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Powerless: Layer Backup Strategies to Weather Power 
Outages 

Welcome to ECRI Institute PSO Compass Points, incisive reviews of 
patient safety topics. We welcome your comments; please send them 
to psohelpdesk@ecri.org. 

During a hospital-wide power outage, the emergency generator 
failed. There was no emergency power. The outage crippled the 
obstetrics unit; vital-sign-monitoring equipment, intravenous 
medication infusion pumps, the unit’s security system, and even 
lighting were affected. Epidural analgesia continued to infuse on 
battery packs, and hand-held monitors were used for fetal heart 
tones. During the 35-minute outage, nine patients were being cared 
for—one in triage, five in labor, and three in recovery. 

 

    
Member Resources 

• Emergency Management  
• Home Care Emergency 

Preparedness Policy  

 

  
Situation 
The duration of power outages has been increasing nationwide. Severe weather events lengthen the time a 
healthcare facility and its surrounding community can expect to be without power or power-dependent utilities, 
such as water and wastewater disposal. Hospitals must weigh the need to evacuate patients and must ensure 
that emergency power systems are in place to supply the most critical needs in the event of an outage. 
  
Background 
ECRI Institute PSO reviewed 161 power outages that caused 197 adverse events between 2010 and 2017. 
Power outages were reported to most often affect the operation of the following:  

• Clinical and monitoring equipment (33%)  
• Electronic medical records and diagnostic imaging system (11%)  
• Internal communication and alarm management systems (11%)  
• Lighting (10%)  
• Medication management (8%)  
• Security systems (7%)  
• Elevators (4%)   

Assessment 
Clinical and monitoring equipment is highly vulnerable to the effects of a power outage. Some hospitals may 
not be sufficiently prepared to weather an outage, and all hospitals should review their preparedness for the 
challenges that a power outage presents. 
  
Recommendations 
ECRI Institute PSO recommends the following to prepare for a localized or widespread outage event:  

• Conduct a hazard vulnerability assessment (HVA) or a threat and hazard identification and risk 
assessment (THIRA). Ensure that utilities, communication systems, supplies, and transportation 
systems are addressed.  
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• Use a gap analysis tool to develop a prioritized action plan. Ensure that unit plans align with the 
hospital’s plan and that the hospital’s emergency preparedness plans align with local, regional, and 
statewide emergency preparedness initiatives.  

• Ensure the organization’s compliance with CMS interpretive guidelines on emergency preparedness.  
• Consider training opportunities for staff preparation:  

o Educate facility staff on National Fire Protection Association standards for emergency and 
standby power systems.  

o Download free Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) training on temporary 
emergency power.  

o Review the emergency preparedness basic surveyor training course module by the Centers 
for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) about emergency and standby power-system 
standards.  

• Develop a coordinated plan for individuals in the surrounding community who are electricity-
dependent for their at-home medical care. Identify safe alternatives for vulnerable outpatients during 
an extended outage. Educate patients and their caregivers.  

• Register the hospital's generators with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), using EPFAT 
(Emergency Power Facility Assessment Tool) to facilitate assistance from FEMA after a disaster.    

Please forward to colleagues in your organization. Did someone forward this e-mail to you? E-mail us at 
psohelpdesk@ecri.org to request access and be added to our distribution list. 

Information in this Alert is drawn from the ECRI Institute PSO database. 
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