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Background

he authors for this study identify that opioid use disorder

and overdose-related death statistics are on the rise and

have reached crisis proportion. The authors note that for
many patients, the emergency department (ED) is the first expo-
sure to opioids when used for pain management. Understanding
emergency nurse knowledge, attitudes and behaviours will have
a direct impact on both pain management and opioid use, the
authors sought to have a better understanding of the perspective
of the emergency nurse.

Purpose of the study

The purpose of the study is to identify emergency nurses’ knowl-
edge and attitudes towards ED pain management in the context
of the ongoing opioid use crisis.

Research approach and methods

The authors used a qualitative exploratory approach. Researchers
used a demographic survey to understand the study partici-
pants’ background then engaged in semi-structured interviews
with open-ended questions to collect their data. Interviews were
conducted one-on-one and completed by a single researcher for
increased consistency. Interview questions focused on emer-
gency care including pain management and opioid use disorder
(OUD). Transcripts of the interviews were reviewed, coded and
conventional content analysis done independently, as well as
jointly, by the researchers.

Setting and sample

This study uses a convenience sample of emergency nurses at a
single urban Level 1 trauma centre. Participants were recruited
using email, word of mouth and flyers in the department.
Interested individuals then contacted the researchers to partic-
ipate. Included were nurses having at least 12 months of emer-
gency department nursing experience at the centre. Excluded
were those who were serving in management roles. The rationale
for this selection is they wanted nurses who were actively caring
for patients.

Findings

The authors had a response rate of 12 nurses. One compo-
nent of the research was the collection of demographic infor-
mation from participants, but that information articulated
in the article. The authors identified two primary themes:
“Nurses Influence ED Pain Management” and “Adjustments
in ED pain management” under a predominant concept that
“Pain Management Depends on the Care Team”. The domains
emerging under the “Nurses Influence ED Pain Management”
theme included subjective versus objective assessment of pain
and response to pain requests. Domains under “Adjustments in
ED pain management” were the potential facilitators and bar-
riers to pain management.

Commentary

This study identifies the influence that nurses have over pain
management. The authors determined that patient behaviours
often influenced both the subjective and objective assessment
of pain, particularly when the patient was angry or defensive.
This is consistent with the findings of similar studies. Sardo et
al (2020) reported that while frequently assessed at triage, pain
is less-well assessed at the bedside leading to suboptimal pain
management. Moceri and Drevdahl (2014) also found patient
behaviours influence nurses’ assessment and choices in pain
management, so that they often used their own assessment of
the patient’s pain instead of basing pain management on the
description provided by the patient. Abouzida et al. (2020)
found screening for pain at the bedside occurred with just over
half of the patients, in addition to pain scale used in only 10%
of cases.

The authors address both facilitators and barriers to pain man-
agement. Concern about OUD and addiction issues or proto-
colized pain management strategies are potential barriers to
effective pain management. Other authors have also identified
these barriers. Abouzida et al. (2020) note that although pain
undeniably has negative consequences, pain management often
goes under addressed. Moceri and Drevdahl note nurses under
treatment of pain often focused on concerns around future
addiction and dependence around opioid use, which is consis-
tent with the findings in this study. Addiction and condoning
drug seeking behaviour/opioid use was also a key theme from
Punches et al. (2020).
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Facilitators to pain management identified in the study included
education and discussion around treatment alternatives and
expectations. Kahsay and Pitkajarvi (2019) also identified the
use of training modules for nurses addressing both knowledge
and attitudes, allowed for better assessment of patient and
improved pain management overall.

One primary strengths of this study is the timeliness of the
message. The World Health Organization (2021) identified
OUD as affecting 36.3 million people around the world in 2019.
Emergency nurses work in alandscape where OUD is an increas-
ing crisis of global proportions. A second strength of the study is
the choice of one-on-one interviews allowing the interviewer to
provide a safe space for discussion and hear the key messages
from each participant without distraction.

A recommendation to strengthen this paper would be to include
a better understanding of the participant’s level of experience
and the study location, particularly around patient demograph-
ics. The authors also identify the limitations of using a single site
for their data collection. A larger and more diverse study popula-
tion would strengthen the research study.
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Key messages

« Nurses have significant impact on pain management strategies
in the ED.

« Concern about addiction and OUD can negatively influence
pain management.

« Emergency nurses should advocate for appropriate pain man-
agement strategies
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