
Index 
Do not cover this area - Do not cover this area - Do not cover this area - Do not cover this area - Do not cover 
this area - Do not cover this area - Do not cover this area - Do not cover this area - Do not cover this area. 

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF AN ALLIED HEALTH TEAM IN AN EMERGENCY DEPARTMENT?  
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and Associate Professor Lou Harms, Department of Social Work, The University of Melbourne 

BACKGROUND  
 
Since the introduction of allied health teams to 
Emergency Departments (EDs) in public hospitals 
in Australia in early 2000, clinicians and 
researchers have found it challenging to find 
meaningful ways to measure the impact of their 
work due to varied contexts and the complexity of 
the allied health discipline mix. Much of the 
literature suggests that further investigation is 
required to develop appropriate measures that 
‘reflect the complexity of the service delivery 
approaches and tasks’  (Grimmer-Somers, 
Milanese & Kumar, 2012, p. 79).  
 
An analysis of patient data from 2004 and 2014 
show patient numbers through the ED at The 
Alfred have increased by 61%, with a 55% 
increase of patients aged 65 years and above 
being discharged home. 
 
 

METHODS 
 
A staff satisfaction survey of ED staff (medical, 
nursing and allied health) was completed in 2014 
(n=169; 69% response rate) to explore 
recommendations for improvement of the team, to 
document the benefits for patient care and to 
address workforce challenges.   
 
The survey examined three key working areas: 
referral process, communication and patient care. 
Three questions were included to further explore 
staff experience of the team, the benefits of 
having such a team in the ED and possible 
improvements. 

RESULTS 
 
Staff reported being highly satisfied with the team’s 
communication, patient care and response to referrals.   
 
What prompts referral? 
Table 1 shows the identification of both social and 
functional issues as the main prompt for a referral 
indicating the inherent complexity of the work of the 
allied health team.    

Referral prompts Frequency* 
(%) 

Social 118 (78%) 

Functional 99 (65%) 

Age 77 (51%) 

Discharge Planning 64 (42%) 

Other referral triggers 24 (16%) 

Two or more of the above 117 (77%) 

Age and social and 
functional 53 (35%) 

Social and functional 30 (20%) 

Table 1: Prompts for referral to allied health 

Benefits of allied health Frequency* (%) 

Patient care 121 (78%) 

Team/service 100 (65%) 

Hospital indicators 99 (64%) 

Table 2: Benefits of the allied health team 

Suggested areas of improvement? 
A total of 64% of participants reported the need for 
improvement around systemic and/or operational 
areas.   
 
Primarily, respondents requested extended hours and 
increased staffing to provide a seven-day a week 
service to the Department.  The difference between 
the weekday and weekend service led to a small 
amount of respondents (10%) requesting 
improvement to referral of the process. 

 
‘More hours would be fantastic - you are all 
wonderful and make a difference to our 
Emergency pt's experiences and outcomes 
whilst in ED and on returning to the community 
if possible - thank you’  (nurse) 

 
 

DISCUSSION  
 
The survey responses were resoundingly 
positive.  
 
The key benefits of the allied health team 
identified by respondents were: 
  
• Improved patient care making it safer and 

inclusive of patient and family input. 
• Providing an additional skill set to the ED 

to manage specific areas such as 
bereavement, vestibular conditions and 
mild traumatic brain injury presentations.  

• Providing a positive presence through its 
work, collegial nature and the respectful 
way it dealt with patients and families.   

• Helping the ED meet hospital targets with 
patient flow, through their assessment and 
management of patients, particularly the 
elderly. 

 
‘AHED is easy to reach very helpful and 
supportive.  Yes, allied health is an integral 
part of a well functioning ED’ (doctor) 
 
 
 
 
Reference: Grimmer-Somers, K. Milanese, S., & Kumar, S. (2012). 
Measuring the quality of allied health services in Australia: Is it a case 
of  “the more we learn the less we know?”. Journal of Healthcare 
Leadership, 4, 71-81.  

 

What are the benefits of an allied health team? 
Specific benefits reported by staff were: discharge 
safety, patient flow and freeing up of staff. In relation 
to patient care, respondents identified safer outcomes 
for patients, with improved care due to  the inclusion 
of patient and families to their ED management and 
discharge (Table 2). A large percentage of remarks 
were made about positive team culture, the team’s 
efficiency and timeliness, and the different and 
additional skills the team provides. 

‘Any elderly person who lives alone, someone who I 
am concerned about or think won’t cope at home, 
someone who has more complex social needs than I 
am able to help with, for information about resources 
available.’ (nurse) 

* Not mutually exclusive 

* Not mutually exclusive 
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