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Technology to enhance
wireless connectivity 
Three years after moving from its former base into a considerably larger and more modern
office and factory complex in Bournemouth, family owned designer, manufacturer and
installer of wireless nurse call solutions, Courtney-Thorne, is enjoying the benefits

Courtney-Thorne was established 
50 years ago in Bournemouth as 
a manufacturer of alarm systems for the
fire, security and nurse call sectors. Since
1990, however, it has focused specifically
on wireless nurse call technology. 

Such is the company’s engineering
expertise, focus on research and
development, design and innovation and
determination to ensure connectivity
between the new ‘premium’ nurse call
system and a growing range of ‘smart’
devices, it can now justifiably claim to
offer some of the UK’s most advanced
equipment. 

The company was established in 1968
by Paul Vickrage, who began his career as
an electrician before studying
electronics at night school, and it is still
family owned. His son Graham Vickrage
explains: “My father’s early electrical work
took him into care homes  where he
rapidly recognised the need for wireless

nurse call systems, and indeed he is still
seen as one of the pioneers of such
equipment. Care homes have remained a
key market for us ever since. 

“Having gained a computing degree
from Oxford Brookes University, I worked
for a number of software companies
before taking over as managing director
in 2007. Among my goals has been to
take the company from being
predominantly a supplier of nurse call
equipment to small nursing and care
homes to being a provider of care
technology to larger facilities operated
by sizeable corporate groups,” he adds. 

Looking back at the past three to four
years, one of the key milestones for the
company has been the move to a new
base in 2014. “The move from our former
premises a mile or so away to a new two
storey building provided us with a
considerably more comfortable and
efficient working environment for our

various departments – the internal and
external sales teams, research and
development, the management team
and other administrative personnel. 

“The 6,700 ft2 premises, which is
double the size of our former building,
also houses a larger technical facility and
warehouse. Although most of our
assembly and manufacture is
undertaken locally by sub-contractors,
many of whom we have worked with for
years, we pride ourselves on undertaking
all our research and new product
development inhouse. This is one of our
major strengths.”

The company is increasingly focusing
on making systems future-proof –
particularly through ensuring
connectivity with smart and sensor
based technologies – to ensure it stays
ahead of the competition. 

Courtney-Thorne’s nurse call systems
are sold into nursing and care homes,
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acute hospitals, some mental
healthcare facilities and hospices.
Vickrage says: “The care home sector is
currently our biggest market, although
we are seeing growth in our share of the
acute hospital market.” 

Knowing that the company prides
itself on incorporating cutting edge
technology into its equipment, Vickrage
highlights some of Courtney-Thorne’s
most exciting recent product
developments. He says: “Our key focus
in the past three to four years has
undoubtedly been the development
and launch of our highly advanced and
feature-rich Altra Care Smart nurse call
system. We began developing what we
believe is the market’s most future-
proof wireless system in tandem with
the formulation of a new medium to
long term strategy.”

Future-proofing
When considering the key features and
functionality of the new Altra wireless
nurse call system, the company’s goal
was to make it genuinely future-proof,
particularly through connectivity with
the growing range of ‘smart’ wireless
devices.

Commercial director Andy Vale says:
“One only has to look at the growing
interest in ‘smart homes’ to see how far
wireless technology has come in recent
years. We are now seeing more and
more care home owners and managers
adopting similar solutions to manage
their businesses more efficiently. 

“Electronics have become far more
portable, with universal adoption of
smart phones and tablets and so on.
Indeed, the growing acceptance and
indeed popularity of wireless devices in
the nurse call sector is clear from the
fact that even some of the longest
established hard wired system suppliers
now offer a wireless alternative. 

“In our key market – care homes – it is
now generally the norm to see staff
walking around armed with a tablet on
which they write up all the residents’
notes. However, while wireless has
made significant inroads in healthcare,
to date we believe we have only
scratched the surface in terms of the
range of additional capabilities a nurse
call system can offer over and above its
primary function.”

With this in mind, Vickrage elaborates
a little on some of the key thinking
behind the development of the new
Altra system. He says: “We identified in
the strategy plan that we needed several
areas of the business to change in order
to hit growth targets and felt that, good

though they are, our existing nurse call
solutions would not offer the future-
proofing and ‘next generation’
capabilities the market would be after. 

