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Introduction
In early 2015 the North West Coast Academic Health Science Network (NWC AHSN) elected to
run a campaign as part of its clinical programme of work related to stroke. Working with
strategic partners and involving local charities and industry collaborations, NWC AHSN
Programme Manager Julia Reynolds and Project Manager Shirley Harrison planned, organised
and delivered a strategic to grassroots health awareness campaign focused on Preston,
Lancashire and its surrounding areas, in order to raise public and professional awareness of
Atrial Fibrillation-related stroke. This tool kit describes the background to the campaign,
process, resources utilised and outcomes.

North West Coast Academic Health Science Network
The NWC AHSN is based in Daresbury, Cheshire and is one of 15 Academic Health Science
Networks across England, licensed and funded by NHS England with a broad strategic remit to
improve health and wellbeing outcomes and reduce health inequalities regionally and
nationally, promote innovation in healthcare and generate wealth and investment. The core
platforms for the AHSN are working with NHS and non-NHS organisations, commissioners and
public health colleagues, industry and academic partners, building a sustainable culture of
partnership and collaboration that encourages rapid spread of research and innovation into
health and social care practice.
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Stroke and Atrial Fibrillation
There are approximately 152,000 strokes in the UK every year, which equates to one
occurring every five minutes. Approximately 25% of strokes occur in people aged under 65
years1. In 2010, stroke was the fourth largest cause of death in the UK after cancer, heart
disease and respiratory disease, causing almost 50,000 deaths, approximately 7% of all deaths
in men and 10% of all deaths in women2.
There are a number of risk factors for stroke but a perhaps lesser well known risk factor is the
condition of Atrial Fibrillation (AF), the most common type of heart arrhythmia characterised
by an irregular pulse. It has been estimated that AF increases your risk of stroke by up to five
times3 with approximately 12,500 strokes a year directly attributed to AF4. Recognising and
receiving proper treatment for AF is important as strokes due to AF are often more severe 1.
The risk of developing AF increases with age with around 800,000 people in the UK estimated
to have AF - roughly one in 100 - and most are aged 55 and over8.
Many people do not know they have AF as not everyone experiences symptoms but the
condition is easily detectable by a pulse test and treatable once diagnosed.
According to the AFA5, a UK registered charity organisation that has been campaigning since
2009 for manual pulse checks to be included in all routine medical check-ups carried out by
the NHS in England, AF ‘is the most common heart rhythm disturbance encountered by
doctors’ and ‘occurs when chaotic electrical activity develops in the upper chambers or atria,
and completely takes over from the sinus node. As a result, the atria no longer beat in an
organised way, and pump less efficiently.’

Costs
Costs to the individual, NHS, Social Care and family and supporters of a stroke are high.
It is estimated that the UK spends £8.9 billion on stroke each year, 27% of this is direct care costs.
Every stroke prevented could save £23,315. In England during 2012/13 £103m was spent on AF Ischaemic
Strokes which was 37.2% of all ischaemic stroke inpatient costs.
30% of AF related stroke survivors are admitted to care homes.
Based on prevalence trends from the research literature and data from QoF databases, we believe that
31,000 people (age 55 and over) in the Lancashire area will have AF with around 7,500 (24%) of them not
knowing about it and an estimated 9,646 (31%) not being treated optimally (2012/13 figures).
If all strokes received optimum treatment 205 strokes could be avoided per year. This equates to a saving
of £2,136,000 for acute care alone.
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NWC AHSN programme objectives







The overarching Stroke/AF Programme objectives are to:
Reduce the number of stokes and costs in the North West Coast area caused by AF
Improve identification of patients with AF (increase prevalence)
Sustain and develop engagement with industry and other partners
Engagement with NHS, GPs, CCGs
Promote good practice in adherence to NICE guidelines
Support the North West Coast area in intelligent commissioning

Atrial Fibrillation Campaign Objectives
The specific objectives for the 2015 Lancashire campaign were agreed as follows:
 Raise awareness of Atrial Fibrillation and the link between Atrial Fibrillation and stroke
amongst the
public and health professionals in Lancashire
 Support the Identification, education and management of AF amongst public and health
professionals
 Educate the public to learn how take their own pulse and have their pulse tested using the
latest
technology
 Offer appropriate health information as provided by health professionals attending the
events and by
the supply of official health information material as provided by Stroke Association, BHF
and AFA.
A key outcome was to count the number of pulse tests carried out and those pulse readings
identified as abnormal – we set ourselves a target of 500 pulse tests.
In 2014 a similar health awareness campaign had been carried out by the NWC AHSN in
Liverpool and approximately 460 pulse checks had been tested as part of that campaign. For
the Liverpool city campaign, Healthwatch Liverpool had been commissioned by the AHSN to
organise the pulse testing events with the support and engagement of partners such as Stroke
Association and Everton and Liverpool Football Clubs. The initial intent at the start of planning
the Lancashire campaign was to follow a similar model but circumstances prevented that
model being replicated as we found that services and charities in Lancashire operated in a
different way and so we adapted to that.
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Testing a pulse manually

Developing our strategy
Led by the NWC AHSN objectives, our strategy was developed initially from information
gathering; we held internal AHSN meetings, discussed the objectives, reviewed the 2014
Liverpool campaign, considered the human and financial resources available to us. We scoped
the Lancashire area and researched what was known about AF and its local and national
prevalence, analysing data sourced from HSCIC and CCGs. Given limited resources of time,
budget and personnel, we had originally aimed to focus on the Preston area. As the planning
with partners got underway, our plans and strategy evolved as partners were able to make
suggestions or offer access to resources, meaning we could stretch our resources to hold or
attend events across several sites in Lancashire. The month of May was chosen as the month
to hold pulse testing events as this had been nationally designated as Stroke month and the
Stroke Association were running themselves a series of ‘Know Your Blood Pressure’ events.

