
 

Study finds racial disparities in the
management of pain reduction for minority
children
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Pain is one of the most common reasons for seeking emergency
department (ED) care, yet is often poorly assessed and treated. In an
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effort to improve pain management among children, Monika Goyal,
M.D., M.S.C.E., associate division chief of Emergency Medicine,
director of Academic Affairs and Research at Children's National
Hospital, led a study published in Pediatrics on racial and ethnic
disparities in the management of pain among children presenting to the
emergency department ED with fractures.

The study found that there were differences in both process and
outcomes measures by race and ethnicity in the ED management of pain
among children with long-bone fractures. Although minority children are
more likely to receive analgesics and achieve greater than a 2 point
reduction in pain, they are less likely to receive opioids and optimal pain
reduction.

"When looking at optimal pain reduction, minority children were more
likely to be discharged home in significant pain compared to their white
counterparts," Dr. Goyal stated.

The compelling aspect surrounding Dr. Goyal's findings were identified
when her team realized that if they had only investigated whether there
were racial and ethnic disparities in the use of analgesia, they would have
concluded that minority children are actually more likely to receive pain
medication compared to non-Hispanic white children.

"We decided to take a deeper dive and examine the type of pain
medication children were receiving," Dr. Goyal said. "We found that
even after we adjusted for injury severity and pain intensity, minority
children were less likely to receive opioids for the treatment of their
fracture pain."

Interestingly enough, the researchers found that non-Hispanic white
children with similar injury severity and pain scores tended to receive
opioids, while minority children received medications like ibuprofen and
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acetaminophen. In addition to measuring process measures, like pain
medication and administration, the team took their research a step
further and investigated outcome measures, like pain reduction.

"We sought to understand whether these differences in the types of pain
medication children were receiving made a difference," said Dr. Goyal.
"At the end of the day, we don't want children to be in pain from their
injuries. We asked are these differences in the types of pain medications
we are using affecting how well a child's pain is managed?"

By taking this additional step, the investigators found that minority
children were less likely to receive optimal pain management. Many
were leaving the ED in considerable amounts of pain.

"We understood that if we hadn't had dug deeper into the research, the
disparities in care would not have been uncovered," Dr. Goyal
concluded.

Throughout the study, the eligible population included all patients less
than 18 years of age who presented to the ED with a long-bone fracture,
defined as a fracture of the clavicle, humerus, ulna, radius, femur, tibia
or fibula.

The initial manuscript for the study was conceptualized, designed and
drafted by Dr. Monika Goyal. Funding for the study was supported by
the National Institute of Minority Health and Disparities Grant and the
Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality Grant. The PECARN
infrastructure was supported by the Health Resources and Services
Administration, Maternal and Child Health Bureau, NIH and the
Emergency Medical Services for Children Network Development
Demonstration Program under cooperative agreements.
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