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Where is the evidence for automated triage apps?
Alex P Burns general practitioner

Acute GP Service, Treliske Hospital, Truro TR1 3LQ, UK

Armstrong describes the rush by private firms to transition a
clinical decision support system on to our mobile phones.1 This
merely adds another layer of uncertainty to an already hazy field
of medicine.
We lack good quality evidence from randomised controlled
trials around NHS pathways in their current, telephone based
form. Retrospective evaluations,2 before and after studies,3 and
case study analyses4 are no substitute for randomised controlled
trials.
Any triage test balances the ability to pick up ill people (“safety”
or sensitivity), with over-referral to hospital and further testing:
admission to hospital is not a benign procedure. From the
patient’s perspective, this is potentially harmful. For the health
system, it is expensive and risks adding to the overburden on
emergency departments.
Automated triage apps are currently being piloted, and the best
evidence of their effectiveness that Armstrong can find is from
Wired magazine,5 and Babylon’s own, non-peer reviewed study,6

including only 33 simulated patients. This is not good enough.

Escalating numbers are being triaged by these systems. To
paraphrase Churchill: never in the field of human medicine was
so much done to so many with so little evidence.
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