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The minimum clinically significant difference in acute nontraumatic
thoracoabdominal pain in adult emergency department patients in Turkey
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Objectives: To determine the minimum clinically significant difference (MCSD) in visual analog scale (VAS)
pain scores for acute non-traumatic thoracoabdominal pain (TAP) in the emergency department (ED) and
to determine its association with sociodemographic features, location and duration of pain. Methods: An
observational survey of adult ED patients with TAP lasting less than 48 hours was conducted over a six-week
period. Demographic information and the duration and location of pain were recorded. Patients indicated
their pain level on a 100-mm VAS at baseline and at 20, 40, and 60 minutes thereafter. Subjects were also
asked to rate their pain as 'much less’, ’a little less’, ’about the same’, ’a little more’, or 'much more’ at the
20-, 40-, and 60-minute time points. MCSD was calculated as the difference between the subsequent and
preceding VAS scores if a patient reported pain as ’a little less’ or ’a little more’. Results: Data was available
for 306 of the 374 patients with TAP who presented during the study period. For pain comparisons (n=428)
categorised as "a little less’ or ’a little more’, the MCSD was 24.2 mm (95% CI 22.6-25.7 mm). The MCSD
value was not significantly different among the factors of gender, age, level of education, duration, or location
of pain. Conclusions: The MCSD of ED patients with nontraumatic thoracoabominal pain in Turkey is
24.2 mm. The MCSD is not affected by gender, age, level of education, location, or duration of pain.
(Hong Kong j.emerg.med. 2012;19:171-176)
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Introduction

Acute pain is a common chief complaint of most
patients who access the emergency department (ED),'
and both its perception and expression can vary in
different countries.?® Although the evaluation and
management of pain is a core component of emergency
medicine practice,* studies have demonstrated that
emergency physicians (EP) often under-evaluate and
under-treat nociceptive phenomena.*® In a Hong Kong
study, it was reported that more than 40% of patients
suffering from pain were given drugs for pain relief
only and they had to wait more than 60 minutes for

drugs for pain relief on average.”

To evaluate the effectiveness of pain management and
novel therapies, differences in pain ratings must be
assessed both clinically and statistically.®’ The visual
analog scale (VAS) is the most widely used tool for
estimating both severity of pain and the extent of pain
relief.”!2 The VAS is easy-to-use, does not necessitate
using a sophisticated device, is highly sensitive in
detecting treatment effects, and its results can be

analysed by parametric tests.!"!3"

However, there could be a tendency to overestimate
the clinical importance of a small difference in VAS
score. A measured statistical differences might not
represent clinically important changes in pain or truly
meaningful differences to patients, considerable
emphasis has been placed on measuring the minimum
clinically significant difference (MCSD) in ED-based

analgesia research.®%111617

The reported magnitude of the MCSD might vary with
patient types, cause of pain and settings. Todd et al
first explored the concept of MCSD in pain using a
VAS, and a MCSD mean value of 13 mm was

calculated for 48 ED patients with acute trauma.'®
Gallagher et al calculated the MCSD to be 16 mm in
101 adult ED patients with acute abdominal
conditions.” A study in Australian ED setting found
that the MCSD to be only 9 mm and it was not affected
by age, gender or the cause of pain.'® However, Mark
et al in a Hong Kong ED setting reported the MCSD
was 17 mm and it was affected by genders and types

of pain (traumatic vs. non-traumatic).'®

This study aimed to identify the MCSD in adult ED
patients with non-traumatic thoracoabdominal pain
(TAP) in ED setting of Turkey; and to evaluate the
relationship between MCSD and demographic

variables, pain location, and pain duration prior to the
ED visit.

Methods

The protocol for this prospective, cross-sectional
observational study was reviewed and approved by the
Institutional Review Board of the local university. The
study was carried out in ED of a tertiary-care 600-bed
university medical centre in the city of Izmir, a city of
approximately 3.5 million populations on the Aegean
coast. The ED yearly census was approximately 40,000
patients, the majority of them were from families with
government employee insurance. Between August 1
and September 15, 2002, consecutive adult patients
(217 years old) presenting to the ED with acute non-
traumatic TAP of less than 48 hours duration were
approached for inclusion in the study. Eligible patients
giving written informed consent were interviewed
regarding the location of pain (flank, epigastrium, non-
epigastric abdomen, lower back, upper back, chest) and
its duration prior to the ED visit and demographic
information were recorded. All eligible patients
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underwent usual stabilisation as well as diagnostic and
therapeutic procedures prompted by their conditions.
Pain management measures were carried out at the
discretion of the EPs and were not altered by the study
protocol. Those with a psychiatric disorder, recent
neuropsychiatric drug use, altered mental status,
history of alcohol, opiate or other drug abuse,
haemodynamic instability as evidenced by abnormal
vital signs, inability to answer the study questions, or
inability to use the VAS were excluded from analysis.

