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New devices hope to ease stress on back of nurses at care sites
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When you think of "back-breaking" work, nursing is probably not the first profession that comes to mind, but the fact is nurses are more at risk for back injuries than almost any other professional. 
"Nurses are second only to truck drivers in the incidence of musculoskeletal injuries," said Teresa Guice, a registered nurse and clinical instructor at the Veterans Affairs Medical Center, Mountain Home. 

Because most of those back injuries come from lifting patients, the VA recently began an initiative to create a lift-free environment for its nurses. 
"Basically what that means is that we'll be using equipment and other technologies to handle, move and lift patients, as opposed to us physically moving them," Guice said. 
VA nurses and East Tennessee State University nursing students were invited to test several different kinds of lifting equipment during a product demonstration Wednesday at the VA nursing home care unit. 
"The nurses, nursing assistants and the people who are really going to be using this equipment need to tell us what they think will work best for them. That's much better than me deciding what I think they need, because they can tell me better than I can tell them," Guice said. 
The VA plans to purchase several different kinds of patient-lifting systems, including an innovative new product called the Hover Matt. To use it, the nurse rolls the patient onto a nylon mat that looks something like a deflated air mattress with tiny holes in the bottom. Once the patient is positioned, the mat inflates and blows powerful streams of air downward, allowing the mat to glide on a cushion of air, much like a puck on an air hockey table. 
"You can put a patient on this, transfer them to a stretcher, deflate it, take them to X-ray, re-inflate it when they get to X-ray and then move them from the stretcher over to the X-ray table," said John Barnett, a representative from Hover Tech International. 
"If you've got a patient that has fractures or pressure ulcers or things like that that are uncomfortable, this makes that whole process much more comfortable for the patient, and safer." 
Hover Matts are already in use on some wards at Bristol Regional Medical Center, and hospital officials say they have been very well-received by nurses. 
Also displayed at Wednesday's event were two different kinds of ceiling-mounted lifts that cradle the patient in a cloth sling and can be used to lift patients from the bed to a chair, stretcher or toilet, and back. The sling hangs from a motorized lifter that moves around the patient's room on a track system installed in the ceiling. 
"This is a real back-saver. We have to lift these patients all day long, and this product right here would really help a lot," said nursing assistant Michael Tilson as he watched one of the lifts in action. "This takes away all the pulling and pushing and the strain on your back. It's pretty neat." 
Tilson said he would use the new lifting equipment regularly, even though it might take a little longer to set up and use. 
"If it can save your back, you'll take that extra few minutes to set that up," he said. "My back's sore right now and I've only been here for three hours. We've had quite a few patients to take care of this morning." 
Guice said she believes the implementation of a lift-free environment will make the VA a more attractive place for nurses to work, helping not only with retention but recruitment as well. 
"Twelve percent of nurses leave the profession each year because of back injuries alone," she said. "And in this time of a nursing shortage, we need to keep our nurses healthy and on the job. We desperately need our experienced nurses, and this is one way to keep them."
