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Abstract
Introduction
Sepsis is a preventable cause of mortality and presents challenges in triage and management. The Surviving
Sepsis Campaign care bundles improve patient outcomes; however, non-compliance with guidelines,
understaffing, and scarcity of training opportunities undermine care quality in resource-limited countries.
We aimed to implement the sepsis hour-1 care bundle in the emergency department of a tertiary-care
hospital in Pakistan and develop hospital antimicrobial guidelines.

Methods
The baseline assessment included a survey of knowledge and confidence in sepsis management and a
retrospective audit of inpatient medical records. The inclusion criteria were age ≥ 18 years with a systemic
inflammatory response score ≥ 2 or a National Early Warning Score ≥ 3. Improvement strategies included (a)
educational intervention, (b) adult sepsis screening tool and sepsis 1-hour bundle checklist, and (c)
recommendations for empirical antibiotics. These were implemented and assessed via Plan-Do-Study-Act
(PDSA) cycles: (a) multi-tiered educational campaigns, (b) implementation of hospital protocols/guidelines,
and (c) antimicrobial policy and sustainability. The process measures were hour-1 bundle components and
the outcome measures were in-hospital mortality, ICU admission, length of hospital stay, and ICU stay.

Results
The baseline survey revealed that the majority of participants had formal training and felt confident in
managing septic patients but none of the respondents had used a sepsis scoring system, and only 29.4% had
used an hour-1 bundle previously. There was a sustained improvement in bundle compliance from 0% at
baseline to 57.7% at PDSA-3. Inappreciable variation (p > 0.05) was reflected in the length of hospital and
ICU stay and in-hospital mortality, whereas ICU admission decreased insignificantly (p > 0.05). The
antimicrobial therapy practice, as per the guidelines, increased remarkably (p < 0.05).

Conclusion
Regular training and feedback are pivotal for practice change, yet integrating structured screening tools and
bundled checklists into current workflows can significantly improve compliance.
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Introduction
Sepsis is a life-threatening organ dysfunction due to a dysregulated body response to infection, whereby
organ dysfunction is identified as an acute change in the Sequential Organ Failure Assessment (SOFA) score
[1]. The mortality exceeds 40% if a patient develops septic shock defined by the presence of circulatory and
metabolic/cellular abnormalities and is characterized by persistent hypotension requiring vasopressors to
maintain a mean arterial pressure (MAP) of 65 mmHg and a serum lactate level of >2 mmol/L despite
adequate volume resuscitation [1]. The WHO Global Report on Disease Burden and Mortality in the year
2017 revealed worldwide 48.9 million cases of sepsis and 11 million sepsis-related deaths, with the majority
attributed to diarrhea, followed by lower respiratory infections [2]. It is an integral component of Sustainable
Development Goals as a cause of preventable mortality, with significantly higher (approximately 85%)
incidence and mortality in newborns, pregnant women, and people from lower-middle-income countries [2].
Preventive measures include universal health coverage, reduction of antimicrobial resistance, improving
sanitation, hand hygiene standards, water quality, and other infection prevention control measures [2].
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The Surviving Sepsis Campaign (SSC) has consistently provided evidence-based guidelines for the
management of sepsis and septic shock as medical emergencies. The 2018 "hour-1" care bundle was
developed with the intent of immediate resuscitation and management [3]. A care bundle offers a structured
way to exercise evidence-based practice and has been proven to improve patient outcomes [4]. Successful
completion of this bundle is associated with reduced mortality [5], whereas each hour of delay in
antimicrobial administration for patients with septic shock is associated with a decrease in survival by 7.6%
[6]. The bundle elements [3] include blood lactate level, repeating it if initial value > 2 mmol/L, blood
cultures before administration of antibiotics, administration of broad-spectrum antibiotics, initiation of
rapid administration of 30 ml/kg crystalloid if the patient is hypotensive or lactate ≥ 4 mmol/L, and
application of vasopressors if hypotension persists during or after fluid resuscitation to maintain a MAP of
≥65 mmHg.

