
Exploration of a nursing role in emergency 

department waiting rooms 

Kelli Innes 

RN, BN, MN, GCertHlthProfEd, GCertEmergNurs, FCENA, MACN 

Submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

University of Technology Sydney 

Faculty of Health 

March 2019 



i 

CERTIFICATE OF ORIGINAL AUTHORSHIP 

I, Kelli Innes, declare that this thesis is submitted in fulfilment of the requirements 

for the award of Doctor of Philosophy, in the Faculty of Health at the University of 

Technology Sydney. This thesis is wholly my own work unless otherwise referenced or 

acknowledged.  

In addition, I certify that all information sources and literature used are indicated 

in the thesis. This document has not been submitted for qualifications at any other 

academic institution. This research is supported by the Australian Government Research 

Training Program. 

Signature of Student: 

Date: 26/02/2019 

Production Note:

Signature removed prior to publication.



ii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

The completion of this study would not have been achieved without the support 

of a number of people. I would like to acknowledge their roles. 

 

To my supervisors, Professor Doug Elliott, Professor Debra Jackson and 

Associate Professor Virginia Plummer for their encouragement, support and guidance in 

completing the study and developing my research and writing skills. 

 

To Julia for your love and enduring support, encouragement and unwavering 

belief that I could complete the study. To my family and friends for their support and 

encouragement throughout the journey.  

 

To all the participants in the various phases of the study, thank you for your 

support and participation in the study. 

 

To those who participated in developing and piloting the observation tool and 

survey, thank you for your time and support of the research. 

 

I acknowledge the Nurses Memorial Centre, who through the award of the Vivian 

Bullwinkle Award and Scholarship from the Nurses Memorial Centre (2016) supported 

my postgraduate nursing studies. 

 

Professional editor, Dr Floriana Badalotti, provided proofreading services, 

according to the guidelines laid out in the university-endorsed national ‘Guidelines for 

editing research theses’. 

 

  



iii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

CERTIFICATE OF ORIGINAL AUTHORSHIP ................................................... i 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ................................................................................. ii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS ................................................................................... iii 

LIST OF TABLES ............................................................................................. x 

LIST OF FIGURES ......................................................................................... xii 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS ........................................................................... xiii 

ANTHOLOGY OF PUBLICATIONS ............................................................... xiv 

LIST OF CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS ................................................. xv 

ABSTRACT ................................................................................................... xvi 

CHAPTER ONE – RESEARCH PROBLEM ...................................................... 1 

1.1 Introduction .............................................................................................. 1 

1.2 Background ............................................................................................. 2 

1.2.1 Nursing in the Australian context ................................................................... 2 

1.2.2 Overview of the Australian health care system .............................................. 3 

1.2.3 Emergency care ............................................................................................ 4 

1.2.4 Emergency medicine .................................................................................... 8 

1.2.5 Emergency nursing ....................................................................................... 9 

1.2.6 Triage ......................................................................................................... 11 

1.2.7 Emergency department waiting room .......................................................... 14 

1.2.8 Waiting room nurse ..................................................................................... 16 

1.2.9 Patient-centred and person-centred care .................................................... 18 

1.3 Policies influencing practice ................................................................... 22 



iv 

1.3.1 Key performance indicators ........................................................................ 22 

1.3.2 Standing orders and clinical pathways ........................................................ 23 

1.4 Research aim ........................................................................................ 24 

1.5 Significance and scope of the study ....................................................... 24 

1.7 Thesis structure ..................................................................................... 25 

1.8 Conclusion ............................................................................................. 26 

CHAPTER TWO – INTEGRATIVE REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE .............. 27 

2.1 Overview................................................................................................ 27 

2.2 Care of Patients In Emergency Department Waiting Rooms – An Integrative 

Review .................................................................................................................... 27 

2.2.1 Introduction ................................................................................................. 27 

2.2.2 Background ................................................................................................ 28 

2.2.3 The Review ................................................................................................. 30 

2.2.4 Results ........................................................................................................ 37 

