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Introduction

Prolonged patient stays in the emergency
department can arise from inefficiencies in
workflow processes at three critical stages: patient
arrival, care provision, and decision-making
regarding disposition and discharge. Many
emergency departments and hospitals globally
have established Continuous Quality Improvement
(CQI) committees that conduct standardized
studies as part of ongoing quality improvement
initiatives. These committees analyze results based
on unique conditions and characteristics of each
department, providing tailored recommendations
for improvement.

They interpret the results based on the specific
conditions and characteristics of each department
and offer suggestions for improvement. Evaluating
and  monitoring emergency department
performance is one of its most critical processes.
Establishing quantitative standards and defining
valid, meaningful indicators—including measuring
service times and reducing patient wait times and
lengths of stay for each intervention—are essential
activities within this core process. Timely
determination of patient disposition is one of the
most crucial aspects of emergency care.

A study conducted in Australia revealed that
patients with non-ST elevation myocardial
infarction who waited more than eight hours in the
emergency department were more likely to
experience recurrent cardiac events compared to
those who received care within the standard
average wait time.

Given the importance of this issue for effective
hospital emergency department management,
comprehensive information on current conditions
is vital. This study aims to summarize and classify
existing studies on factors affecting patient length
of stay in the emergency department.

Methodology

This review study involved a comprehensive
search for relevant literature from December 2004
to February 2024 using the keywords "Emergency
department," "Length of stay," "Duration of stay,"
and "Influencing factors." The databases searched
included PubMed, ScienceDirect, Google Scholar,
and SID. A total of 578 articles were initially
reviewed. Ultimately, 25 articles were thoroughly
examined, and 12 relevant articles were included
for critical analysis. The search encompassed both
Persian and English literature.
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The primary inclusion criterion was articles
focusing on individuals admitted to the emergency
department. Additionally, studies examining the
causes of prolonged patient stays were included.
Initially, the abstracts of the articles were reviewed to
assess relevance to the study's objective and
population. Of the initial 578 records identified, 563
were excluded after title and abstract screening
because they did not align with the predefined
thematic scope of this review. The abstracts of 25
relevant articles were then independently
reviewed. After evaluating the study populations
and reported results, articles that did not align with
the research question were excluded. Ultimately,
12 articles were selected for inclusion.

Results

The most significant factors contributing to
increased length of stay in the emergency
department were, in order: delays in in-hospital and
out-of-hospital specialist consultations, laboratory
testing processes and result turnaround times,
insufficient beds in inpatient departments, patient
triage levels, and advanced patient age. Other
influential factors included delays in imaging
procedures, patient arrival times, medical and
structural issues, time to first physician visit post-
triage, weekend holidays, the presence of chronic
diseases, higher clinical severity based on NEWS2
scores, and the absence of various laboratory test
profiles.

Discussion

The results indicate that delayed specialist
consultations are a commonly cited cause of
prolonged emergency department stays. Some
studies identified the requirement for diagnostic or

therapeutic interventions from other hospital
departments as a significant contributor to extended
lengths of stay.

The laboratory process and result turnaround
time, and the absence of various laboratory test
profiles, are other common causes of increased
patient length of stay. A study by Van der Linden et
al. showed that laboratory tests and consultations
were necessary in 78% of patients. They were the
most significant independent determinant of length of
stay in the emergency department. Notably, 42% to
66% of the total length of stay in the emergency
department is spent on laboratory tests and
consultations. Based on the results of Bagheri et al.'s
study, timely patient disposition, along with strategies
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such as staffing the emergency department with full-
time laboratory and imaging staff for 24-hour care, is
essential and considered an effective solution.

Patient triage level is another common cause of
prolonged stays. Longer stays, particularly for
patients triaged to level 3, may reflect the complexity
of their clinical condition, requiring longer
observation and evaluation. Effective patient triage
can enhance care quality, reduce wait times, and
minimize length of stay, ultimately decreasing
mortality and related costs.

Insufficient beds in inpatient departments are a
prevalent issue in emergency departments, often
leading to overflow inpatient wards due to a shortage
of hospital beds in intensive care units. Addressing
these factors and improving operational procedures
across various hospital departments can enhance
service quality and foster effective interdepartmental
collaboration.

Advanced patient age is another influential factor.
Khazaei et al.'s study suggests that strategies such as
reducing consultation times, limiting consultations to
essential cases, locating resident rooms closer to the
emergency department, increasing the number of
expert physicians and nurses, and expediting
treatment actions can help mitigate prolonged stays.
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Conclusion

Overall, the findings indicate that factors such as
age, marital status, weekend holidays, arrival time,
reason for visit, triage level, in-hospital and out-of-
hospital consultations, diagnostic laboratory tests
and imaging, time to first physician visit post-triage,
complexity of patient complaints, the need for
repeated paraclinical interventions, the absence of
various laboratory test profiles, laboratory result
turnaround time, delays in radiology services, the
need for hospital admission, overcrowding, and
insufficient inpatient beds directly and indirectly
affect length of stay in the emergency department.
By considering these factors, hospital managers can
develop team-based programs and related
guidelines to shorten patient stays in hospital
emergency departments, especially in Iran, by
determining patient disposition and discharge plans.
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