
save a Life 
by Peter Riding 

I
t cannot be every day that a 
television production team can 
claim to have helped save 24 
lives, but that is what hap
pened when BBC Television in 

the United Kingdom became a part
ner in a nationwide campaign to 
teach emergency first aid. 

Called "Save a Life", the cam
paign set out to use television to 
teach viewers what to do if they 
found themselves the first on the 
scene in an emergency, be it a road 
accident, a heart attack, or a choking 
or drowning incident. In many life
threatening situations, the victim 
may only have a few minutes to live 
unless someone comes to his or her 
aid. As there is seldom time for 
trained medical assistance to reach 
the scene, there is obviously a real 
need for a significant proportion of 
the general public to be taught the 
elements of cardiopulmonary resus
citation (CPR). But how can this aim 
be achieved over a short period? 

The strategy of the Save a Life 
campaign, launched in September 
1986, was to make use of public 
television both to teach CPR directly 
on the screen and also to recruit the 
public to attend specially organized 
two-hour training courses. This use 
of television in the UK was not 
something new. Since 1976 the Con
tinuing Education Department of 
BBC Television has been making 
health promotion programmes on 
topics such as smoking, alcohol, diet, 
exercise, road and home accidents, 
and mental health. 

To have any significant effect, such 
programmes need to reach a mass 
audience and so must be shown at or 
near peak viewing times and must be 
attractive to watch. We have found 
that a ten-minute length allows chan
nel controllers to "sandwich" health 
promotion programmes between 
popular, general interest ones with
out losing their viewers. And it is 
important to offer the public the 
opportunity to develop their interests 
or skills through associated written 
materials or even, as in the case 
of Save a Life, through training 
courses. 

Each of the Save a Life program
mes lasted ten minutes and six were 
made. They each contained drama 
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sequences to draw the viewer into the 
theme of the programme, docu
mentary sequences to tell real-life 
success stories, and teaching 
sequences to show viewers the key 
emergency CPR skills. Meanwhile 
BBC Television joined with a 
number of national medical and first 
aid organizations to form a coordi
nating committee. This committee 
took on the task of agreeing what 
should be taught, raising funds, pro
ducing posters and booklets, recruit
ing 120 voluntary local coordinators 
and, finally, establishing emergency 
aid classes in every part of the UK. 

After 18 months, a total of 
155,000 people had been trained in 
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emergency CPR via the two-hour 
classes. Surveys conducted by the 
BBC Broadcasting Research Depart
ment showed that, in two specific 
emergency situations (unconscious
ness and choking), there were signifi
cant increases in actual knowledge 
and that, as a direct result of the 
campaign, the number of people 
correctly aware that there are three 
to four minutes available for re
suscitation increased from 30 to 41 
per cent. 

But what about actual lives saved? 
Two out of the 24 confirmed stories 
will serve as examples: 
- Two friends, M rs Maureen 
Hayden and Mrs Marianne Still, 
were on a bus in Essex when the 
driver suffered a heart attack. The 
women were able to resuscitate him 
with mouth-to-mouth breathing and 
chest compression until an 
ambulance arrived. They had learned 
the technique from the Save a Life 
TV programmes. 
- Steven Tonge from Yorkshire 
saved his father's life when he had a 
severe fall down some steps. Steven 
gave him mouth-to-mouth resusci
tation - a skill which he had just 
learnt on a Save a Life course. • 
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