
Stroke care continues to show “unacceptable
variation,” audit finds
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Less than a sixth of patients in England and Wales receive the
mandated assessment six months after having a stroke, the latest
national audit has revealed. It found that stroke care across the
two countries continued to be subject to “unacceptable
variation.”1

The audit, run by the Sentinel Stroke National Audit Programme
(SSNAP), records results from all hospitals treating stroke
patients in England and Wales, as well as two hospitals in
Northern Ireland. The latest results covered the inpatient and
discharge experiences of patients admitted from 1 January to
31 March 2014, representing almost 20 000 admissions. The
results were similar to those of the previous three quarterly
reports, although the latest audit contained figures for the six
month assessment of patients for the first time, looking at
patients who were due for assessment from October 2013 to
March 2014.
Six month assessments should record the function of stroke
patients and their needs, and they are intended to help
commissioners improve services for these patients. They are
obligatory under the National Stroke Strategy in England and
the Welsh Government’s Stroke Delivery Plan in Wales. But
the audit found that only 3360 of the 22 273 eligible stroke
patients actually received assessments.
Tony Rudd, chair of the Intercollegiate Stroke Working Party,
said that the audit was an important driver in improving
standards. “It is vital to continue to measure the quality of care
delivered,” he said. “There is still a long way to go to say that

every patient is receiving perfect care, particularly in the
community. This is why the SSNAP is pushing to get more and
better data for this part of the stroke pathway.”
The audit found room for improvement in other areas, too.
Guidelines say that patients should have a brain scan, ideally
within one hour of arrival, to see whether their stroke is
haemorrhagic or ischaemic and to ensure that they receive the
best treatment.2However, only 43% of patients had a scan within
this timeframe, breaching the target of 50%. Also, patients with
stroke should be admitted to specialist units as soon as possible,
to give them the best chance of recovery2; yet only 58% of
patients were directly admitted to a stroke unit within four hours,
although 82% were in a specialist unit for at least 90% of their
stay.
Discharge planning is vital for people who have had a stroke,
many of whomwill have impaired ability to care for themselves
and may need medical and social services. Only 75% of patients
in the audit received a joint health and social care plan.
The audit is ongoing, and the results are updated every three
months.

1 Royal College of Physicians. SSNAP clinical audit: January-March 2014. www.rcplondon.
ac.uk/projects/ssnap-clinical-audit.

2 Royal College of Physicians. National clinical guideline for stroke. 4th ed. 2012. www.
rcplondon.ac.uk/sites/default/files/national-clinical-guidelines-for-stroke-fourth-edition.pdf.
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