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Can the acute sector learn
from care homes?
With over 50 years’ experience in the health and care sector, healthcare technology provider, Courtney

Thorne, has had ample opportunity to gain valuable insights, and believes that the care home sector

arguably more quickly adapts to new technologies or trends than the acute hospital sector. Here, the

company’s Marketing manager, Greta Lucinskiene, discusses best practice, and offers some lessons on where

hospitals can learn from the care home industry in terms of deployment and use of nurse call technology.

The observations noted in this article are
based on the use of healthcare technology
in both care and hospital settings, and
consider initial and ongoing costs, system
complexity, and the needs of users
including patients, residents, care staff,
and management. Additionally, the article
draws on analysis of some important
micro and macro environmental factors
that touch on aspects important to a
variety of stakeholders.

Constant financial pressure
Despite the growing demand for their
services, care homes are under constant
financial pressure – just like hospitals.
Making cost savings is more crucial than
ever to ensure that organisations can
survive and thrive. Technology plays 
an important role when planning cost
efficiencies without negatively affecting
the quality of service, and can often
significantly improve it. Considering this, 
it is worth looking at one of the biggest
expenses – human resources. 

Human resources and automation 
Many care homes struggle with a
shortage of skilled staff and, coupled with
increases in the minimum wage, their
employees’ time is the most precious
resource. With enormous workloads, staff
are often overworked, which can result 
in lengthy waiting times for residents 
in need of help or care. Often the best-

Garden Suburb, for Jewish men and
women and their spouses aged over 60,
that has just been awarded an overall
‘Outstanding’ rating by the CQC. He says
of his experience of Courtney Thorne
equipment: “Delivering the highest
standards of care is the number one
priority for Nightingale Hammerson. 
The Courtney Thorne nurse call system 
is easy to operate for both staff and
patients, and affords added value to our
management team with up-to-date and
easy-to-access data. This data ensures
that we have accurate information about
response rates, helping us reassure
relatives about the standard of care 
being provided to their loved ones.”

Simple, quick solutions
Most care homes do not have spare
capacity for relocating their residents
when introducing technology
developments that need cabling. Installing
wiring infrastructure often means service
disturbance, extra costs, and a very
complicated process for the whole
organisation. Care home facilities

Automated performance reports save staff time and provide more accurate data for management personnel.

performing care homes have a greater
understanding of this, and, by
implementing ‘smart solutions’, avoid
wasting staff time completing paperwork.
Examples of these solutions include
automation and ‘cloud’ technology. 

For example, a remote nurse call
reporting system automatically records,
monitors, and analyses care home activity,
so staff do not waste their time ticking
boxes and adding notes to forms. Care
home managers and owners can access
this information remotely and quickly, and
compare performance against previous
periods for each care home, or even
groups of homes. Reports also improve
staff planning, which in turn contributes 
to more effective management of human
resources. Automated performance
reports save staff time and provide more
accurate data for management personnel.

Simon Pedzisi is director of Care
Services at Nightingale Hammerson, a
leading specialist residential care home
and charity with two facilities in London,
Nightingale House in Clapham, and
Hammerson House in Hampstead 

A remote nurse call reporting system automatically

records, monitors, and analyses care home activity,

so staff do not waste their time ticking boxes and

adding notes to forms
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managers are thus increasingly opting for
simpler, quicker solutions that minimise
disturbance to staff, residents, and overall
service. Installing a Courtney Thorne
wireless nurse call system, for instance,
only takes a few minutes per room, and
residents can remain in their rooms
during the installation. 

Sue Burton, Governance manager at
Montreux Living – which has a portfolio 
of six boutique UK care homes – shares
her experience: “The installation process
ran extremely smoothly, with very little
upheaval. The engineers completed the
work quickly and effectively, and then
showed us the system, trained our staff,
and made sure that we knew how to get
the most out of the touchscreen’s
capabilities.”

Risk of system failure
The benefits of minimal disturbance to
hospital operations are even greater
when a hospital has to go through the
complicated and expensive process of
closing a ward, while another area where
hard-wired solutions cannot compete
with wireless alternatives is when wires
get damaged and fail. This can lead to 
an overall system failure, which not only
affects patient safety, but also adds 
extra costs and the potential for major
disruption to operations. 

Some hospitals that still rely on wired
systems choose Courtney Thorne’s
wireless solutions as a back-up or
‘breakout’ system, ensuring continuity 
for safety-critical operation. When legacy
hard-wired systems suddenly fail, 
pre-configured ‘smart’ HTM 08-03-
compliant Altra Health systems can be
installed immediately and used within a
matter of hours as a failsafe –without 
the need to close off wards or relocate
patients. 

