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Issue Brief 
Telephone CPR: A Race Against the Clock 
 

OVERVIEW 

9-1-1 is a number we all know, a number we teach our children at a very young age. It is 

the gateway to our emergency response system, a system we rely on when our loved 

ones are in danger. Calls to 9-1-1 vary in purpose, from car accidents to house fires to 

possible heart attack or cardiac arrest.  

 

Persons who answer the phone when you 

call 9-1-1 is called a telecommunicator or 

dispatcher. Their job is to confirm location, 

assess the situation and dispatch the  

appropriate response. Some 

telecommunicators are trained in 

emergency medical 

dispatch, allowing them to provide medical 

instructions, like CPR, to the caller over the 

phone while waiting for EMS to arrive. 
 

SUDDEN CARDIAC ARREST (SCA) 

SCA is the sudden, unexpected loss of heart function, breathing and consciousness, and 

is commonly the result of an electrical disturbance in the heart. Each year an estimated 

350,000 cardiac arrest events occur in the United States in an out-of-hospital 

environment.i To put it into perspective, nearly 1,000 people have an out-of hospital 

cardiac arrest each day - more than the total number of Members in the U.S. House of 

Representatives.ii Almost all of these events result in a call for help to 9-1-1. Without 

quick intervention in the form of cardiopulmonary resuscitation (CPR) and defibrillation, 

death from SCA is certain.iii 

 

TELEPHONE CPR (T-CPR) 

Telecommunicators are the true, first responders and a critical link in the cardiac arrest 

chain of survival. It is the telecommunicator, in partnership with the caller, who can 

identify a patient in cardiac arrest, providing the initial level of care by delivering 

telephone CPR (T- CPR) instructions to the caller and quickly dispatching the 

appropriate level of help. It is through these actions that the telecommunicator can 

make the difference between life and death. 

 

It is important to emphasize that the telecommunicator and the caller form a unique 

team in which the expertise of the telecommunicator and the willingness of the caller to 

provide T-CPR represents the best opportunity to improve survival from sudden cardiac 

arrest. 
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2019 heart disease and stroke statistics: 
 
"Incidence of EMS-assessed OHCA in people of any age is 110.8 
individuals per 100000 population (95% CI, 108.9–112.6), or 356461 
people" 
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HOW LONG ARE TYPICAL EMERGENCY RESPONSE TIMES? 
 
ivIt is possible for Emergency Medical Services (EMS) response times to vary depending 

on many factors, including geography, weather, and accurate location information. 

Even in ideal circumstances, patients 

can wait 5-10 minutes, sometimes 

longer, for help to arrive. For acute 

conditions like cardiac arrest, treatment 

is a race against the clock and CPR 

must be initiated within minutes. For 

every minute without life-saving CPR 

and defibrillation, chances of survival 

decrease 7%-10%.ii Immediate bystander 

CPR can double, even triple a victim’s chance of survival.v 

 

WHAT IS THE AHA ASKING? 

The American Heart Association recognizes telephone CPR (T-CPR) as a critical 

component of the chain of survival and supports public policy initiatives that promote 

increased quality and appropriate use of 9-1-1 systems, including formal training to 

appropriately assess the needs of patient and provide life-saving telephone CPR 

instructions. As a result, we are asking for all 911 telecommunicators that provide 

dispatch for emergency medical conditions be trained in the delivery of high quality 

telephone CPR. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

i Telephone CPR (T-CPR) Program Recommendations and Performance Measures 

https://cpr.heart.org/AHAECC/CPRAndECC/ResuscitationScience/TelephoneCPR/RecommendationsPerform

anceMeasures/UCM_477526_Telephone-CPR-T-CPR-Program-Recommendations-and-Performance-

Measures.jsp  
ii Facts: A Race Against the Clock: Sudden Cardiac Arrest. https://www.heart.org/idc/groups/heart-

public/@wcm/@adv/documents/downloadable/ucm_301793.pdf 
iii https://cpr.heart.org/AHAECC/CPRAndECC/ResuscitationScience/TelephoneCPR/UCM_493133_Telephone-

CPR-T-CPR.jsp 
iv https://cpr.heart.org/AHAECC/CPRAndECC/AboutCPRFirstAid/CPRFactsAndStats/UCM_475731_Out-of-

hospital-Chain-of-Survival.jsp 
v CPR Facts and Stats. http://cpr.heart.org/AH AECC/CPR   

                                                           

OUT OF HOSPITAL CHAIN OF SURVIVAL 
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