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Background                                                                                                                  
 
Cardiovascular disease is a major cause of death in first world countries.1  Most cardiac arrests 
occur outside of the hospital environment and survival rates have traditionally been poor.2,3,4 Early 
cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) can improve the likelihood of patient survival (5,6) with 
initiation of bystander CPR further increasing the chance of survival.7,8,9 However, only one third 
of cardiac arrest patients typically receive CPR before the arrival of emergency medical services 
(EMS).8,9,10,11,12  Dispatcher-assisted CPR can increase the proportion of cardiac arrest victims 
who receive bystander CPR prior to EMS arrival. 13,14 The rationale for dispatcher-assisted CPR is 
based on the assumption that CPR can maintain myocardial viability and slow brain death.15  
Dispatcher-assisted CPR allows bystanders to commence CPR at the scene of the arrest using 
instructions delivered by an EMS dispatcher over the telephone.  Dispatcher-assisted CPR 
commenced in the United States in the early 1980’s, with the United Kingdom, Sweden, Norway, 
Finland, Germany, Austria and Australia now using the system.16   
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· Dorph E, Wik L, Steen PA. Dispatcher-assisted cardiopulmonary resuscitation. An evaluation of 
efficacy among the elderly. Resuscitation 2003;56(3):265-273 
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· Hallstrom AP. Dispatcher-assisted "phone" cardiopulmonary resuscitation by chest compression 
alone or with mouth-to-mouth ventilation. Crit Care Med 2000;28(11 Suppl):N190-N192 

 
Commentary                                            
 
Both of these studies were randomised controlled trials with an intervention arm receiving 
telephone instructions for chest compression alone compared to instructions for standard CPR 
with mouth-to-mouth ventilation.  The median period from dispatcher contact until continuous 
CPR was significantly longer for standard instructions than for compression only and fewer chest 
compressions were administered during standard CPR compared to chest compressions alone.  
No studies were identified in the Cochrane Library that compared bystander CPR with dispatcher-
assistance to no CPR or to CPR without dispatcher-assistance, and no studies assessed the 
association between dispatcher-assisted CPR and survival from out of hospital cardiac arrest.  A 
study (not located in the Cochrane Library) conducted in a simulated cardiac arrest setting found 
that it was possible to instruct previously untrained bystanders with brief instructions given over 
the telephone and that the resulting CPR was effective and comparable to the quality of the CPR 
performed by trained volunteers.18  
 
The Bottom Line                                     
In the event of an actual cardiac arrest situation the association between dispatcher-assisted 
CPR and survival from out of hospital cardiac arrest remains questionable. 
 
References                                                                     
 
References 
 
1. Marenco JP, Wang PJ, Link MS et al. Improving survival from out of hospital cardiac arrest: 

The role of the automated external defibrillator. JAMA 2001;285:1193-1200. 
2. Bernard S. Outcome from prehospital cardiac arrest in Melbourne, Australia. Emergency 

Medicine 1998;10:25-29. 
3. Meyer AD, Cameron PA, Smith KL, McNeil J. Out-of-hospital cardiac arrest. Medical Journal 

of Australia 2000;172-73-76. 
4. Jennings P, Pasco J. Survival from out-of-hospital cardiac arrest in the Geelong region of 

Victoria, Australia. Emergency Medicine 2001;13(3):319-325. 
5. Eisenberg MS, Bergner L, Hallstrom AP. Cardiac resuscitation in the community: importance 

of rapid provision and implications for program planning. JAMA 1979;241:1905-1907. 
6. Zipes DP, Wellens HJJ. Sudden cardiac death. Circulation 1998;98:2334-2351. 
7. Bossaert L, Van Hoywegen R, Cerebral Resuscitation Group. Bystander cardiopulmonary 

resuscitation (CPR) in out-of-hospital cardiac arrest. Resuscitation 1989;17:55-69. 
8. Herlitz J, Ekstrom L, Wennerblom B et al.  Effect of bystander initiated cardiopulmonary 

resuscitation on ventricular fibrillation and survival after witnessed cardiac arrest outside 
hospital. British Heart Journal 1994;72:408-412. 

9. Holmberg M, Holmberg S, Herlitz J. Effect of bystander cardiopulmonary resuscitation in out-
of-hospital cardiac arrest patients in Sweden. Resuscitation 2000;47:59-70. 

10. Gallagher EJ, Lombardi G, Gennis P. Effectiveness of bystander cardiopulmonary 
resuscitation and survival following out-of-hospital cardiac arrest. JAMA 1995;275:1922-1925. 

11. Jackson RE, Swor RA. Who gets bystander cardiopulmonary resuscitation in a witnessed 
arrest? Academic Emergency Medicine 2001;13(3):319-325. 

12. Holmberg M, Holmberg S, Herlitz J, Gardelov B. Survival after cardiac arrest outside hospital 
in Sweden. Swedish Cardiac Arrest Registry. Resuscitation 1998;36:29-36. 

13. Culley LL, Clark JJ, Eisneberg MS et al. Dispatcher-assisted telephone CPR: Common 
delays and time standards for delivery. Annals of Emergency Medicine 1991;20:362-366. 

14. Rea TD, Eisenberg MS, Culley LL, Becker L. Dispatcher-assisted cardiopulmonary 
resuscitation and survival in cardiac arrest. Circulation 2001;104:2513-2516. 



Journal of Emergency Primary Health Care (JEPHC), Vol.3, Issue 3, 2005 

Author(s): Smith et al. 

15. Hallstrom AP. Dispatcher-assisted “phone” cardiopulmonary resuscitation by chest 
compression alone or with mouth-to-mouth ventilation. Crit Care Med 2000;8)11 
Suppl):N190-N192. 

16. Bang A, Ortgren PO, Herlitz J, Wahrborg P. Dispatcher-assisted telephone CPR: a qualitative 
study exploring how dispatchers perceive their experiences. Resuscitation 2002;53:135-151. 

17. Smith E, McDonald S, Wasiak J et al. The development of a prehospital search filter for the 
Cochrane Library. Journal of Emergency Primary Health Care (JEPHC) 2004;1(1). 

18. Eisenberg MS, Hallstrom Ap, Carter WB et al. Emergency CPR instruction via telephone. 
American Journal of Public Health 1985;75:47-50. 

 
This article should be cited as: 
 
Smith E, Cooke M, Woollard M, Ferri M. Dispatcher-assisted CPR for out of hospital cardiac 
arrest. Journal of Emergency Primary Health Care [serial on the Internet]. 2005;3(3): Item No. 
CC990129. Available from: http://www.jephc.com/full_article.cfm?content_id=262 