Adaptability and flexibility
Darwin once said: “It’s not the strongest
of the species that survive, but the most
adaptable.” The same principle applies to
organisations. The speed of change is
enormous, and it can be challenging for 
a large organisation to quickly react and

adapt, but that is a crucial element for
success. Room layouts, and even the
purpose of them, often change, buildings
expand, and new extensions are built to
meet increasing demand or facilitate a
new function – very similar situations
apply in hospitals. Organisations need 
to be very flexible to adapt to changes,
and this should be reflected in their
choices of technology.

Once popular, wired systems are now
– in our view at Courtney Thorne –
incapable of adapting to changes. Hence
the majority of care home managers
have little doubt about making the
choice to switch to a wireless system.
The case is strengthened when you
consider that nurse call systems can 
now integrate with other software and
hardware services deployed within 
a building, added to the low cost of
maintenance. In addition, the initial outlay
is proven to be up to 40% cheaper than
when installing a wired system.

Montreux Living – which has six
‘boutique’ UK care homes, praised the
smooth installation process offered by
the Courtney Thorne team, and the
training given to its staff to get the most
out of the technology.

Wireless technology enables undisturbed service and brings
costs savings, says Courtney Thorne.

The Altra Link wireless accessories connector ‘eliminates the
need for unsafe trailing cables and wires’.

More versatile and flexible
Mark Edwards, the owner of the Harbour
Rise Care Home in Paignton in Devon,
said: “The wireless solution was needed as
our wired system was failing, and was not
sufficiently flexible when we wanted to
extend the building. The new system is
more versatile and flexible than my
previous one, and has more advanced,
future-proofed services as standard
compared with other systems I have 
seen before.” 

While the care industry enjoys the
benefits of new technologies, there are
still many hospitals in the UK that appear
to be over-reliant on ‘legacy’ hard-wired
technology. As a result, when it comes to
re-designing hospital wards, adding more
beds, or building extensions, this means
more problems for not only Estates
Departments, but indeed for the whole
hospital and its patients.

Warrington Hospital, part of
Warrington and Halton Hospitals NHS
Foundation Trust, is one of the hospitals
that left wired technology behind and
chose Courtney Thorne technology for 
its Forget-Me-Not dementia unit. Lee
Bushell, from the hospital’s Estates
Capital Projects team, explained: 
“We needed a system that was both
flexible and scalable should we need to
reconfigure or extend the unit in the
future. The wireless system means we 
can make changes without any rewiring.”

Patient-centred device integration
Some hospital Trusts do encourage new
technology advancements; however,
many feel comfortable with older systems
and technologies that they are familiar
with. For the reasons discussed earlier, 
it is important to choose solutions that

The latest Courtney Thorne Altra nurse call system

incorporates future-proof technologies, such as a

variety of sensors and multiple connection options

built in, to offer customers future functionality that

should enable staff to take care to new levels
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are not only the most current, but are 
also future-proof, especially when it
comes to adapting to changing needs 
in combination with quickly evolving
technology. The latest Courtney Thorne
Altra nurse call system incorporates
future-proof technologies, such as a
variety of sensors and multiple
connection options built in, to offer
customers future functionality that 
should enable staff to take care to new
levels.

Courtney Thorne believes care
management software will have a
significant role moving forward, with
sensor-generated data and
environmental information increasingly
integrated into care plans and residents’
records. Managing director, Graham
Vickrage, says: “We are already talking to
a number of care management software
providers about integration, and have
launched an audit dashboard for our
cloud-based reporting product, which
will, for example, enable a CQC inspector
to quickly view key summary information
on screen.” It may take a bit longer for
hospitals to adopt the same technology
to integrate nurse call systems with
patient records, but such a move would
not only provide enhanced patient care,

but could also save thousands of work
hours for staff. Something that could be
adopted straight away is our newly
launched Bluetooth-activated wireless
trigger unit – Altra Link. In the care
industry it is being used to wirelessly
connect nurse call systems with assistive
technology devices such as chair and bed
pads, floor mats, infrared (IR) sensors, and
fall monitors, all individually connected 
to associated bed or room units. 

Bluetooth connection
With Altra Link, any of these accessories,
switches, triggers, and many other wired
devices, can simply and safely connect via
Bluetooth, eliminating the need for unsafe
trailing cables and wires. This technology
is particularly suited to dementia-aware
environments, and will be discussed in
more detail later on. Using Altra Link,
epilepsy or enuresis devices can be
connected to the nurse call system in a
hospital environment. These devices,
wirelessly connected, provide automatic
monitoring and activation of the nurse
call system, an ideal way to offer
reassurance to both users and staff
without a risk of trips and falls, and can
easily ‘follow’ the patient if they are
moved to a different location. 

