
 

Nurse at telehealth service breaches the Code for  

secondary triage following emergency call 

20HDC00862 

In a report released today, Deputy Health and Disability Commissioner Rose Wall has 
found a registered nurse at a telehealth service breached the Code of Health and 
Disability Services Consumers’ Rights (the Code) for failing to provide services of an 
appropriate standard to a woman in her seventies.  
 
The woman had been ill for three days with vomiting symptoms and abdominal pain 
when her friend called emergency services. The intial call handler advised that the 
woman was not in immediate danger and a registered nurse or paramedic would call 
back within 30 minutes to undertake a secondary triage.  
 
The secondary triage was completed by a registered nurse who advised the woman 
to see her GP the following morning. The GP diagnosed an upper gastro-intestinal 
bleed and called for an urgent ambulance transfer. Sadly, the woman died at hospital 
later that day from sepsis and a bowel obstruction, secondary to a hernia.  
 
Ms Wall found the registered nurse who provided the secondary triage breached the 
Code for failing to provide services of an appropriate standard |tautikanga.  
 
“In my view the information the nurse gained in the secondary assessment should 
have highlighted the need for timely consultation with a clinician,” said Ms Wall. 
 
In the report Ms Wall said risk factors were not taken into account when making 
decisions regarding the urgency of the woman’s need for medical assessment and 
her face to face assesment. These risk factors included the woman’s age, the length 
of time she’d been sick and her medical history.  
 
The risk factors, “were not given enough consideration; nor was the fact that the 
recommendation from the triage tool was to be seen within six hours, which would 
have been very difficult to achieve without paramedics being sent,” said Ms Wall.  
 
Ms Wall also made an adverse comment about the telehealth service in relation to 
the algorithm decision tools and protocols.  However, she accepted that the triage 
tool system as a decision-making tool is conditional on the accuracy of the 
information entered.  
 
Since this event, the registered nurse, the telehealth service and the ambulance 
service have made a number of improvements, which are outlined in the report. 
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Taking into account the changes made Ms Wall outlined several further 
recommendations for the telehealth service. 
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Editor’s notes 

Please only use the photo provided with this media release. For any questions about 
the photo, please contact the communications team. 

The full report of this case can be viewed on HDC’s website - see HDC's 'Latest 
Decisions'. 

Names have been removed from the report to protect privacy of the individuals 
involved in this case. 

The Commissioner will usually name providers and public hospitals found in breach 
of the Code unless it would not be in the public interest or would unfairly 
compromise the privacy interests of an individual provider or a consumer. More 
information for the media, including HDC’s naming policy and why we don't 
comment on complaints, can be found on our website here. 

HDC promotes and protects the rights of people using health and disability services 
as set out in the Code of Health and Disability Services Consumers' Rights (the Code). 

In 2022/23 HDC made 592 quality improvement recommendations to individual 
complaints and we have a high compliance rate of around 96%. 

Read our latest Annual Report 2023 

Health and disability service users can now access an animated video to help them 
understand their health and disability service rights under the Code. 
Learn more: Education Publications 

For more information contact: 

Communications team, Health and Disability Commissioner 

Email: communications@hdc.org.nz, Mobile: +64 (0)27 432 6709 
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