2.2.5 Discussion .................................................................................................. 46 

2.2.6 Conclusion .................................................................................................. 49 

2.3 Summary ............................................................................................... 49 

CHAPTER THREE – METHODOLOGY AND OVERVIEW OF METHODS ..... 51 

3.1 Introduction ............................................................................................ 51 

3.2 Mixed methods as a methodology ......................................................... 52 

3.2.1 Philosophical assumptions .......................................................................... 53 

3.2.2 Types of mixed-methods research designs ................................................. 56 

3.3 Study design .......................................................................................... 58 



v 

3.4 Selection and justification of methods .................................................... 62 

3.4.1 Semi-structured interviews with key informants ........................................... 62 

3.4.2 Observation in practice ............................................................................... 63 

3.4.3 Survey ........................................................................................................ 68 

3.4.4 Thematic analysis ....................................................................................... 73 

3.4.5 Quantitative content analysis ...................................................................... 73 

3.4.6 Statistical analysis....................................................................................... 74 

3.5 Ethical Considerations ........................................................................... 75 

3.5.1 Overarching ethical considerations ............................................................. 75 

3.5.2 Ethical considerations for key informant interviews ..................................... 76 

3.5.3 Ethical considerations for observations in practice ...................................... 77 

3.5.4 Ethical considerations for practice survey ................................................... 78 

3.6 Key informant interviews method ........................................................... 78 

3.6.1 Sample and recruitment .............................................................................. 78 

3.6.2 Data collection ............................................................................................ 78 

3.6.3 Data analysis .............................................................................................. 79 

3.7 Observations in practice method ............................................................ 79 

3.7.1 Setting ........................................................................................................ 79 

3.7.2 Sample and recruitment .............................................................................. 80 

3.7.3 Data collection ............................................................................................ 81 

3.7.4 Data analysis .............................................................................................. 82 

3.8 Practice survey method ......................................................................... 83 

3.8.1 Sample and recruitment .............................................................................. 83 



vi 

3.8.2 Data collection ............................................................................................ 83 

3.8.3 Data analysis .............................................................................................. 84 

3.9 Integration at analytical and interpretation level ..................................... 85 

3.10 Trustworthiness and rigour................................................................... 87 

3.10.1 Trustworthiness ........................................................................................ 87 

3.10.2 Rigour ....................................................................................................... 89 

3.11 Conclusion ........................................................................................... 90 

CHAPTER FOUR – RESULTS: KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEWS ................. 91 

4.1 Overview................................................................................................ 91 

4.2 Emergency Department Waiting Room Nurse Role: A Key Informant 

Perspective ............................................................................................................. 91 

4.2.1 Introduction ................................................................................................. 91 

4.2.2 Materials and Methods ................................................................................ 93 

4.2.3 Results ........................................................................................................ 95 

4.2.4 Discussion ................................................................................................ 102 

4.2.5 Study strengths and limitations ................................................................. 105 

4.2.6 Conclusion ................................................................................................ 105 

4.3 Summary ............................................................................................. 106 

CHAPTER FIVE – RESULTS: OBSERVATION IN PRACTICE .................... 107 

5.1 Overview.............................................................................................. 107 

5.2 Emergency Department Waiting Room Nurses in Practice: An 

Observational Study .............................................................................................. 107 

5.2.1 Introduction ............................................................................................... 107 

5.2.2 Background .............................................................................................. 108 



vii 

5.2.3 Methods .................................................................................................... 108 

5.2.4 Results ...................................................................................................... 114 

5.2.5 Discussion ................................................................................................ 121 

5.2.6 Conclusion ................................................................................................ 125 

5.3 Summary ............................................................................................. 126 

CHAPTER SIX – RESULTS: PRACTICE SURVEY ...................................... 127 

6.1 Overview.............................................................................................. 127 

6.2 A Profile of the Waiting Room Nurse in Emergency Departments: An Online 

Survey of Australian Nurses Exploring Implementation and Perceptions ............... 127 

6.2.1 Introduction ............................................................................................... 127 

6.2.2 Background .............................................................................................. 128 

6.2.3 Methods .................................................................................................... 129 

6.2.4 Results ...................................................................................................... 132 

6.2.5 Discussion ................................................................................................ 144 

6.2.6 Conclusion ................................................................................................ 147 

6.3 Summary ............................................................................................. 147 

CHAPTER SEVEN – INTEGRATED DISCUSSION ...................................... 148 

7.1 Introduction .......................................................................................... 148 

7.2 Statement of key findings ..................................................................... 148 

7.3 Integration using adapted Logic Model ................................................ 149 

7.3.1. External factors ........................................................................................ 151 

7.4 Resources to implement the role ......................................................... 152 

7.4.1 Nurse characteristics and attributes .......................................................... 152 



viii 

7.4.2 Organisational resources .......................................................................... 163 

7.5 Activities of the WRN ........................................................................... 167 

7.5.1 Assessment .............................................................................................. 167 

7.5.2 Secondary triage interventions .................................................................. 168 

7.5.3 Communication ......................................................................................... 169 

7.5.4 Facilitation of patient flow .......................................................................... 170 

7.6 Outputs and outcomes of the role ........................................................ 170 

7.6.1 Expedite care ............................................................................................ 171 

7.6.2 Patient advocacy ...................................................................................... 172 

7.6.3 Therapeutic relationships .......................................................................... 173 

7.6.4 De-escalation ............................................................................................ 175 

7.6.5 Empowerment ........................................................................................... 175 

7.7 Improved care quality and patient safety .............................................. 177 

7.8 Delivery of patient-centred care ........................................................... 178 

7.9 Conclusion ........................................................................................... 180 

CHAPTER EIGHT – RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION ............... 182 