On presentation (time zero), patients marked their
baseline pain levels on a 100-mm VAS scale. They were
also requested to report the severity of pain at time
zero as either ‘'much less’, a little less’, ’about the same’,
"a little more’, or 'much more’ on a Likert scale verbally
to their attending physician. At 20-minute intervals
thereafter, they were asked again to rate their pain as
either 'much less’, ’a little less’, ’about the same’, ’a
little more’, or 'much more’ on a Likert scale, as well
as the VAS. A maximum of three assessment (i.e., at
20, 40, and 60 minutes) were recorded for each patient.
Patients were not reminded of their previous ratings,
and the treating physicians were not aware of the
variables collected and their analysis for this study.

The MCSD was calculated to be the absolute mean
difference between the current and previous VAS scores
only when the patient reported his/her pain as ’a little
less” or ’a little more’. Ratings scored as *much less’ or
’much more’ were not used in the MCSD calculation.

Data were entered in the Statistical Package for Social
Sciences for Windows®, version 11.0 (SPSS Inc.,
Chicago, USA). Descriptive statistics were used to
determine the mean, median, SD, and 95% confidence
intervals (CI) of the sample as a whole. Student’s
t-test and analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to
identify significant differences (defined as p<0.05).

Results

During the study period, 4,620 patients presented to
the ED, of whom 532 had acute non-traumatic TAP.
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A total of 158 patients were missed or discharged before
evaluation could be made for MCSD. Of the remaining
374 patients, all of them consented to the participation
in the study, thus the overall participation rate was
70.3%. Of these, 68 patients (18%) were excluded due
to a history of trauma (n=2), visual impairment (n=2),
absence of pain on presentation (n=4), illiteracy (n=9),
inability to cooperate (n=1), inadequate
documentation (n=23) and pain for more than 48
hours at presentation (n=27). The study group
comprised the remaining 306 patients (mean age
42+16 years; range, 17 to 83 years; 40.2% male). The
level of education was missing in 14 cases. The

characteristics of the study population are summarised

in Table 1.

The mean VAS scores of the patients at time zero, 20,
40, and 60 minutes were 67225 mm, 4627 mm,
33429 mm, and 20%25 mm, respectively. Mean VAS
scores of patients describing their pain as 'mild’,
’moderate’ and ’severe’ at time zero were 26213 mm,
53%12 mm, and 87%13 mm, respectively (Table 1).

Table 2 shows the mean interval differences in VAS
scores at 20, 40, and 60 minutes (total of 918
comparisons) corresponding to the pain ratings as
’much less’, ’a little less’, ’about the same’, ’a little
more’, or ‘'much more’. Of these, 290 were categorised
as “about the same’; the magnitude of difference in
VAS scores for this group was essentially zero (95%
CI, -2.0 to 6.1).

Among the 376 comparisons of pain categorised as
"a little less’ pain, the mean difference in VAS was
25 mm (95% CI, 22.9 to 26.4). Among the 52
comparisons of pain categorised as ’a little more’ pain,
the mean difference in VAS was 21 mm (95% CI, 17.4
to 23.8) (t-test, p=0.174). As a result, the pooled
MCSD using these 428 comparisons was calculated
to be 24£16 mm (95% CI, 22.6 to 25.7). The
calculated value of MCSD was not significantly
affected by gender (p=0.416), age groups (ANOVA,
p=0.728), level of education (ANOVA, p=0.236),
duration of pain prior to ED visit (ANOVA, p=0.586),
or location of pain (ANOVA, p=0.077).
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Table 1. Demographic and clinical characteristics of the 306

study participants

N %
Age (years)
<20 12 3.9
20-29 80 26.1
30-39 60 19.6
40-49 52 17.0
50-59 48 15.7
60-69 35 1.4
270 19 6.2
Sex
Male 123 40.2
Female 183 59.8
Education
Unschooled 9 3.1
Primary school 60 20.5
Secondary school 31 10.6
High school 94 32.2
University 98 33.6
Location of pain
Flank 62 20.3
Abdomen (excl. epigastrium) 131 42.8
Epigastrium 50 16.3
Lower back 25 8.2
Chest 32 10.5
Upper back 6 2.0
Pain duration
0-2 hours 64 20.9
3-12 hours 121 39.5
13-24 hours 69 22.5
>24 hours 52 17.0
Degtee of pain
Mild 36 11.8
Moderate 116 37.9
Severe 154 50.3
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Discussion

While the evaluation of clinically significant pain
constitutes a challenge for the practitioner,”'® the VAS
remains a useful tool for pain assessment with its
reproducibility and sensitivity in detecting treatment
effects.®! Nonetheless, overestimating the clinical
importance of small quantitative differences in VAS
or other scores because they are statistically significant
may occur. Statistical significance does not always
correspond to clinical significance; and clinicians
naturally place interpretation on the impact of a change

in VAS in pain management.”!%!®!8

Todd et al first described the MCSD as the mean
difference in VAS ratings that corresponding to the
verbal ratings of ’a little more’ and ’a little less’; and
they reported MCSD to be 13 mm in a study involving
48 trauma victims.' In an Australian study of 152
patients, Kelly et al reported the MCSD to be 9 mm'®
while Powell et al found an MCSD of 10 mm in a
group of 73 children.® Gallagher et al enrolled 96
patients with and without trauma in 2000 and their
141 comparisons resulted in an MCSD of 13 mm."
In 2001, a study of 101 patients with acute abdominal
pain reported an MCSD of 16 mm." Mark et al
reported MCSD to 17 mm among local Chinese
patients with age >15 years attending emergency
department in Hong Kong."¥ In our study of patients
with thoracoabdominal pain, a mean MCSD of 24 mm
and median MCSD of 21 mm were derived from 428
comparisons. Thus, MCSDs in ED patients reported
to date, in order of magnitude, would be 24 mm in
the present study from Turkey, 17 mm in a Hong Kong