Dementia focus
According to the Office for National
Statistics, the proportion of the
population aged 85 and over is projected
to double over the next 25 years. With a
rapidly growing older population, there 
is inevitably increasing pressure on
hospitals to accommodate older patients
with additional care and support needs,
even in general wards. Ten years ago,
health sector research suggested that a
quarter of all hospital beds were being
used by people living with dementia. 
Now hospitals are admitting even 
larger numbers of elderly patients with
dementia. However, very often they are
not equipped or ready for the challenges
that care homes have to deal with daily,
beginning with the problematic process
of transferring dementia patients into 
and out of a hospital.

The most extensive dementia care
experience comes from the care and
nursing industry, and this experience is
something that hospitals could learn from.
Some initiatives include improvements 
to room environments such as themed
and colour-coded rooms for better
identification; plain, matt flooring for 
more confidence walking, and movement-
sensing lights to help residents navigate
at night. Social spaces such as gardens,
cinemas, or themed relaxing lounge areas,
are also very important, but are not 
always available in hospitals. 

From a technology point of view,
assistive dementia care devices play a key
role in protecting residents and helping
staff to react more effectively to risky
situations. Such technology includes
pressure mats, door contacts, and various
other triggers. There are already some
good examples among hospitals where
the urgent need to address this trend
harnessing specialist care and facilities 
has been recognised. 

‘Silent’ functionality a feature
As Lee Bushell from Warrington Hospital’s
Estates Capital Projects team explained:

Case study – University of Stirling – The Dementia
Services Development Centre (DSDC)
Courtney Thorne’s care technology has been chosen as
part of an international showcase –  The Dementia Services
Development Centre (DSDC) at Stirling University – ‘to
demonstrate the flexibility and dementia-friendly features
that wireless technology can offer to healthcare
professionals and carers who visit the centre from around
the world’. These include:
n At the point of use, the call button is easy to hold and press

for patients, and includes a pictogram symbol that aids
recognition in people living with dementia.

n The system is fully programmable to meet the needs of
individual patients or care environments.

n Its flexibility aids future-proofing, and enables changes to

be made quickly and easily with no ‘dirty works’ to wiring,
minimising disruption.

n The nurse call system can be used in ‘silent mode’, preventing
noise that people living with dementia can find distressing.

n Staff can carry receivers in their pockets to alert them to a
call instantly when they are away from the nurses’ station.

n The system includes ‘dementia-friendly’ wireless pressure
sensors which can be placed in the bed or on the floor to
alert staff if patients wander during the night.

n The data capture provided by the system can be used by
management staff to plan staffing levels and care regimes.

n Data from the nurse call system can also be used to provide
evidence-based proof of call frequency and response times.
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Courtney Thorne’s Altra Health – a ‘future-proof smart wireless nurse call system’.
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“A lot of knowledge and research has
gone into designing a facility that is both
practical and reassuring for patients. 
The wireless nurse call is a fundamental
part of this approach, because it is flexible,
easy to use, suitable for use outdoors, and
even offers ‘silent’ functionality through
integration with nurses’ pagers. The data
we can access through the system also
ensures that we can reassure relatives
about the high standard of care and
predict staffing requirements more
accurately.”

Dementia patients may, of course, not
only risk their own safety, but may also
affect other patients in the same ward.
Using nurse call systems connected to
special movement triggers allows an
immediate response from nursing staff,

and ensures that everyone is kept safe,
comfortable, and secure.

Estates and facilities role
Healthcare estates and healthcare
engineering teams play a crucial role in
the safe and efficient management,
operation, and development, of all
hospital premises, and the related
functions and resources needed to
provide effective care. Very few people
are happy to stay in a hospital longer than
they need to; hence everyone working 
in such facilities aims to make patients’
time there short, secure, and comfortable.
One of the tools used to achieve this is
healthcare technology. With constantly
changing needs, technological
developments, and pressure from 
various stakeholders, it is important to
continuously keep up to date and learn
the best practice. Often learning can
come from other sectors that have
already developed methods to make
cost-savings when choosing technology,
that understand and meet requirements
of the changing patient profile, and are
well-versed in preparing for the future
needs of the care industry. Care homes
have already done much of this work, and
hospitals could save time, money, and
effort, by adopting similar systems and
processes to those now being used in
care homes across the country.             hej

GretaLucinskiene
Greta Lucinskiene, Marketing
manager at Courtney Thorne, 
is an experienced marketing and
communications specialist, 
who is ‘passionate about visual
communications, continuous
improvement, and cost-effective
solutions’. Prior to joining Courtney
Thorne, she worked in higher
education and social enterprise
organisations. She passionately
believes that different industries 
can and should learn from each
other, and work in partnership to
address business and social issues.Courtney Thorne’s Altra system in use 

at Warrington Hospital.

WANT TO TRY? CALL

0800 068 7419

SAFE &
SECURE
Safer, more efficient care

Find out more at www.c-t.co.uk

with SMART wireless nurse call
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