ORIGINAL RESEARCH

Emergency Medical Services Protocols for
Assessment and Treatment of Patients with
Ventricular Assist Devices

Emily L. Larson, BS;!® JiWon Woo;! Gyeongtae Moon;! Kathy Liu;! Matthew Vergel;! Reed Jenkins,
BA;! Kelly Jiang, MS;? Zachary Darby, MD;! Asa Margolis, DO, MPH;?> Ahmet Kilic, MD!

1. Division of Cardiac Surgery, Department of
Surgery, Johns Hopkins University School
of Medicine, Baltimore, Maryland USA

2. Department of Emergency Medicine, Johns
Hopkins University School of Medicine,
Baltimore, Maryland USA

Correspondence:
Ahmet Kilic, MD
1800 Orleans St Zayed 7
Baltimore, Maryland 21287 USA
E-mail: akilic2@jhmi.edu

Conflicts of interests: None declared.

Keywords: EMS; heart failure; LVAD;
prehospital; VAD

Abbreviations:

EMS: Emergency Medical Services
EMT: emergency medical technician
LVAD: left ventricular assist device
MAP: mean arterial pressure

VAD: ventricular assist device

Received: November 29, 2023
Revised: January 20, 2024
Accepted: January 24, 2024

doi:10.1017/51049023X2400013X

© The Author(s), 2024. Published by
Cambridge University Press on behalf of World
Association for Disaster and Emergency
Medicine.

Abstract

Background: Patients with ventricular assist devices (VADs) represent a growing
population presenting to Emergency Medical Services (EMS), but little is known about
their prehospital care. This study aimed to characterize current EMS protocols in the United
States for patients with VAD:s.

Methods: States with state-wide EMS protocols were included. Protocols were obtained
from the state EMS website. If not available, the office of the state medical director was
contacted. For each state, protocols were analyzed for patient and VAD assessment and
treatment variables.

Results: Of 32 states with state-wide EMS protocols, 21 had VAD-specific protocols.
With 17 (81%) states noting a pulse may not be palpable, protocols recommended assessing
alternate measures of perfusion and mean arterial pressure (MAP; 15 [71%]). Assessment of
VAD was advised through listening for pump hum (20 [95%]) and alarms (20 [95%]) and
checking the power supply (15 [71%]). For treatment, EMS prehospital consultation was
required to begin chest compression in three (14%) states, and mechanical (device) chest
compressions were not permitted in two (10%) states. Contact information for VAD
coordinator was listed in a minority of five (24%) states. Transport of VAD equipment/
backup bag was advised in 18 (86%) states.

Discussion: This national analysis of EMS protocols found VAD-specific EMS protocols
are not universally adopted in the United States and are variable when implemented,
highlighting a need for VAD teams to partner with EMS agencies to inform standardized
protocols that optimize these patients’ care.
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Introduction

Ventricular assist devices (VADs) are being used with increasing frequency to support heart
function in patients with heart failure, making patients with VADs an important and
growing population for Emergency Medical Services (EMS) providers. The use of left
ventricular assist devices (LVAD:s), the most common VAD, increased 12.6% annually
from 2009 to 2014.! Further, the continued technological development of VADs is
associated with increased safety and durability.? Finally, VADs can function as a bridge
to transplant or as a destination therapy for those ineligible for transplant. Patients with
VAD:s as a destination therapy may use a VAD for years rather than the weeks or months
seen in bridge to transplant VADs.>* Together, the increasing use, safety, and duration of
VADs mean EMS providers can expect to treat an increasing population of patients
with VADs.

Reports of patients with VADs in the emergency room highlight VAD-related
complications, but prehospital evidence is limited. From 2010-2018, the United States had
57,200 emergency room encounters for adult patients with LVADs.> Complications related
to VADs, such as infection or right ventricular failure, were common and associated with
increased risk of admission in pediatric and young adult populations.®’ These findings have
shaped guidelines in emergency medicine, focusing on early recognition of VAD
complications and early involvement of and communication with the VAD team.®’
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While characterizations of emergency room presentation of VAD
patients exist, prehospital literature is much more limited.
Specifically, only two prehospital reports of VAD patients were
identified. The first, by Schweiger, et al, is a case report of two
VAD patients requiring EMS, one with a system malfunction and
the second for an unconscious patient.!® The second report, by
Goebel, et al, was a case series of 16 patients with VADs requiring
EMS, finding weakness and chest pain to be the most common
complaint, with complaints often not VAD-associated.'!

