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SUMMARY

NHS Improvement has issued Patient Safety Alert NHS/PSA/RE/2018/006 - 
“Resources to support safe and timely management of hyperkalaemia (high level of 
potassium in the blood)” to raise awareness that clinical assessment, treatment and 
ongoing monitoring of hyperkalaemia is time critical.

ACTION 

Chief Executives of HSC Trusts should: 

 Identify a senior clinician in the organisation to lead the response to this alert.

 Review or produce local guidance (including key steps or easy reference guides) 
for the management of hyperkalaemia that aligns with the evidence-based sources 
highlighted in the linked resources.

 Ensure that local guidance can be easily accessed by all staff including bank and 
agency staff.

-
-

 Ensure relevant guidance and resources are embedded in clinical practice by 
revising local training and audit.
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 Use local communication strategies (such as videos, newsletters, local awareness 
campaigns, etc) to make all staff aware that hyperkalaemia is a potentially life-
threatening emergency and that its timely identification, treatment and monitoring 
during and beyond initial treatment is essential.

Chief Executive, HSCB and PHA should: 

 Disseminate this circular to all relevant HSCB/PHA staff, community services, 
general practices and community pharmacies. 

 Consider it through the normal HSCB/PHA processes for assuring implementation 
of safety and quality alerts. 

Chief Executive, RQIA should: 

 Disseminate this circular to all appropriate Independent Sector providers. 

Chief Executive, NIMDTA should: 

 Disseminate this circular to doctors in training in all relevant specialties. 

BACKGROUND

Potassium is essential for the body’s normal function, including maintenance of normal 
heart rhythm. The way the body responds to hyperkalaemia – a higher than normal 
level of potassium in the blood – is unpredictable; arrhythmias and cardiac arrest can 
occur without warning. Hyperkalaemia can affect patients in hospital and being cared 
for at home.

Hyperkalaemia is a potentially life-threatening emergency which can be corrected with 
treatment.

Over a recent three-year period, the National Reporting and Learning System (NRLS) 
received 35 reports of patients suffering cardiac arrest while hyperkalaemic. These 
suggest that some healthcare professionals may not appreciate that clinical 
assessment, treatment and ongoing monitoring of hyperkalaemia is time critical.



Enquiries: 

Any enquiries about the content of this circular should be addressed to: 

Safety Policy Branch 
Department of Health 
Room D1.4 
Castle Buildings 
BELFAST 
BT4 3SQ 
Tel: 028 90528322 
qualityandsafety@health-ni.gov.uk

Yours sincerely

Dr Paddy Woods 
Deputy Chief Medical Officer

Distributed for information to: 
Executive Medical Director/Director of Public Health, PHA 
Director of Nursing and Allied Health Professions, PHA 
Director of Performance Management & Service Improvement, HSCB 
Safety and Quality Alerts Team, HSC Board 
Chief Executive, NIAS 
Prof. Donna Fitzsimons, Head of Nursing & Midwifery, QUB 
Prof. Pascal McKeown, Head of Medical School, QUB 
Prof. Carmel Hughes, Head of School of Pharmacy QUB 
Prof. Sonja McIlfatrick, Head of School of Nursing, UU 
Prof. Paul McCarron, Head of Pharmacy School, UU 
Chief Executive, NIPEC 
Staff Tutor of Nursing, Open University 
Director, Safety Forum 
NI Centre for Pharmacy Learning and Development 
Clinical Education Centre 
NI Royal College of Nursing

mailto:qualityandsafety@health-ni.gov.uk