“Altra, which we launched in 2017, is
a really advanced 21st century system
that combines smart mobile
technology with the best of wireless
nurse call. We offer two variants: Altra
Health for the acute sector and Altra
Care for care homes. While the two
address different needs, both harness
built-in Bluetooth and Wi-Fi sensors,
allowing connectivity and integration
with a wide range of devices,” he adds. 

Meeting needs
Key functionality includes customer
configurable audio and visual alerts for
different call types, the ability to display a
map of a home to show which room or
person a call is from and where they are,
and full logging of all calls and events,
providing, for example, a care home shift
supervisor or management team with
detailed reporting as and when required. 

Vickrage explains: “One of our key
goals with Altra was to incorporate as
much technology as we could into the
hardware and then, over time, to activate
many of the features and benefits via

In-house trained installation and service engineers pictured at Courtney-Thorne’s
Bournemouth head office



regular software upgrades on an ongoing
basis. This approach also eliminates the
need to go back and upgrade the
hardware every time, which can be
disruptive; with Altra the customer will be
notified when an update or new feature is
available and after downloading it, can
simply start using it.”

He continues: “One of the most
important areas for us and our care
home customers today is data.
Companies and other organisations
operating care homes in particular have
become increasingly keen for their nurse
call systems to offer data collection and
reporting. This means they can, for
example, get a snapshot of staff
performance and response times on
demand or identify problem areas in a
particular facility by viewing in-depth
data either on screen at their chosen
location, at home, in the office, while
away on business or in printed form.

“The data viewing, reporting and
analysis functionality on Altra sees the
data on all calls and responses regularly
transmitted to the main nurse call unit
throughout the day. Then, typically every
evening, the data is sent to Courtney-
Thorne’s cloud-based storage facility.
Authorised users, such as care home
group management teams, nursing
managers or board personnel, can log in
to securely view, export and print any
data required,” he adds.

“The ability to view and analyse data
on demand is key given the Care Quality
Commission’s (CQC) growing scrutiny of
the performance of all types of health
and care facility. One of its five main
performance indicators is ‘response’.
The cloud facility gives users visibility
across their entire organisation at the
click of a button; for example,
management personnel can compare
not only the performance of different

teams or shifts in one home, but equally
different homes performance.”

Improving the environment
One area in which Courtney-Thorne feels
it remains well ahead of the competition
is in the incorporation of technologies
that not only benefit residents and staff
day to day, but might also be used to
enhance the care environment. Vickrage
explains: “For instance, a number of the
Altra system components – such as the
Altra Call room units – incorporate
sensors and can thus feedback data to
the main console on elements such as
room temperature and sound levels.” 

The Altra system room call points /
handsets, including the Altra Call Lite, the
Altra Call – with a traditional pear push
button, the Altra Pull – with a pull cord,
typically fitted in an en-suite bathroom
and the Altra Call+, again with a pear push
button and the ability to switch on lights.
Vickrage says: “A raft of technology –
increasingly sensor-based – can be built
into the handsets. One of Altra’s
advantages is that alongside harnessing
our standard radio technology, all the
devices are Bluetooth-enabled. Having
this very mainstream technology
embedded gives us a multitude of
enhancements moving forward.”

Vale adds: “We are already developing
an ever-evolving range of accessories
and ancillaries which will harness
Bluetooth or radio technology and thus
help future-proof our equipment. For
example, mobile residents can use Altra
Wear, a wrist or pendant-worn device.
This provides a call button and fall
detector to alert staff to the resident’s
location should an emergency arise.”

The company also recently launched
a Bluetooth-activated wireless trigger
unit, Altra Link, which will negate the need
to plug in a pressure, bed or chair mat
with a cable, which is in itself a potential
trip hazard and is something that users
have been requesting for many years. 

Vickrage says: “Altra Link, connected
wirelessly to a standard pressure mat,
can then be paired with the nearest room
unit via Bluetooth and be completely
portable. Thus, using a combination of
assistive wireless technologies – whether
a bed mat, pressure mat or a wall or
ceiling-mounted infra-red movement
sensor – connected to Altra, staff can
see if a resident has fallen out of bed or
has merely got up. 

“We have seen no other nurse call
system with such a range of wireless
accessory connectivity. We will also be
able to link a resident or staff member’s
wearable device to an access control

system, for instance to prevent residents
from entering unauthorised areas or
keep track of a dementia resident with 
a tendency to wander,” he adds.

Given the capabilities of technologies
like Bluetooth and infra-red, the company
can see Altra increasingly being used to
track residents and staff, which could, for
example, significantly enhance clinical
efficiency by ensuring that residents and
carers are in the right place at the right
time, and that the right level of care and
attention is provided at all times.