Endorsement from Sporting legends
We decided to tie in the campaign with local sports clubs and that led to us linking with
Preston Football Club and its charity partner Heartbeat – through that we were given the
contact for George Ross, a retired local footballing legend from Preston North End FC who
became one of the celebrity supporters for the campaign. Celebrity endorsement was felt to
be important to promote AF and stroke and local celebrity Bill Beaumont, retired England
Rugby player and TV presenter, and AF sufferer was also suggested as a local celebrity to
contact.

Patient Involvement
A patient with AF supported us in providing support and feedback on our approach and kindly
provided us with a written account of her story about being diagnosed with AF and how she
manages the condition. Unfortunately she could not be with us on at our workshops due to
personal reasons, but her account was narrated at our workshops.

Resources
Human: AHSN staff resources included Julia Reynolds as the Programme manager and Shirley

Harrison as the Project Manager, both responsible and heavily involved in the for the
planning, organising and front end pulse testing aspects of the campaign. Mike Tyldesley
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provided support as the photographer at events, information collation for the scoping,
data collation and analysis and the evaluation report. AHSN Communications Team
support helped with design of the flyers and promoting the campaign on the NWC AHSN
website as well as co-ordinating press releases. Support was also provided in terms of the
time and energies of our partners.
Health information: Official health information material on AF, cholesterol testing, blood

pressure, smoking, alcohol awareness and healthy eating was provided by the AFA and British
Heart Foundation. The Stroke Association attended each event and brought their own health
information.
Medical technology Alive Cor and Diagnosticks (pulse testing devices) were purchased for use in

the campaign and for use in other projects as part of NWC AHSN objectives to promote the
use of technology and innovation.
Financial: A budget was set aside by the NWC AHSN to cover all expenses incurred.
Event Venues: We are indebted to Age UK Lancs and the charity organisation Heartbeat who

provided the venues for the 5 workshop and drop in events that we organised. We were also
invited by colleagues to attend 6 other events taking place where pulse testing was carried
out including Preston Rotary Club, Preston Mela, Blackburn ‘Healthy Minds’ event, Lancs CC
briefings session, West One Lancs event, Stroke Association Allotment event.

Identifying the key players and supporters
Because of the nature of the condition of AF and Stroke, a core list of key players and
organisations to invite was easily identified, as represented by the logos below.
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Other players and supporters with links to working in this field were identified and suggested by
colleagues at teleconferences; these included the local Pharmacy network, local Stroke and Cardiac
Medical Consultants, local GPs and CCG contacts and Public Health England. It should be noted there
was other engagement and project work by the AHSN and its partners taking place across Lancashire
at the time that linked to the work around Atrial Fibrillation and stroke, some of which is still ongoing.
Examples include:




Looking at using technologies to identify AF in a range of community settings (primary care, care
homes and community pharmacy)
The development of monitoring and self-management of anti-coagulation
The development of effective training for staff re anti-coagulation

Engagement and building partnerships
We were extremely fortunate to engage with a range of cross sector local organisations and
key personnel who were very proactive and supportive. Very quickly we established a core
working party that linked together from January onwards via a monthly teleconference. New
contacts were suggested at these teleconferences who were then invited on board as event
planning gathered momentum.

Scoping and planning the campaign framework
From January to April 2015 we held four teleconferences before launching the campaign in May 2015.

A detailed Project Plan was drawn up and kept updated with new developments and contacts;
this plan was shared each month with those dialling into the teleconference to help keep the
group on track with the planning. Scoping tasks included exploring linkage with other related
health events being planned and tie in with local sporting events due in May, sourcing clinical
support for the planned pulse testing sessions, sourcing speakers and enlisting celebrity
endorsement, engagement with and campaign briefing of local GPs, discussions around Pharmacy
Network involvement, logos for publicity material, developing a Calendar of Campaign events,
developing a Communications strategy to support the campaign, linking with local radio BBC Radio
Lancashire, consulting with partners on protocols to be employed for testing and sharing results with
GPs after pulse testing and finally, planning of a AHSN Symposium for Clinicians on Reducing Atrial
Fibrillation related Strokes in the North West Coast, in order to consolidate and share the learning to
maximise the momentum and benefit of partnership working generated by the campaign.
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NWC AHSN Chief Executive, Dr Liz Mear, welcoming veteran local football legend George Ross