8.1 Introduction .......................................................................................... 182 

8.2 Methodological strengths and limitations ............................................. 182 

8.3 Implications for policy, practice and education ..................................... 184 

8.4 Recommendations for further research ................................................ 187 

.5 Conclusion ............................................................................................. 188 

REFERENCES.............................................................................................. 190 

APPENDIX A – Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) Tools ......... 209 



ix 

APPENDIX B – Observation Tool ............................................................... 210 

APPENDIX C – Online Survey .................................................................... 213 

APPENDIX D – UTS ethics approval: Key informant interviews .............. 220 

APPENDIX E – Email invite to key informants .......................................... 221 

APPENDIX F – Participant information and consent form: key informants

 ................................................................................................................................. 222 

APPENDIX G – Monash Health HREC approval for observation .............. 223 

APPENDIX H – UTS HREC approval: Observation .................................... 225 

APPENDIX I – Ballarat HREC approval: Observation ............................... 226 

APPENDIX J – Participant information form: Observation ....................... 229 

APPENDIX K – Email invite: Observation .................................................. 229 

APPENDIX L – UTS HREC Approval: Survey ............................................ 234 

APPENDIX M – CENA research approval: Survey..................................... 235 

APPENDIX N – Participant information form: Survey ............................... 235 

APPENDIX O – Email invite: Survey .......................................................... 237 

 

  



x 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1.1 Australasian Triage Scale ........................................... 13 

Table 1.2 Overview of Integrative Model of Patient-Centredness 20 

Table 2.1 Definition of key terms ................................................. 30 

Table 2.2 Inclusion and exclusion criteria. .................................. 32 

Table 2.3 Quality appraisal of papers .......................................... 34 

Table 2.4 Sub-categories identified ............................................. 36 

Table 2.5 Summary of selected qualitative papers ...................... 38 

Table 2.6 Summary of selected quantitative papers. ................... 39 

Table 3.1 Mixed methods framework .......................................... 56 

Table 3.2 Mixed methods research designs ................................ 57 

Table 3.3 Classifications of timing in mixed method research ..... 58 

Table 3.4 Guiding questions for key informant interviews ........... 62 

Table 3.5 Observer roles ............................................................ 66 

Table 3.6 Summary of observational tool .................................... 68 

Table 3.7 Summary of survey ..................................................... 71 

Table 3.8 Description of ED settings ........................................... 80 

Table 3.9 Description of observations ......................................... 82 

Table 3.10 Logic Model ................................................................ 87 

Table 3.11 Naturalistic criteria to assess trustworthiness .............. 88 

Table 4.1 Identified categories .................................................... 97 

Table 4.2 Identified Themes ....................................................... 97 

Table 5.1 Description of ED settings ......................................... 110 



xi 

Table 5.2 Description of observations ....................................... 112 

Table 5.3 Oral medications administered .................................. 115 

Table 5.4  Interventions and diagnostics performed ................... 115 

Table 6.1 Respondents demographic characteristics ................ 133 

Table 6.2 Patient assessment ................................................... 135 

Table 6.3 Medications administered (oral, topical and nebulised)

 ................................................................................. 136 

Table 6.4 Interventions performed ............................................ 136 

Table 6.5 Experience and preparation prior to commencing as 

Waiting Room Nurse ................................................. 140 

Table 6.6 Policies and protocols ............................................... 141 

Table 6.7 Additional policies ..................................................... 142 

 

  



xii 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 2.1 Search method ......................................................................... 33 

Figure 3.1 Exploratory sequential design ................................................... 59 

Figure 3.2 Exploratory sequential design of this study ............................... 61 

Figure 3.3 Basic Logic Model .................................................................... 86 

Figure 7.1 Model of WRN ........................................................................ 150 

Figure 7.2 Key characteristics and attributes of WRN .............................. 154 

  



xiii 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

 

