done some piloting work that shows nursing
management of atrial fibrillation does make a difference and we
are undertaking a large randomised control trial," Stewart says.

"But heart failure is the hot topic, the one we think we will get
most funding from state and federal government for.
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most funding from state and federal government for.

"Programs like this cost money, but it reduces hospitalisations
and pays for itself.

"We have had a patchy response – we are way behind the rest of
the world in identifying heart failure as a problem, and coming in
with solutions. It's a downright embarrassment."

back PRINT-FRIENDLY VERSION EMAIL THIS STORY

privacy       terms      © The Australian

javascript:history.back()
http://web.archive.org/web/20050311092532/http://www.theaustralian.news.com.au/printpage/0,5942,12218237,00.html
javascript:emailWindow()
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)