The care of patients with heart failure is complex and requires a
coordinated team approach. Heart failure teams in the hospital
optimize care of patients at nearly every point, but the prehospital
management of these patients remains an opportunity for
growth.”” The current status of state-level prehospital VAD
recommendations in the United States is unknown. Previous
studies have provided insight on national EMS protocol content
and heterogeneity.!> Given the increasing prevalence and high
acuity described for this patient population, the aim of this study is
to characterize EMS protocols for patients with VADs through a
nation-wide analysis of EMS protocols.

Methods

States with state-wide EMS protocols were included. All EMS
treatment protocols were acquired through conducting an online
search in January 2023. State EMS system websites in all 50 states
and Washington, DC were first queried, and the state EMS
medical director was contacted for further inquiry if protocols were
not available online. States with local or regional EMS protocols
were excluded. The most recent versions of the state-wide EMS
protocols were compared between states. Two reviewers, JW and
SM, independently assessed VAD sections of the protocols,
including patient, VAD function, and treatment variables. For
discrepancies between reviewers, the final tie-breaking decision
was made by EL. Outcomes were also compared between states
with and without high-volume VAD centers (defined as states with
a Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services [CMS; Baltimore,
Maryland USA] Destination Therapy Center), but no significant

differences were found.

Results

Of the 50 states and Washington, DC, 32 (63%) had state-wide
EMS protocols accessible to the public online. Of these, 21 (66%)
provided guidance on the management of patients with VAD:s.
Figure 1 illustrates states with published state-wide EMS protocols
and presence of VAD-specific direction.

All states with VAD protocols provided specific direction on
patient assessment (Table 1). To assess perfusion, 16 (76%) states
listed mental status, 15 (71%) states listed skin color, four states
(19%) listed skin temperature, and seven states (33%) listed
capillary refill for patients with VADs. With 17 (81%) states noting
that a pulse may not be palpable, protocols advised using mean
arterial pressure (MAP) in 15 (71%) states and listed an appropriate
range in seven (33%) states. Finally, to assess VAD function, 20
(95%) state protocols advised listening for hums, 20 (95%) for
alarms, and 15 (71%) said to check the power/batteries of
the VAD.

Treatment protocols for VAD patients are listed in Table 2.
Logistics of VADs were frequently addressed. The VAD
coordinator contact information was provided in five (24%) state
protocols, with varying indications for when to contact the VAD
coordinator. While almost all (18 [86%]) states advised the

transport of VAD materials and backup bag, a minority (5 [24%])
detailed to change batteries one at a time (if indicated). Eighteen
(86%) state protocols listed specific indications to perform chest
compressions, and two (10%) advised mechanical chest compres-
sions should not be performed on patients with VADs. Other
treatment protocols for patients with VADs included placing
defibrillation pads anterior-posterior (Pennsylvania), defibrillating
ventricular tachycardia or fibrillation only if symptomatic
(Alabama), and prohibiting administration of nitroglycerin
(Arizona).

Discussion

In this review of United States EMS protocols, it was found that
the majority (21 [66%]) of states with protocols available provided
specific guidance for assessment and/or treatment of patients with
VAD:s. Included VAD-specific instructions for assessment were
MAP, alternate methods of assessing perfusion, and VAD
tunction; and VAD-specific instructions for treatment addressed
contacting VAD coordinators, transporting VAD supplies, and
chest compressions. However, protocols were inconsistent by state
and had varying guidelines.

The variability in EMS protocols observed in this study is
consistent with prior studies characterizing heterogeneity of EMS
protocols by state. Multiple other high-acuity conditions,
including stroke, traumatic brain injury, and traumatic cardiac
arrest, have been shown to have inconsistent EMS protocols
throughout the United States.!*"1¢ In this study, it was found that
specific guidance for the assessment and treatment of VAD
patients in EMS ranged from 10%-95% agreement, reflecting a
high level of state-to-state heterogeneity. Though this variability
is concerning on a broad scale,17 18 it is especially concerning with
regard to patients with VADs given their high level of medical
complexity.

