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RESEARCH QUESTIONS:  
 
1. What is the clinical evidence to indicate the disease areas that can benefit from the use of 

telephone triage? 
 
2. What is the evidence regarding the clinical impact of telephone triage on patient safety 

outcomes? 
 
3. What are the evidence-based guidelines to indicate the types of services that should be 

offered by telephone triage? 
 
METHODS:  
 
A limited literature search was conducted on key health technology assessment resources, 
including PubMed, EBSCOhost CINAHL, the Cochrane Library (Issue 9, 2010), University of 
York Centre for Reviews and Dissemination (CRD) databases, ECRI (Health Devices Gold), 
EuroScan, international health technology agencies, and a focused Internet search. The search 
was limited to English language articles published between January 1, 2005 and September 2, 
2010. No filters were applied to limit the retrieval by study type. Internet links were provided, 
where available. 
 
The summary of findings was prepared from the abstracts of the relevant information. Please 
note that data contained in abstracts may not always be an accurate reflection of the data 
contained within the full article.  
 
RESULTS:   
 
HTIS reports are organized so that the higher quality evidence is presented first. Therefore, 
health technology assessment reports, systematic reviews, and meta-analyses are presented 
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first. These are followed by randomized controlled trials, non-randomized studies, and evidence-
based guidelines.  
 
OVERALL SUMMARY OF FINDINGS:   
 
The different areas of telephone triage presented in the included studies and guidelines are 
summarized in Table 1. One guideline10 indicated that telephone triage was not acceptable for 
the evaluation or diagnosis of community-acquired pneumonia.  
 

Table 1: Telephone Triage Service Areas 
Symptoms and disease areas of callers  Number of studies 
Disease areas 
Asthma 1 RCT1 

Psychological distress – cancer patients 1 NRS3 
Abdominal pain 1 NRS5 

Skin problems 1 NRS5 

Chest pain or discomfort 1 NRS5 

Head injury 1 guideline7 

Urinary tract infection 1 guideline11 

Pregnancy-related issues 1 NRS5 

Breastfeeding  1 guideline8 

Emergency contraception 1 guideline9 
NRS = non-randomized study; RCT = randomized controlled trial 

 
Safety outcomes related to telephone triage were measured in three studies.1,4,6 One systematic 
review1 noted no difference in observed deaths between patients using nurse teletriage and 
those seeking standard care. No deaths were reported within one week of teletriage through a 
pediatric call centre.6 Approximately 75% of families in this study complied with the nurse’s 
triage recommendations.6 For patients presenting with chest or abdominal pain, hospitalization 
rates were significantly higher for telephone triage than for patients who visited a doctor’s office, 
but lower than those who presented to the emergency department.4  The included studies do 
not show an increase in patient harm with telephone triage; however, a more rigorous 
evaluation of safety is required.1 
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