NWC AHSN Programme Manager, Dr Julia Reynolds, meeting Bill Beaumont CBE

Communicating and publicising the event
Use of media and online platforms are now vital tools in any campaign and can achieve a considerable
reach at low cost if used well. Our partners had their own circulation lists and networks and these
proved effective in distributing electronic flyers across Lancashire. Partner organisations agreed to
publicise the events on their own websites and the NWC AHSN Communications team produced
regular updates on the NWC AHSN website. PR was provided by an external company. Paper flyers
advertising the campaign and its events were also distributed round local shops and pharmacies. In
addition, BBC Radio Lancashire not only featured the campaign on the radio station website but
breakfast presenter Sally Naden supported the Chorley workshop held at Age UK Lancashire Lifestyle
Centre by attending and broadcasting it live on air.
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Organising the events
We organised and hosted two educational workshops in Chorley and Ormskirk and a drop in pulse
testing session at Padiham, all in conjunction with Age UK Lancashire. Two further drop in pulse testing
sessions were organised at conjunction with the charity Heartbeat, based at Preston North End
Football Club. A free Raffle was offered at events with a selection of low cost prizes that we purchased,
and a Preston North End pennant, donated by PNE FC, offered as the raffle prize for one of the
Heartbeat drop in sessions. A wholesome chicken dinner was also provided at the end of the session.
The two educational workshops were set up with an open invite going out to any member of the public
who wanted to register for a free 3 hour session including lunch. The workshop sessions included talks
from clinicians such as specialist nurses and medical staff on AF and pulse testing, the Stroke
Association on AF and stroke, pulse testing using new technology and to be offered official health
information literature on various health conditions. Our partner organisations attended the events to
be on hand to give information out on their services and Stroke Association staff offered free blood
pressure testing, alongside the pulse testing. At the three pulse testing drop in sessions, clinical staff
provided the backup clinical expertise, particularly useful to inform and counsel those who had a
reading where possible AF or an arrhythmia was indicated. We recorded consent for testing and
collected only essential patient information for everyone we tested, gaining further consent to write to
the person’s GP for anyone detected as having an irregular pulse.
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Programme Manager Julia Reynolds welcoming everyone to the Ormskirk Workshop on May
18th

Partners from Age UK Lancs

Drop in session held at ‘Hearbeat’
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Stroke Association staff offered BP testing

Data analysis
An evaluation paper on the testing results, based on data analysis obtained from the pulse testing
devices used, has been produced separately by the NWC AHSN.

Consolidating the learning
The NWC AHSN has organised a Symposium for clinicians Reducing Atrial Fibrillation related Strokes in
the North West Coast, taking place on June 26th in order to consolidate and share the learning from the
campaign. Full details are available on the NWC AHSN website.

Campaign Outcomes
Numbers tested: We set ourselves a target of testing 500 pulses and achieved this, testing a total of
502 people (with 469 analysable readings for data evaluation purposes), and detecting 34 cases of
irregular pulses that were referred onto the GP for further assessment. Some of these were preexisting cases but the majority were unknown.
Partnership working: One of the highly positive outcomes of this campaign was the strong partnership
links that developed between those organisations involved. Organisational and personal goodwill was
generated, enhancing the team working at events and making it a highly positive experience that will
be carried into future working relationships. For example, Healthwatch, Age UK and the Stroke
Association clearly have common interests in relation to improving patient/public experience of AF
and stroke and closer organisational links were forged between them. One of the centre managers at
Age UK Lancashire commented that there was clearly a demand and strong interest from the Age UK
centre users for more events on health issues and this was something Age UK Lancs would consider
for the future. At the Chorley workshop event, a couple had travelled 30 miles from Manchester to
learn more about AF.

11

Author Shirley Harrison NWC AHSN
2015

June

This small scale health awareness campaign was rolled out at a very low cost, largely made
possible by the dedication and support of staff offered from a range of organisations who had
a common interest and mission in raising awareness of Atrial Fibrillation. Although we were
particularly targeting the campaign message at older people who are more likely to develop the
condition with age, we did attract interest at some events from younger people who expressed
interest in being tested and some of them reporting knowledge of relatives with the condition. Our
total expenditure, not including the cost of staff resource or travelling costs to events, amounted to:
Venue hire including lunch at Chorley and Ormskirk workshops
Support staff
Gift voucher
Raffle prizes
Refreshments at Padiham
Donation of Alive Cor device to Heartbeat

£221TBC
£300
£25
£40
£20
£60

Total outlay £666

Evaluation
Due to time and staff constraints, written evaluation by those who attended the events we hosted was
not carried out although verbal feedback given by the public and partners on the perceived value and
impact of such events was excellent. Ideally, evaluation would be incorporated although we are
mindful of the fact that the more paperwork that is involved at such events, the more this can deter
the public from taking part – as it was people had to sign consent to both pulse testing by us and again
for BP testing by the Stroke Association.
In summary, this was an example of a successful multi-agency working partnership that delivered a
health awareness campaign across Preston and Lancashire at relatively low cost. The NWC AHSN
would like to acknowledge and sincerely thank the following organisations and personnel: we have
listed the main contacts but include in our thanks all who participated in the campaign in any way,
large or small.
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