Multiple sources provide guidance on prehospital care for
patients with VADs,'! but a review by the American Heart
Association (AHA; Dallas, Texas USA) provides specific and in-
depth EMS guidance for the care of patients with VADs.?? They
recommend assessing perfusion and VAD function, note that a
pulse may not be present, and suggest calculating M AP, as found in
many of the state VAD protocols in this study. Point-of-care
echocardiography and Doppler, if available, were also advised to
assess VAD function and blood flow, respectively, though these are
unlikely to be accessible prehospitally. Chest compressions were
indicated for patients with signs of poor perfusions with a MAP
<50 or lack of VAD function. Of note, these guidelines did not
advise against the use of mechanical chest compressions for patients
with VADs, as seen in two of the state protocols in this study.
While there have been reports of increased injury in recipients of
mechanical versus manual chest compressions,”* outcomes of VAD
dislodgement and injury have not specifically been explored.
Malfunction of VADs was also addressed, with the guidelines
advising change out of the system controller may be considered for
VAD malfunction without an alternative explanation, an option
not provided in any of the state protocols. Finally, these guidelines
discussed the important interface of VAD providers and EMS
providers but highlighted an important issue: EMS providers are
required to receive direction exclusively from medical control
directors, who are typically not VAD-trained. Therefore, while the
majority of states in this study provided contact information for
VAD programs, this contact may limit utility in guiding the
medical care of EMS providers. Many of the state protocols in this
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[ Patient with VAD ]

v
/ Assess patient: \

* Vitals: Respirations, mean arterial pressure (MAP,

normal MAP=60-90), lack of palpable pulse is not Stable AND non-cardiac/non-VAD concern:
abnormal + Treat per standard protocols

= Perfusion: Skin color/temperature, capillary refill, + Transport to closest appropriate facility
mental status + Transport VAD backup bag

* VAD function: listen for “hum”/alarms, check

\ batteries /
v

Unstable OR cardiac OR VAD concern
. v
( Unresponsive AND (one of) no breathing, poor \
perfusion, or evidence of VAD failure:
* Begin manual chest compressions (no
= mechanical/device chest compressions)
* Treat per protocol cardiac arrest algorithm
+ Defibrillation (if needed) can be performed
\ without powering off or adjusting VAD /
s ~\
Altered mental status AND adequate perfusion:
P « Assess for non-VAD/cardiac causes of altered
L mental status (i.e. hypoglycemia, overdose) )
{ '
Low battery alarm/battery change advised:
> . Change batteries one at a time )
\
\ 4
Additional VAD monitoring:
Cardiac monitoring, 12-lead ECG*
End-tidal CO,*
Establish IV/IO access*
Contact VAD coordinator (list local VAD
coordinator contact information)
*= ALS
4 N
Hypotension (MAP<60):

> + Administer 250 mL boluses of lactated ringers up to
1L (if no signs of pulmonary edema) to titrate to

MAP of 60*
- S

4 A
Ventricular arrythmia:

+ Defibrillate/cardiovert as necessary®

P - VAD does not need to be powered off or adjusted

in any prior to defibrillation/cardioversion

N * S/
e ‘\
Ventricular arrythmia with low flow alarm:
4 * Administer 250 mL boluses of lactated ringers up to

1L (if no signs of pulmonary edema)*

/

Concurrent non-cardiac/non-VAD concerns: -
+ Treat per protocol

Notes:

* VAD patients typically use anticoagulation and
antiplatelet medications to prevent pump
thrombosis, increasing their risk for bleeding

Transport: * VAD patients are at increased risk of infection and
» Transport to home VAD center if condition allows sepsis due to driveline site
* Transport VAD backup bag * Recommendations from VAD coordinators still
+ Transport knowledgeable friend/family if available require medical director approval (must consult)