In Pakistan, a study revealed that 42% of mortality in a tertiary-care hospital is attributed to sepsis [7], while
the most common cause was respiratory infections, followed by urinary tract infections [7-9]. Another study
in the year 2017 delineated sepsis incidence of 40.9%, and septic complications were found to be the most
common cause of death, i.e., 36.19% [9]. A study suggested self-reported compliance of 60% to hour-1
bundle components, and 54% of respondents indicated a lack of evidence-based protocol for antimicrobial
therapy [10]. The perceived barriers to compliance in emergency settings are short staffing, delayed hospital
presentation, and overcrowding [11]. A study revealed that methicillin-sensitive Staphylococcus aureus was
the most common pathogen; however, the sensitivity pattern highlighted that the majority of the bacteria
were resistant to common antibiotics, and no single antibiotic had >70% susceptibility [12]. The
project aimed at early recognition of sepsis and improving compliance with the sepsis hour-1 care bundle for
resuscitation and management in the emergency department (ED) of a tertiary-care hospital in Pakistan
while developing hospital antimicrobial guidelines.

This article was accepted for poster presentation at Infection Prevention Conference 2023 in Liverpool on
19th October 2023.

Materials And Methods
This service improvement study was conducted at the ED of a 354-bed tertiary-care hospital in Lahore,
Pakistan, from June 2022 to February 2023. A multidisciplinary team was developed, and the standard of
care for patients with sepsis and septic shock was defined as the Surviving Sepsis Campaign hour-1 care
bundle. Ethical approval was obtained from the Institutional Review Board of the hospital (approval number:
HLH/ADM/IRB/2022-012). To evaluate the effectiveness of the interventions, the process measures were
defined as hour-1 bundle components, and the outcome measures were in-hospital mortality, ICU
admission, length of hospital stay, and ICU stay. Recommendations by the Medical Microbiology &
Infectious Diseases Society of Pakistan [13] were used as a standard to assess the appropriateness of
antimicrobial prescriptions. The baseline assessment involved a survey completed by junior doctors in the
ED to gauge their knowledge of and confidence in managing sepsis. Concurrently, a retrospective audit
(April to March 2022) of the medical records of patients admitted to the medical inpatient ward (60 beds)
meeting the inclusion criteria was conducted. The inclusion criteria were age ≥ 18 years, presenting to the ED
with a systemic inflammatory response syndrome (SIRS) score ≥ 2 or a National Early Warning Score (NEWS)
≥ 3. The exclusion criteria were age < 18 years and direct admission to the ward/ICU bypassing the ED.
Following baseline data collection and analysis, the findings were presented to the ward manager and
medical and nursing staff. This was followed by discussion sessions among team members, the ward
manager, and the head nurse to identify and devise improvement strategies after feasibility analysis.
Improvement strategies included (i) educational intervention, (ii) an adult sepsis screening tool and sepsis
1-hour bundle checklist as a standard operating procedure, and (iii) recommendations for empirical
antibiotics to guide appropriate therapy. Data were entered into the Statistical Package for Social Sciences
(SPSS Statistics for Windows version 26, IBM Corp., Armonk, NY) for analysis. Descriptive statistics are
frequency, percentage, and median with interquartile range (IQR). For normality, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov
test identified a non-uniform distribution of quantitative data (p < 0.05); hence, non-parametric analysis
was used. To analyze improvement in practice, the outcome measures were compared with the baseline, ICU,
and hospital stay, using the Kruskal-Wallis test. ICU admission and in-hospital mortality were compared
using Pearson’s chi-squared test. Statistical significance was set at p < 0.05.

The interventions were implemented and assessed via three sequential Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) cycles.

PDSA cycle 1 (June to July 2022): multi-tiered educational campaign
It involved biweekly focused educational sessions targeting assessment and recognition scoring systems
(SIRS and NEWS), sepsis hour-1 care bundle components, and guidelines for appropriate empirical antibiotic
therapy for suspected sites and sources of infection. In addition, comprehensive case-based discussions and
feedback were initiated to identify obstacles to compliance and difficulties junior doctors face while
managing septic patients. A senior review of all patients with severe sepsis and a critical care review of all
patients with septic shock are recommended.

