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NURSE RECOGNITION AWARD FOR IMPROVEMENT IN 
PATIENT CARE:
Ms Emer O'Toole

PROJECT:
Gastroenterology Active Triage (GAT) at Children’s Health Ireland (CHI) 
at Tallaght, Dublin

Ms Emer O’Toole is a Paediatric Gastroenterology 
CNS at CHI Tallaght, Dublin.

Ms O'Toole explains: 

‘I have been working in paediatric GI for eight years and find it an extremely fulfilling 
area of nursing. Children with IBD and other GI conditions can become sick quite 
rapidly but, with the correct treatment and support, can bounce back quickly too. GI 
conditions are often chronic, so building long-term relationships with the child and 
their parents is essential, and very rewarding. Additionally, parents are generally 
extremely motivated to support their child’s dietary and medical treatment which 
speeds their recovery and remission.

‘Children usually arrive via referrals from GP’s, paediatricians, consultant clinics, or 
via the Emergency Department if in crisis. Prior to GAT a child’s first interaction 
with us was their first visit to clinic. This was significantly delayed during and post 
Pandemic and by March 2021, 140 children were awaiting review 21% of whom were 
now waiting between 18 -35 months to be seen. This was clearly an intolerable and 
potentially unsafe situation for children and one we knew had to improve.

‘However, Covid also provided many opportunities for change including a focus on 
how we could do things more effectively with the resources we had, including the 
expertise of our Paediatric Consultant Gastroenterologist. Triage of our new referrals 
to prioritise those urgently in need of endoscopy or clinic review became a priority. 

‘I recently completed a MSc in Leadership, and the skills I learned allowed me to 
really think through and plan a process which would give a step by step guide for all 
the multi-disciplinary team to follow. The main aim was to achieve a reduction in 
waiting lists and times for children to be seen or scoped. 

‘To that end, I developed a process map, standard operating procedures and 
questionnaires for families and patients. The resulting GAT system saw the CNM 2 
and the dietician take a detailed medical history over the telephone and then 
investigations – bloods, faecal calprotectin etc  - were ordered as appropriate. 
The results and history were reported to the Consultant Gastroenterologist at the 
weekly meeting who then decided the clinical outcomes. Those with results and 
histories indicative of IBD, were prioritised to endoscopy. Those with EOE and 
Coeliac Disease were listed for endoscopy. Children who met with the latest

ESPGHAN coeliac disease criteria were managed by the dietician in an OP virtual 
setting, saving them an endoscopy. Crucially, clinic codes ensured that each patient 
journeys could be captured, and data extracted.

‘GAT was launched in March 2021 and in the first year we triaged 285 patients. 18% 
were referred straight to endoscopy (thus avoiding a double wait) 33% to outpatient 
clinics, 26% were discharged following intensive testing and education around IBS, 
rumination, or Coeliac Disease and with a phone number for any future need. 

‘By October 2022, we had achieved our aims of the triage of all new referrals within 
three weeks, reduction in wait times for all referrals, and the avoidance of double 
wait periods.

‘It has been incredibly exciting to see this scheme through from design to fruition 
and of course wonderful that it benefits the patients we all care about so much. We 
are very happy to share our GAT system to other specialists to consider it for their 
departments. It would be amazing if it was rolled out across other hospitals and 
services.’

Dr Shoana Quinn Consultant Gastroenterologist & GAT clinical lead, comments:

‘Emer is a dedicated, caring Clinical Nurse Specialist who has always been a 
passionate advocate for patients and for family centred care. Emer’s attention to 
detail, energy and infectious enthusiasm have been fundamental to the 
establishment and ongoing success of GAT clinic.

‘Through this clinic she has ensured that patients are managed equitably and 
efficiently. We’re so proud of Emer, she is thoroughly deserving of this award.  
Congratulations Emer from all of us in Gastroenterology at CHI Tallaght!’

Ms O'Toole states:

‘I am truly honoured to win the Dr Falk Award. It took a great deal of time and 
persistence to set up GAT, especially during such a time of upheaval and crisis, so it 
is certainly great to have that recognition. However, GAT would never have been 
successfully without the unswerving support of our Clinical lead Dr Shoana Quinn, 
our Dietician Niamh Brosnan and Ciara Barry our CNM 2 who have made GAT the 
success it is, so this award is really for them and for the collaborative multi-
disciplinary team approach. Finally, I hope that it helps to raise awareness of the 
possibilities of the GAT system within other medical specialties and hospitals.’ 

Together we know more.
Together we do more.
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