Vale explains: “Anyone with a mobile
phone or tablet device is now familiar
with apps and their benefits, and we
already have an app that runs live call
information, which we install both on the
main panel, on mini display panels and on
staff smart devices or tablets. The Altra
system also offers staff attack alert
capability via the Altra Wear devices.”

Future connectivity 
With regard to future connectivity
potential with other equipment found 
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“Our key focus in
the past three to
four years has
undoubtedly been
the development
and launch of our
highly advanced,
feature-rich Altra
Smart nurse call
system” 
Graham Vickrage, managing
director, Courtney-Thorne

“One only has to look at the growing
interest in ‘smart homes’ to see how far
wireless technology has come,” says
Andy Vale, commercial director
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in care settings, Vickrage says: “The 
Altra display panels have Ethernet, IP,
Bluetooth and our own proprietary 
radio built in, which should address the
growing demand we are encountering for
different types of equipment to ‘talk to
each other’ (the Internet of Things),
without engineers having to extensively
re-configure things. 

“In future we envisage a system like
Altra controlling door access, being
connected to a building energy
management system and perhaps then
controlling lighting, heating, opening and
closing of curtains and even being
integrated into fire alarm monitoring and
operation. To date these capabilities
have not really made inroads into
healthcare, although we are seeing smart
technology increasingly adopted in the
domestic environment.”

Vale adds: “One of the reasons we
have been investing in ensuring
connectivity between our latest nurse
call system and other ‘smart’ equipment
– given that the care home market is still
our biggest – is that, with older people
often keen to remain in their own homes
for longer, care home residents tend
these days to be older  and thus less
independent and less able to do some
things for themselves. The incorporation
of ‘smart’ and sensor-based technology
will provide people with protected care
and minimise the number of things they
have to do for themselves. 

With the care home market clearly
Courtney-Thorne’s current focus,
Vickrage adds: “There is certainly
considerable potential, and indeed the
HTM 08-03-compliant Altra Health
system was specifically designed for that
market – for instance in terms of the
colours and call tones used. All the
components also incorporate
antimicrobial materials, which is a key
requirement for the CQC.”

With regard to installation and system
design, Vale says: “When we are
managing an entire job, we have our own
inhouse installation engineers, who
oversee and undertake the process from

end to end. All of our hardware and
software design is undertaken here, while
we use a select group of external
contractors to provide manufacturing
capability and test to our specifications. 

“Installing a system can be done with
minimum disturbance to staff or
residents in a care home. With no cabling
to install and only a few minutes per room
installing the Altra Call room units,
typically the average sized care home
installation is fully working within a few
days,” he adds.

Other developments
As for future developments, and back on
the technology front, the company
believes care management software will
have a significant role moving forward,
with sensor generated data and
environmental information increasingly
needing to be integrated into the care
plan and residents’ records. 

“We are already talking to a number of
care management software providers
about integration and have just launched
a new ‘audit’ dashboard for our cloud-
based reporting product, which will, for
example, enable a CQC inspector to
quickly view key summary information 
on screen,” says Vickrage. 

“Everything is about accountability
and governance now. The typical new
care home is now more like a five star
hotel and the government and regulators
expect the care provided to be
commensurate,” he continues. 

With this in mind, the level of visibility 
a system like Altra gives can be seen as 
a major selling point. Vickrage explains:
“One of the other end goals of further
developing Altra’s cloud-based reporting
and auditing capabilities and the
associated apps is to enable a resident’s
family to see and be reassured by the
levels of care their relative is receiving,
wherever they are – a capability not far
away now. The fact that we put a seven-
figure investment into developing Altra
shows how important the system is to 
us and it has been good to see it well
received. 

“Although there are a few systems
incorporating some of the features that
Altra does, we know of no other nurse call
system that offers such a broad range of
features and technological capabilities in
a single package. While we now have 
a really advanced core system, the 
truly exciting next phase with Altra 
will be building on and harnessing the
technologies we have built into it, to 
offer our customers in both the care
home and the acute healthcare sectors
growing functionality that will enable 
staff to take resident care to new levels,”
he concludes.                                                      TCHE

Although there are a few systems
incorporating some of the features that
Altra does, we know of no other nurse
call system that offers such a broad
a range of features and technological
capabilities in a single package

This article has been adapted from
an interview by Jonathan Baillie, the
editor of Health Estate Journal,
which appeared in the May issue of
the journal.
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