PDSA cycle 2 (August to October 2022): development and
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implementation of hospital protocols and guidelines
The lack of a structured framework and envisaging care bundles during busy ED shifts has been identified as
an impediment to process improvements. However, doctors rarely missed identifying patients with sepsis,
regardless of whether compliance was suboptimal. Given that, a sepsis screening tool/clinical pathway and
hour-1 care bundle for ED were developed as a goal of care, fostering a robust triage and management
system. The care pathway was adapted from the Oxford Academic Health Safety Network [14] and was
endorsed and reviewed by team members.

PDSA cycle 3 (November 2022 to January 2023): antimicrobial policy
and sustainability
While regular feedback and reminders continued to improve the standards of sepsis care, education related
to the pathway was incorporated into orientation sessions for junior doctors. To optimize antimicrobial
prescription practices, hospital guidelines were developed as "Recommendations for Empirical Antibiotics."

Results
A total of 176 patients were reviewed during the study, and there were no conflicts between data
collaborators assessing the patients' eligibility.

Baseline assessment
The survey form was distributed to 27 junior doctors and was filled by 17 (response rate = 62.96%). Among
the respondents, 10 (58.82%) were medical officers and seven (41.18%) were internal medicine residents.
While the majority had attended a formal teaching/training (82%) and were confident in managing septic
patients (64.71%), none of them used any scoring system for recognition of septic patients, and only 24.91%
had used sepsis hour-1 care bundle previously (Figure 1). Regarding knowledge of the sepsis hour-1 bundle
(Figure 1), only 22% identified the number of elements, and the majority (43%) enlisted only two
interventions. Furthermore, an audit of medical records suggested compliance of 0% with the hour-1 bundle
and 26.70% of antimicrobial prescriptions as per recommended guidelines.

FIGURE 1: Junior doctors’ survey of knowledge of sepsis and
confidence in management

Process measures
There was a sustained improvement in the compliance of the hour-1 bundle across all cycles in the post-
intervention phase (Figure 2). Notably, an increase in compliance was observed after the introduction of the
sepsis care pathway, from 18.4% to 51.2%. Among the components, a remarkable increase in compliance was
observed for initial lactate (3.3% to 75%), repeat lactate if required (0% to 66.67%), blood cultures before
antibiotics (3.3% to 76.9%), and intravenous fluid bolus (20% to 65.40%). Interestingly, while 50% of cases
received antibiotics administered on time at baseline, there was a sharp decrease from cycle 2 to cycle 3
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(from 86% to 78.80%).

FIGURE 2: Compliance of sepsis care bundle

The patients with "severe sepsis" being reviewed by a senior doctor increased from 46.7% at baseline to
53.1% at cycle 1, 79.1% at cycle 2, and 92.3% at cycle 3. The review of "septic shock" patients by the critical
care team also increased from 23.3% at baseline to 20.4% at cycle 1, 39.5% at cycle 2, and 65.4% at cycle 3.

Outcome measures
From the baseline assessment to cycle 3 (Figure 3), an insignificant decrease (p = 0.101) in the duration of
hospital stay from a median value of 3 (IQR = 2-7) to 2 (IQR = 1-3.75) can be appreciated. With regards to the
length of ICU stay (Figure 3), there was an insignificant increase (p = 0.317) from 1 (IQR = 1-2) at baseline to
1.5 (IQR = 1-2.25) at cycle 3.

FIGURE 3: Impact of intervention on the length of hospital and ICU stay

There was a continuing decrease in ICU admission (Figure 4) from 26.7% to 11.5% at baseline and cycle 3,
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respectively; however, the variation was reported as insignificant (p = 0.257). For in-hospital mortality
(Figure 4), a minor increasing trend was observed from 10% (baseline) to 11.5% (cycle 3), which was
statistically insignificant (p = 0.051).

FIGURE 4: Impact of intervention on ICU admission and in-hospital
mortality

Regarding antimicrobial therapy compliance with the recommended guidelines (Figure 5), a significant
improvement (p = 0.013) was identified, from 26.70% at baseline to 48.10% at cycle 3.

