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National Hospital Ambulatory Medical Care Survey, 2017 ED Summary Tables

Abdominal pain is the #1 reason for ED 
visits



Main Statistics 4

25%
of all older ED 

patients return 
within 30 days

#1
Chief complaint for 
⪰65 years old 5.3%

Died within 
60 Days

Abdominal pain in older adults

Pitts  2010 Where Americans get Acute Care
Hwang 2013 Transforming Emergency Care for Older Adults



The Central Hypothesis
Aims 5

“There are identifiable ways to improve the 
evaluation and management of abdominal 

pain among older patients in the emergency 
department”



Addressing Gap in Research 6

Current Research on Abdominal Pain

Research on individual 
diseases that cause 
abdominal pain

How to treat once ailment 
is known (i.e. medical 
procedures, prescriptions)

Treating abdominal pain 
is tricky because of lack 
of specificity

Treating abdominal pain  
as a syndrome...a new 
frontier?

What if we treated 
abdominal pain like 
we treat chest pain?



7GOALS

Cognitive 
Impairment
History Taking

Confusion over origin 
of symptom

Obscurity over onset 
of symptom

Higher 
Comorbidities

Raises risk of a given 
condition

Gives rise to new 
conditions (e.g. AAA)

Increases diagnostic 
complexity

Symptoms 
Presentation

Vague and milder 
symptoms compared to 
presentation in younger 

patients

Physical examinations 
are less useful because 

of  physiological 
changes

Challenges with Diagnosing Abdominal Pain in Older Adults



Causes of death among Medicare patients discharged 
from ED
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Obermeyer 2017, Early death after discharge from emergency departments

Discharge diagnosis from ED Top Causes of Death
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Obermeyer 2017, Early death after discharge from emergency departments

Discharge diagnosis from ED Top Causes of Death



Deaths are preventable
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Obermeyer 2017, Early death after discharge from emergency departments

Discharge diagnosis from ED Top Causes of Death



Who has 
abdominal 

pain?

What tests 
were 

ordered?

Where do 
they go in 

the hospital?

Aims 12Characterize and Evaluate Variability

What are 
the 

outcomes?
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Methods
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Methodology

National Hospital 
Ambulatory 
Medical Care 

Survey

DATA SOURCE
350 EDs sampled per 

year
100 charts per ED 

randomly sampled

DATA COLLECTION

DATA MANIPULATION

DATA CLEANING

2013-2017

YEARS
Language: R  

File Type: STATA

Descriptive 
statistics using 
survey weights
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Results
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%

Table 1: Who is coming into the ED and what happened?
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Most common cosymptoms with abdominal pain Results 20

None



Symptoms Presenting Together when RFV1 is 
Abdominal Pain for Older Adults
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Causes of death among Medicare patients discharged 
from ED

Overview 25

Obermeyer 2017, Early death after discharge from emergency departments

Discharge diagnosis from ED Top Causes of Death
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Conclusion 27

Conclusion



Future Steps 28

Identifying variability within the 
vulnerable populations: what are their 

outcomes

Write a Descriptive Paper

Continue working on cosymptoms table 
to make it more readable

Future Steps



Code first, 
optimize 

last

29Lessons Learned

Navigating 
virtual 

collaboration: 
when to ask 

for help

You can find 
almost 

anything on 
StackOverflow

Say yes, 
especially  if 

you have 
never done 
it before

Research path: 
coding versus 

writing
PhD Path
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Comparison: All Ages vs Older Adults
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