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Acknowledgment to Country

We are committed to supporting reconciliation between 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australian people. In 

keeping with the spirit of Reconciliation, we acknowledge 

the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples as the 

Traditional Owners of the lands. We wish to pay respect to 

their Elders – past, present and emerging – and 

acknowledge the important role Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people continue to play within our community.



PHN Acknowledgment

This webinar has been developed by             
Eastern Melbourne PHN on behalf of the 
Victorian PHN Alliance, which is the collective 
platform for the six PHNs in Victoria. 

Eastern Melbourne PHN does not take responsibility arising from 
the use of, or reliance on, this webinar by a third party. Any such 
use or reliance is the sole responsibility of that party. This 
webinar does not constitute medical advice. If you require 
medical advice, please consult an appropriate medical 
professional. 

Information contained in this presentation is current as at February 2017



Objectives

• Understand the importance of a safe and 

effective triage system

• Recognise the resources used for the triage 

process in the practice

• Recognise and consider high risk categories 

when triaging patients

• Understand the importance of communication 

and documentation in the triage process



What is triage?

Prioritising sick or injured 
people for treatment 

according to the 
seriousness of their 
condition or injury

Accreditation standards



RACGP Standards for general 

practices 4th edition

Criterion 1.1.1 Scheduling care opening hours

• Our practice has a flexible system that allows us to 
accommodate patient’s clinical needs

Criterion 1.1.2  Telephone and electronic communications

• Patients of our practice are able to obtain timely advice or 
information related to their clinical care by telephone and 
electronic means (where in use) where a GP determines that 
this is clinically safe and that a face-to-face consultation is 
unnecessary for that patient

Criteria 3.2.3 Training of administrative staff

• Our administrative staff participate in training relevant to their 
role in the practice



Why do we need a triage system?

• How do you allocate urgent appointments in your 

practice?

Appointments are patient focused

A structured and consistent approach is used 

Early notification of possible emergency 

Decreases the risk for the practice

The right thing happens every time for every patient



Components of a triage system

• Documented policies and procedures

 Guidelines for reception staff

 Simple triage tool

 Suggested actions to support management of 
patient 

• Staff education 

• Plan to review



Whole of practice approach

• An effective triage systems requires a whole 

team approach

• What are some examples that your team 

undertakes to ensure a whole team approach is 

taken?



Duty of care of a medical receptionist 
NSW Supreme Court - Alexander vs Heise, 2001

Risk Management Tips:

• Have a P&P to support the work of receptionists when assessing 

patient needs

• Have clear guidelines for priority of appointments including when 

to refer to practice clinical staff or elsewhere for urgent treatment

• Provide staff training and regularly review triage system

• Comply with RACGP Standards on Triage

• Obtain comprehensive patient history to determine urgency

• Document relevant conversations especially if appointment made 

on behalf of another

• If concern about urgency or ability to accommodate appointment 

request, redirect to A&E or another medical practice



Triage tools

• POPGUNS

• Triage process and categories



Content

• Definition

• Rationale for having a triage system in 

place 

• Patients who present at high risk

• Techniques and strategies for 

communication in triage

• Documentation and risk management





Use of triage tool, symptom selection 

and categories

When customising the triage tool, a practice needs 
to determine:

• What presenting symptoms are to be included on 
tool

• A timeframe for the person to be seen in according 
to the urgency

• The recommended action, and the service that the 
person need to be referred to

It is essential that the clinical staff have input into the 
tool.

If not confident or unsure of your decision, always 
defer to your clinical team in your practice.



Triage process

The steps involved include:

• Screening questions, including face to face 

assessment

• Prioritise according to the medical need using 

triage tool

• General actions recommended

• Management of the patient

• Documentation

• Disclaimer



Screening questions

“In order for us to determine how to best assist you 

with a timely appointment, reception staff may 

need to ask you a few questions about your 

problem”



Screening questions

• Do you have an urgent problem?

• Who is calling?

• What is the age of the patient?

• What is the nature of the problem?

• What is the duration of the problem?

• What is the severity of the problem?

• Do you have any major health problems?



Verbal and non-verbal cues

Listen carefully and ask yourself:

Does this person look unwell?

Do they look different today?    

Consider:

Body language

Facial expressions

Speech 

Skin colour 

Behaviour



Communication skills & strategies

• Listen

• Verbal and non-verbal communication

• Angry callers

 Hear them out

 Empathise

 Apologise

 Take action

• Use of disclaimer



Closing the call and use of the 

disclaimer

“Please take action if any of your symptoms 

worsen or change. This may include calling back 

for an earlier appointment, going to emergency or 

calling 000”



Patients in the waiting room



Recommended Actions 

• Reflect the urgency of presenting symptoms. Such as:

• Calling an ambulance

• Directing a patient to the Emergency Department 

• Discussing the problem with a GP or nurse 

immediately

• Discussion with the GP and/or nurse within 30 minutes

• Advising the patient to come to the practice now and 

informing the clinical staff when the patient arrives 

• Making an appointment for the patient today

• Making an appointment for the patient within 24 hours.



Management of the patient 



Documentation

Documentation

Purpose of 
documentation

What you need 
to document

When you 
must 

document

Patient record 
sheet



Triage Patient Contact Template



Vulnerable Patients

• Infants under 6 months

• Children: With a chronic illness; who have a history 
of  prematurity; or who have failed to respond to 
treatment

• Older population (Stroke patients - FAST)

• Immunosuppressed patients (eg: Chemotherapy)

• Pregnant women

• Patients with unstable and stable chronic disease 
(eg: uncontrolled diabetes, COPD)

• Patients who have had recent surgery



Ambulance information

• People covered by ambulance:

• Health Care Card and Pension Card Holders

• Ambulance subscription

• Private health cover which includes ambulance 
cover

• DVA Gold card holders

• Non- emergency transport:

• Stretcher 1300 366 313

• Walker/wheelchair 1300 360 929



Confidentiality

• Remember confidentiality when speaking with 

patients

• Patients are more likely to provide you with 

more detail regarding their condition if they 

know their information is confidential



Stroke/Heart Foundation on line 

learning module information

• BeAWARE of warning signs of heart attack 

and stroke training -

http://heartfoundation.org.au/for-

professionals/online-learning

http://heartfoundation.org.au/for-professionals/online-learning


Summary

Patient 
care and 

safety 

What is 
triage?

Practice 
guidelines 

Staff 
education 

Consistent

decisions 

Structured 
systems

Risk 
management 



Thank you for watching and listening

Feedback or further support regarding this webinar 

should be directed to your local PHN.

http://www.gphn.org.au/
http://www.gphn.org.au/
http://www.murrayphn.org.au/
http://www.murrayphn.org.au/
http://www.semphn.org.au/
http://www.semphn.org.au/
http://nwmphn.org.au/
http://nwmphn.org.au/
https://www.westvicphn.com.au/
https://www.westvicphn.com.au/
https://www.emphn.org.au/
https://www.emphn.org.au/