Table 2. The mean differences of VAS scores rated at 20, 40, and 60 minutes corresponding to ratings of 'much less’, ’a little less’,

’about the same’, ’a little more’, or ‘'much more’ on a Likert scale

Change of pain on No. of Mean difference in Median Range 95% CI*
Likert scale comparisons pain on VAS (SD), (mm) (mm) (mm) (mm)
’much less’ 191 -36.3 (26.5) -29 -100, 13 -40.1, -32.5
’a little less’ 376 -24.6 (16.6) =22 0, 100 -22.9, -26.4
’about the same’ 290 2.1 (0.3) 0.0 0,6 -2.0, 6.1
’a little more’ 52 20.7 (11.4) 18.5 1,55 17.4,23.8
’much more’ 9 65.8 (27.2) 58 30, 100 44.8, 86.7
’a little less’ and ’a little more’ 428 24.2 (16.1) 21.5 0, 100 22.6, 25.7

* confidence interval
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(Chinese) study by Mark, 13 mm in American studies
by Todd and Gallagher, and 9 mm in the Australian
study by Kelly. The differences in the reported MCSD
values might be explained by the effect of ethnic,
cultural, and socioeconomic characteristic in additional
to the variations in sampling methods and types of
pain being studied. Besides, the extent and method of
pain relief might also affect the perception of pain by
the patients which could be quite different among the
ED settings of different countries. The frequent use of
opioid agents in our academic ED, combined with a
more opioid naive clientele (oral opioids are not
prescribable for outpatients in Turkey), may have
contributed to the relatively rapid pain relief and
consequently higher MCSD values seen in the present
study.

We believed that the experience of pain could be a
subjective phenomenon affecting by a myriad of
cultural and ethnic factors. Not all elements of pain
sensation could be represented in numerical form. The
decision on initiate or titration of pain relieving
measures needs should be guided by the MCSD
concept together with other considerations such as
questions on the patient’s desire for medication, sex
and age differences.”'® The present study demonstrated
that MCSD was not related to the level of education,
location of pain, or duration of pain prior to the ED

visit.

One should not assume that the pain severity
comparisons ’a little less” and ’a little more’ are equal
in magnitude in the same context. Similar to previous
studies, we found that MCSD of ’a little less’ pain
(25 mm) was greater than that of the MCSD of ’a
little more’ pain (21 mm). This phenomenon could
be attributed to the tendency to express the magnitude
of increasing pain more strongly than that of alleviated
discomfort. Initial pain scores generally tend to be close
to the high end of the scale, and there were more
studies focused on ’a little less” than ’a little more’

comparisons.31016

Our finding that patients were more inclined to
report pain as ’a little less” after an hour of repeated
questioning, even when the VAS had hardly changed.
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Whether this positive reporting could be due to a desire
to please the doctor, a subtype of learned helplessness,
or a veiled attempt to escape an ED which did not
address pain adequately would need further study. We
would caution against simply asking patients if they
want more pain medication in the absence of any other
assessment, since these answers could be affected by
side-effects of prior medication and could result in
clinicians using time instead of analgesics to treat
patients’ pain.

Limitations of our study included inclusion of only
adults with non-traumatic thoracoabdominal pain, and
recruitment of only 70% of eligible patients. During
busy hours, patients with serious and life-threatening
pain who necessitated rapid evaluation and treatment,
as well as those who were missed or quickly discharged
from the ED, were not enrolled in the study (30% of
the overall population). Our findings should not be
extrapolated to children or to patients with traumatic

or chronic pain.

Another limitation of the present study was that the
physician who carried out the treatments also obtained
the pain ratings concurrently. This was due to a
shortage of research personnel who would have been
able to independently administer the VAS and Likert
scale questions. Thus, patients might have been
influenced by the general satisfaction of patient care
in their subjective statements regarding pain relief.
The construct of pain relief, doctor-patient
relationship, and autonomy may be understood
differently in Turkey than in other locations. Larger
multinational studies should be performed to
determine MCSD in patients with different types of
pain in other cultural settings.

Conclusion

In patients with non-traumatic thoracoabdominal pain
in our university hospital ED in Turkey, the minimum
clinically significant difference in pain values is 24 mm,
as measured on a 100-mm visual analog scale. The
MCSD is not influenced by gender, age, level of
education, location, or duration of pain.
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