FIGURE 5: Impact of intervention on antimicrobial therapy

Discussion
Sepsis is frequently misdiagnosed in the ED, underscoring the urgent need for early detection. Our
study focused on the timely identification of sepsis using the "Adult Sepsis Screening Tool" and
implementation of the sepsis hour-1 care bundle, complemented by the development of hospital
antimicrobial guidelines. Initially, the healthcare workers reported having formal training (82%) and
confidence in managing septic patients (64.71%); however, they exhibited sub-optimal knowledge of sepsis
scoring systems and hour-1 bundles (Figure 1), which was reflected by hour-1 care bundle compliance of 0%.
The finding is similar to another study that revealed that the knowledge of 85% of the participants regarding
SSC guidelines was “very familiar” or “somewhat familiar,” and 84% of the participants reported their
training in the diagnosis and management of sepsis as “excellent” or “good"; however, only <20% of the
study population correctly identified sepsis diagnostic criteria [15]. Through a comprehensive approach
involving educational interventions, and the introduction of screening tools and checklists, substantial
enhancements in bundle compliance were achieved, increasing from an initial 0% to a commendable 57.7%
at the end of cycle 3 (Figure 2). While there were minor fluctuations in certain outcome measures (Figures 3,
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4), such as length of hospital and ICU stay, ICU admission, and in-hospital mortality, these changes were
statistically insignificant. The successful implementation of these pathways benefits healthcare systems in
terms of cost-effectiveness and resource optimization by reducing unnecessary testing, lowering admission
rates, and shortening hospital stays through standardized care [16].

The implications of the findings of this study are substantial. They suggested that healthcare institutions
should prioritize ongoing education for physicians to enhance sepsis recognition and management skills.
The study showed that care bundle compliance led to an insignificant increase in in-hospital mortality (from
10% to 11.5%). This finding is similar to another study that delineated a 7% decrease in mortality following
bundle adherence among ICU patients while no significant improvement was signified in the ward and ED
[17]. Similarly, a multi-center study in Brazil found that the time to sepsis diagnosis was independently
associated with a reduction in mortality risk, whereas six-hour bundle compliance was not associated [18]. It
is noteworthy that similar studies with comparable patient characteristics at baseline and post-intervention
showed significant improvements in process measures, including adherence to all elements of the three-
hour sepsis bundle, timely antibiotic administration in the one-hour septic shock bundle, and a substantial
decrease in ICU admission [19].

The study has some limitations. The study was conducted in a single setting, which may limit the
generalizability of the findings. Our study did not address certain confounding factors, such as
demographics, co-morbidities sepsis severity, and organ dysfunction, which could have affected the
outcomes. Finally, the lack of follow-up post-discharge limits the assessment of long-term effects.

It is important to note that the extensive use of antibiotics coupled with elevated resistance rates
necessitates the development of a policy to encourage prudent usage. To enhance the appropriateness of
empirical antibiotic therapy for sepsis patients, it is valuable to consider local infection site patterns and the
results of antibiotic sensitivity tests as supporting data [20]. A study implementing a three-tier approach
comprising a nurse-driven screening tool, a computer-assisted screening algorithm that generated a sepsis
alert in the electronic medical records, and automated sepsis-specific order sets for initial workup,
resuscitation, antibiotic selection, and goal-directed therapy has shown promising results in expediting care
delivery to sepsis patients in the ED [21]. Furthermore, early recognition of sepsis using electronic health
records improved compliance with sepsis bundles [22].

Conclusions
To promote patient safety and care process, the comprehensive initiative focused on compliance with the
sepsis hour-1 care bundle in ED settings. The collective implementation of these interventions has the
potential to improve patient outcomes and reduce unnecessary utilization of hospital resources during
prolonged hospital stays. Moreover, conducting long-term follow-up studies is crucial to assess the
sustained impact of these interventions. This would not only enhance the quality of healthcare services but
also alleviate the physician burden.

Appendices
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FIGURE 6: Sepsis hour-1 care bundle
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FIGURE 7: Adult sepsis screening tool
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FIGURE 8: Junior doctor's survey of knowledge of sepsis and
confidence in management
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