
PRINT- A check up on virtual nursing 

Nurses who work on the medical-surgical floors at OSF HealthCare Saint Francis Medical Center in Peoria say 

they would never want to go back to a time when they didn’t have the support of virtual nurses. In fact, 

nurses interviewed say they would eventually like virtual nurses to take on other aspects of comprehensive 

care, in addition to admissions and discharge. 

Virtual nurses use technology to provide care and support to patients and their families remotely, often from a 

central location. This technology enables virtual nurses to access patient records, monitor vitals and 

communicate with patients and bedside nurses via video conferencing and other digital tools.  

OSF HealthCare is three years into an OSF Innovation pilot program using virtual nurses through OSF OnCall, 

the digital health arm of the Peoria, Illinois-based health system, to handle the admission and discharge of 

patients. Based on success and positive feedback from floor nurses and nursing supervisors, the pilot, 

designed by the OSF Innovation Performance Improvement team expanded virtual nursing to 141 beds at OSF 

HealthCare Saint Anthony Medical Center in Rockford, Illinois. That brings virtual nursing to a total of 217 beds 

through either tablets or in-room technology. 

Nursing hadn’t significantly changed in 50 years and Jennifer Croland, vice president and chief nursing officer 

at OSF Saint Francis, said it was important to embrace technology and innovation to improve care and reduce 

burnout. In the beginning, she admits, there were communication challenges between bedside and virtual 

nurses. 

“I think initially it was really adding another member to our care delivery team and how do we communicate 

with them. How do we let them know that we have an admission coming in? How do we let them know the 

patient is getting ready to be discharged and how do we let them know there’s something else the patient 

needs before they’re discharged?”  

The virtual nurse for OSF Saint Francis Medical Center is based at the OSF OnCall command center, which is 

not located on the patient care unit. These nurses have access to the electronic health records of patients. 

Some patient rooms on the medical-surgical units at OSF Saint Francis are equipped with wall-mounted TVs 

and the virtual nurse and patient interact through this technology. More often at OSF Saint Francis and at OSF 

Saint Anthony, tablets are used for patients to communicate with the virtual nurses.  

Croland says the virtual nurse is freeing up floor nurses for more direct, hands-on care and that’s resulting in 

fewer falls, pressure injuries and faster time for admissions and discharges. 

“Regarding the discharge process, we're also seeing a shortened amount of time from the time that the 

physician writes the order till the time that the patient actually goes home. So our baseline was around three 

hours when we started, and we're down to two now.”  

When patients are admitted or discharged more efficiently this reduces wait times for incoming admissions and 

improves overall hospital flow. But virtual nursing also addresses nurse burnout and morale. Health systems 

have tried various options, but floor nurses interviewed for this story say virtual nursing has made the most 

significant impact. 

Impact on floor nurses 

Bedside nurses estimate they have been able to recover at least one hour a day that in turn can be spent on 

direct care and communicating with patients and families as a result of virtual nurses handling often complex, 

time-consuming tasks. Dalton Havens recently transitioned from a primary charge nurse who works a day shift 

to OSF OnCall Digital Hospital. But, when interviewed for this story about virtual nursing, Havens said he 

enjoyed having more time for direct care and communication. 

https://www.osfhealthcare.org/oncall/
https://www.osfinnovation.org/
https://newsroom.osfhealthcare.org/care-was-so-personal-says-broadcaster-former-state-ag-leader-about-osf-oncall-digital-hospital/


“Since you do have more time with each patient, it just makes it a little bit easier to be able to spend the time 

to give them (patients) more detailed care than trying to rush around trying to get all these tasks done so you 

can get to the next thing and get to the next thing and the next thing.”  

Primary charge nurse Hannah Tomblin helps coordinate communication between virtual nurses and those 

working bedside. She feels less stress on a daily basis because the OSF OnCall nurses are handling what can 

be complex admissions, discharges or patient transfers. For example, she responds differently now to learning 

about a new admission coming from the emergency department. Before virtual nursing, it was immediately 

stress-inducing. 

“It was more of like awe (she frowns and shrugs her shoulders as other nurses listening laugh), because you 

had to go in and answer all the questions, you had to maybe call nursing homes, you have to call their 

pharmacy, you have to do all this, you have to do all that. But now that there’s a virtual admission and the 

mobile admission nurse, that’s all done for you so now when I have to say as a charge nurse, ‘You’re gonna 

get an ED admit,’ (floor nurses respond) ‘Oh, that’s OK, I have the virtual nurse now.” 

Tomblin says nursing is stressful, not only because of workload, but because nurses make moral and ethical 

decisions daily so reducing documentation and logistical tasks goes a long way to improving work-life balance. 

Alvin Baluyut (pronounced bal-you-yoot) used to work a night shift, and he would spend most of his time 

discharging patients. He recalls feeling as though his to-do list for patients who needed his help was never 

completed. He’s a champion of virtual nursing and in fact, would like to see OSF OnCall virtual nurses deployed 

more to help with educating patients about their condition or medication, so they understand why it’s 

important to take it as directed. 

“If you have somebody who’s doing that regularly for patients to keep them informed, the rate of compliance 

would be more because the patient knows that ‘Hey, these are the benefits that I’m getting’ and then the 

plans and the indications for the medication for them are clearly communicated.”  

OSF HealthCare. Brandi Clark, vice president of OSF OnCall Digital Care says planning will continue for 

expansion to other hospitals within the OSF Ministry. With that, there has been an evaluation of technology 

with a strong eye towards the future as Clark explains. 

“As we think more broadly about this being about more than only nursing but about what does the 

technology-enabled hospital of the future look like? There are so many features and functions available 

through many of the technology platforms and so it’s really about how we redesign that total model of care 

and the experience that patient has using that technology in their hospital room.”  

In the meantime, within the next 12 months, the virtual nursing program is set to expand its reach to an 

additional 350 beds across 12 units throughout OSF HealthCare. 

 

 

 

 