Larson © 2024 Prehospital and Disaster Medicine
Figure 1. States with State-Wide Ventricular Assist Device (VAD) Protocols.
Abbreviations: EMS, Emergency Medical Services; VAD, ventricular assist device.
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Variable Overall (n=21)
Perfusion
Mental Status 16 (76%)
Skin Color 15 (71%)
Skin Temperature 4 (19%)
Capillary Refill 7 (33%)
Blood Pressure
Mean Arterial Pressure (MAP) 15 (71%)
Appropriate MAP Range Provided 7 (33%)
Pulse
Noted Pulse May Not be Palpable 17 (81%)
VAD
Listen for Hum 20 (95%)
Listen for Alarms 20 (95%)
Check Power/Batteries 15 (71%)

Larson © 2024 Prehospital and Disaster Medicine

Table 1. EMS Protocols for Assessment of Patients with Ventricular Assist Devices

Note: Variables listed as n (%).

Abbreviations: MAP, mean arterial pressure; VAD, ventricular assist device; EMS, Emergency Medical Services.

Variable Overall (n=21)
VAD Coordinator Contacts Listed 5 (24%)
When to Contact VAD Coordinator

All Calls 12 (57%)

Unconscious, Unresponsive, or Cardiac Problem 3 (14%)

VAD-Related Problem 8 (38%)
Change Batteries One at a Time (if indicated) 5 (24%)
Transport VAD Materials/Backup Bag 18 (86%)
Chest Compressions

Consult Hospital to Start Chest Compressions 3 (14%)

No Mechanical Chest Compressions 2 (10%)

Specific Indications to Begin Chest Compression Listed 18 (86%)

Larson © 2024 Prehospital and Disaster Medicine

Table 2. EMS Protocols for Treatment of Patients with Ventricular Assist Devices

Note: Variables listed as n (%).

Abbreviations: VAD, ventricular assist device; EMS, Emergency Medical Services.

study advised transport of the VAD materials; the guidelines
recommend this, in addition to possibly transporting a knowl-
edgeable friend or family member who are often trained on VAD
emergency care.

A standardized algorithm for the care of VAD patients in
EMS would be of significant value. Thus, the authors have
combined the results of this study with current guidelines to
design an algorithm for the prehospital care of patients with
VADs (Figure 2). This algorithm highlights specific assessment
tools for patients with VADs, differentiates and escalates care
for VAD, cardiac, and high-acuity concerns, and addresses
treatment for VAD-related conditions.

Limitations

The results of this study are limited by geography, number of
states included, implementation, and protocol differentiation by
provider level. First, this study only included states within the
United States. The prehospital systems of other countries can

significantly vary from those of the United States, thus the
findings of this study may not apply to other countries. Next, only
a subset of states was included in the analysis due to lack of state-
wide protocol availability. Therefore, protocols for the care of
patients with VAD:s in states without state-wide protocols were
not reported. However, with 32 (63%) states included, the states
included represent the majority of the United States and can likely
be used to represent the states not included in the analysis.
Another barrier is the temporal delay that sometimes occurs in the
deployment of EMS protocols. Often, there is a period of months
or years, as training and equipment are deployed, before EMS
protocols are widely adopted; so, what is written in the protocols
may not accurately reflect practice. Further study analyzing the
real-life implementation of these protocols would be of interest.
Finally, protocols were not stratified by provider level (e,
emergency medical technician [EMT] versus paramedic). For
example, while almost all paramedic crews have access to a
monitor that can assess MAP, a valuable metric for a patient with
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No Statewide EMS Protocol

Statewide EMS Protocol with NO VAD Protocol

i Statewide EMS Protocol with VAD Protocol

Larson © 2024 Prehospital and Disaster Medicine

Figure 2. Algorithm for Prehospital Care of Patients with Ventricular Assist Devices (VADs).
Abbreviations: VAD, ventricular assist device; MAP, mean arterial pressure; ALS, Advanced Life Support.

a VAD, many EMT crews would be limited to a manual blood
pressure cuff that cannot assess MAP, so such guidance on MAP
would not be of use to the EMT providers. With the small sample
size of this study, such stratification by provider level was not
feasible, but creating guidelines that account for differences in
provider level may be of use going forward.

Conclusions

This national analysis of EMS protocols found VAD-specific
EMS protocols are not universally adopted in the United States
and are variable when implemented, highlighting the opportunity
and need for VAD teams to partner with EMS agencies to inform
protocols that optimize care for patients with VAD:s.
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