INS Position Paper

The Role of the Registered Nurse in Determining Distal Tip Placement of
Peripherally Inserted Central Catheters by Chest Radiograph

As a leader in infusion therapy, the Infusion Nurses Society (INS) recognizes the
expanding scope of practice of the licensed registered nurse in the field of infusion
therapy. It is the position of INS that a qualified registered nurse may determine the
distal tip placement of peripherally inserted central catheters by chest radiograph.

Background

The peripherally inserted central catheter (PICC) was introduced in the last quarter of the
20th century.' The catheter is inserted percutaneously through the veins and advanced
until the tip resides in the lower one-third of the superior vena cava (SVC) to the junction
of the SVC and the right atrium.*” The catheter may be inserted by a specially trained
registered nurse (RN)."* Radiographic determination of appropriate catheter tip location
is made by a physician, and the catheter can then be used for infusion therapy.”

INS convened a national task force of infusion therapy experts to examine the practice of
RN determining the distal tip placement of PICCs by chest radiograph. The task force
examined current practices and reviewed current literature. In addition, a survey of state
boards of nursing was conducted. Analysis revealed a need for the expansion in the RN
scope of practice to include viewing chest radiographs to determine distal tip placement
of PICCs.

Discussion

Before a PICC can be used, the termination of the distal tip must be confirmed to be in
the lower one-third of the SVC to the junction of the SVC and the right atrium.’

Traditionally, the location of the PICC tip is determined by chest radiograph interpreted
by a physician prior to the device being used.” In the event a physician is not readily
available to review the radiograph, the PICC cannot be used.” A qualified RN can
determine the placement of the distal tip of the PICC. Once the catheter tip is determined
to be centrally located, the prescribed therapy may be initiated.’

Should the distal tip of the PICC not be readily identifiable, the placement should be
determined by a physician.” Each chest radiograph viewed by the RN should be reviewed
and confirmed by a physician within 24 hours.">°

To be qualified, an RN must attend and successfully complete an educational program
that contains theoretical and anatomical content, as well as didactic sessions.'”" A
competency checklist will be completed and signed by a qualified instructor.



Policies and procedures defining educational program content, competencies, and
qualifications for the RN and instructor will be clearly defined by the organization.” The
organization will develop and maintain a program for ongoing monitoring and validation
of clinical competence.’ These policies and procedures must be in accordance with the
state Nurse Practice Act, which is promulgated by the state’s Board of Nursing, and
federal and state regulatory and accrediting agencies in all practice settings.

Statement of Position

It is the position of the Infusion Nurses Society that a qualified registered nurse may
determine the distal tip location of peripherally inserted central catheters by initial or
repeat chest radiograph studies prior to administration of the prescribed therapy. It is the
responsibility of the organization to determine its own criteria for allowing RNs to
perform this function.

This statement is specific to the RN determining the location of the distal tip of the PICC
only and does not extend to interpretation of radiographs for any other purpose. It is
strongly recommended that chest radiographs viewed by a qualified RN be followed by a
physician’s final view and report.
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