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Neuro ICU grabs gold. The hospital learned last week that its Neuro ICU is one of just two 
neuro/neurosurgery units in the country to earn a prestigious Beacon Award for Excellence at the 
gold designation level from the American Association of Critical Care Nurses.

The designation means the unit achieved the highest scores 
in five areas:

»» Leadership structure and systems

»» Staffing and staff engagement 

»» Effective communication, knowledge management, 
learning and development and best practices

»» Evidence-based practice

»» Outcomes

The scores “reflect a unit with outstanding processes that are fully 
applied through the unit and across key stakeholders,” the AACN 
wrote in the executive summary of its feedback report to the 
Neuro ICU. The report enumerates strengths, best practices 
and opportunities for improvement in each of the five categories.

Fighting VAP. Gold-level units, Waite explained, must demonstrate 
that they have achieved consistent, positive clinical outcomes 
and have integrated best practices not only in their own area but 
throughout the organization. She cited as an example the Neuro ICU’s 
efforts to reduce the ventilator-associated pneumonia (VAP) rate. 

The unit showed in its submission that it sharply reduced the 
number of VAPs per 1,000 ventilator days between 2004 and 2010 
and completely eliminated them in the last four quarters shown 
in the report. The document detailed the steps taken, including 
improved oral care, maintaining proper head-of-the-bed positioning 
and regular use of a dental-grade oral disinfectant.

Additionally, the Neuro ICU worked closely with the hospital’s other 
intensive care units to develop and audit preventive interventions 
and track VAP outcomes, Waite said. Staff members also presented 
information about reducing the VAP rate in a poster presentation at 
the 2009 Interdisciplinary Rocky Mountain Research and Evidence-
based Symposium. 

The hospital secured another notable recognition this month when 
the Neuro Intensive Care Unit brought home the gold.

The unit became one of just two neurology/neurosurgery units in 
the country to earn a three-year Beacon Award for Excellence from 
the American Association of Critical Care Nurses (AACN) at the 
“gold” designation level – the highest the organization confers. 

 “The Beacon Award for Excellence recognizes caregivers in stellar 
units whose consistent and systematic approach to evidence-based 
care optimizes patient outcomes,” AACN President Mary Stahl 
said in a March 9 press release. “Units that receive this national 
recognition serve as role models to others on their journey to 
excellent patient and family care.” 

Units that achieve this three-year award with gold designation 
meet national criteria consistent with Magnet Recognition, the 
Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award and the National Quality 
Healthcare Award, said Kathi Waite, RN, CCRN, nurse manager for 
the Neuro ICU. 

One of just two neuro units nationally to achieve the feat
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The submission included similarly detailed information about 
the unit’s efforts to reduce central line associated bloodstream 
infections, pressure ulcers, and patient falls.

The designation caps a long process for the Neuro ICU, which 
began working toward a Beacon Award two-and-half years ago 
(Insider, Sept. 30, 2009). 

When the AACN established the Beacon Award, it was for a one-year 
recognition, with only one level, Waite said. But shortly after the unit 
began collecting data for their application submission, the organization 
changed the one-year award to a three-year designation with three 
levels. It put a hold on submissions from January to October 2010.

The unit went back to work in November 2010 with one goal for its 
submission, Waite said: getting the gold.

“When we looked at the different levels and the standards and 
competencies we’d have to meet [for a gold designation], we knew 
we were there,” she said. “We wrote our submission with the 
intention of showing that we had met the gold standard.”

Data deluge. Developing the submission, which the unit completed 
in early July of 2011, required a total of 13 months of work, Waite said. 
Gathering material to write it proved less of a challenge than trimming 
it to the 50-page maximum allowed by the AACN, she added.

“We had so much data we wondered where we would even start,” 
Waite said. “It was daunting to pull it all together.”

They included work already started before the format change and 
asked volunteers to gather, revise, rewrite and edit the remainder. 
Chief Nursing Officer Carolyn Sanders, RN, PhD, did a final review 
and edit to give the narrative a smooth flow with a consistent 
voice, Waite said.

The Beacon Award designation is good through 2015, but 
it won’t take long for work toward the next submission to 
begin, Waite said. The unit has a handful of items to work 
on, such as capturing the rates of deep-vein thromboses and 
venous thromboembolisms – and the AACN will expect to see 
improvements on each of them.

“We will need to expand on what we submitted in 2012 to show 
that we are doing better,” Waite said. “We are already thinking 
that we need to start putting pieces away, writing summaries and 
collecting data for our next submission.”

While the Neuro ICU is the first critical-care unit to obtain the 
Beacon Award, Waite believes that “all critical care at UCH 
is Beacon quality. We led the way to gold; others will follow.”

Some of the members of the Neuro ICU team. The Neuro ICU 
is just the second neurology/neurosurgery unit in the country to 
earn the Beacon Award for Excellence at the gold level from the 
American Association of Critical Care Nurses.