ACEM Australasian College of Emergency Medicine 

ATS Australasian Triage Scale 

CASP Critical Appraisal Skills Programme 

CENA College of Emergency Nursing Australasia 

CIN Clinical Initiative Nurse 

DNW Did not wait 

ECG Electrocardiograph 

ED Emergency Department 

EN Enrolled Nurse 

HREC Human Research Ethics Committee 

IV Intravenous 

KPI Key Performance Indicator 

LOS Length of Stay 

LWBS Left without being seen 

MDRNSTAT Physician [MD]-Nurse [RN] Supplementary Team 

NEAT National Emergency Access Target 

NMBA Nursing and Midwifery Board of Australia 

NSW New South Wales 

NUM Nurse Unit Manager 

NTS National Triage Scale  

RITZ Rapid Intervention and Treatment Zone 

RN Registered Nurse 

WR Waiting room 

WRN Waiting Room Nurse 

 

  



xiv 

ANTHOLOGY OF PUBLICATIONS 

 

Innes, K., Jackson, D., Plummer, V., Elliott, D. (2019). A profile of the waiting room 

nurse in emergency departments: An online survey of Australian nurses exploring 

implementation and perceptions. International Emergency Nursing. DOI: 

10.1016/j.ienj.2018.10.003 

 

Innes, K., Elliott, D., Plummer, V., & Jackson, D. (2017). Emergency department 

waiting room nurses in practice: An observational study, Journal of Clinical Nursing. 

27(7-8), ppe1402-1411. DOI: 10.1111/jocn.14240 

 

Innes, K., Jackson, D., Plummer, V. & Elliott, D. (2017). Emergency department 

waiting room nurse role: a key informant perspective. Australasian Emergency Nursing 

Journal 20(1), 6-11. DOI: 10.1016/j.aenj.2016.12.002. 

 

Innes, K., Jackson, D., Plummer, V. & Elliott, D. (2015). Care of patients in emergency 

department waiting rooms – an integrative review. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 71(12), 

p.2902-2714. DOI: 10.1111/jan.12719 

  

https://doi-org.ezproxy.lib.monash.edu.au/10.1111/jocn.14240


xv 

LIST OF CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS 

2018 Oral presentation – Waiting Room Nurse roles in the emergency 

department: Current practice and praxis content, Sigma Theta Tau 

International 29th International Nursing Research Congress, Melbourne. 

2016 Oral presentation – The why and how of introducing a waiting room nurse 

role into the emergency department, 14th International Conference for 

Emergency Nurse, Alice Springs. 

2016 Poster presentation – The introduction of an emergency department waiting 

room nurse role: findings from key informants, 2nd Global Conference on 

Emergency Nursing & Trauma Care, Sitges Spain. 

2014 Poster presentation – Patient care in the emergency department waiting 

room: a literature review, National Nursing Forum 2014, Adelaide. 

  



xvi 

ABSTRACT 

The waiting room nurse role was introduced into emergency department waiting 

rooms in response to increased waiting times, poor patient outcomes and failure to meet 

key performance indicators. The aim of role was to decrease waiting times, reassess 

patients and improve communication. There is a paucity of literature relating to the role. 

The aim of the research was to explore nurses perception of the implementation of a 

nurse allocated to care for patients in emergency department waiting rooms. 

An exploratory sequential mixed-methods design was used. In Phase 1, data 

exploring factors contributing to the development of the role were collected from key 

informant (n=6) through semi-structured interviews. In Phase 2 waiting room nurses (n=8) 

from a major metropolitan and regional hospital in Victoria (Australia) were observed in 

clinical practice over 13 periods of observation. Phase 3 surveyed members of the 

College of Emergency Nursing Australasia, the peak professional body, on the 

implementation of the role across Australia and their perception of the role. There was a 

total of 197 survey responses.  

The key findings of the research were that nurses perceived the role contributed 

to care quality and patient safety in the waiting room. Waiting Room Nurses developed 

therapeutic relationships to deliver holistic patient-centred care and facilitated the flow of 

patients out the waiting room. Variations in preparation, experience and supporting policy 

were found. A number of challenges including role confusion, funding issues and high 

exposure to occupational stressors were noted. 

Integration of the results identified the characteristics and attributes of nurses 

performing the role, along with the organisational resources required. The activities of 

the WRN were found to be assessment, secondary triage interventions, communication 

and facilitating patient flow. Finally, expediting care, patient advocacy, therapeutic 

relationships, de-escalation, empowerment, improving care quality and safety and 

deliver of patient-centred care were identified as outcomes of the role.  



xvii 

A standardised approach, with considerations for local priorities and work 

practices, to the preparation, education and supporting policies is required. In addition, 

policy relating to high exposure of WRNs to occupational stressors is necessary. Further 

research into the role is essential, including exploring patient outcomes and experiences 

of the role.  
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