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The Research

Hospital emergency departments (EDs) are often overcrowded and 
patients are often required to spend long periods of time waiting to 
be treated. Overcrowding places enormous pressure on hospital staff 
and is common to Australia as well as many other advanced countries. 
This study evaluated if the new workforce roles impacted on patient 
wait times in ED and the number of days admitted ED patients stayed 
in hospital. The researchers found that the introduction of a Clinical 
Assistant and an Operations Assistant led to:

• Decreased wait times by 5-10 minutes for non-critically ill patients.

• There were mixed results for ED patients that led to in-patient 
admissions and the number of days these patients stayed in hospital.

Privacy and security
Privacy protection and data security lie at the heart of the Population Health Research Network. The collection, use and disclosure of 
personal information by government agencies and other agencies are bound by strict legislative and regulatory conditions. Researchers 
wishing to access linked data must also adhere to stringent conditions, including ethics approval, data custodian approval and the 
development of a detailed data security plan.

Researchers are typically given access to a linked data set put together to meet the specific needs of their project. This de-identified data 
includes only the minimum information required for the research, such as age rather than date of birth.

Government agencies handle personal information in highly-secure environments. Data is delivered to researchers through a secure 
remote access facility, ensuring no information is stored on the researcher’s personal computer or their institutional network. 
Researchers cannot export raw data from this system, only their analyses, and these are checked.

Researchers must only use the data for the approved purpose and are not allowed to link any other information. At the conclusion of the 
project, all data must be destroyed or returned.

Penalties for researchers and government employees can include criminal conviction, jail time or substantial fines. In the more than ten 
years since the network began, there has never been a breach.

HOW DID THE PHRN INFRASTRUCTURE HELP?

The Victorian Data Linkages at the Victorian Department of Health 
(now known as the Victorian Department of Health and Human Services) 
linked two hospital data collections for the research team to analyse. 
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