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ABSTRACT

There is ample evidence that children continue to experience unrelieved moderate to
severe postoperative pain and suffer from inadequate pain management. Nurses play a vital
role in children’s postoperative pain management because they care for children 24 hours a
day and have a unique opportunity to assess and alleviate pain in children. However, little is
known about how and why nurses manage postoperative pain in children as a holistic
approach including details on the interaction between nurses and physicians or caregivers.
This study aims to describe how and why nurses manage postoperative pain in children in the
real-life context of a pediatric surgical intensive care unit and pediatric surgical unit.

This descriptive case study research has been conducted using a multiple-case (holistic)
design. A *“case” was defined as a “nurse-respondent” who provided care for child-respondents
from birth to 15 years who were more than six hours but less than two days postoperative. A
“case” also has interactions with physicians, children, and caregivers. This case study research
included six nurse-respondents, two physicians, 20 children, and 13 caregivers. Data were
collected from multiple sources of evidence including: 1) observation of nurses’ activities for
pain management and their interactions with physicians, children, and caregivers, 2)
interviews of nurses, physicians, and caregivers, and 3) reviews of children’s charts and
records including documents related to pain management policies.

The findings of this study revealed that nurses’ management of postoperative pain in
children is a dynamic process. Three major themes were identified as nurses’ strategies for
managing pain: analgesic administration; providing alternative care or non-pharmacological
interventions; and caregiver involvement. Nurses’ experience, their perception, and situation
in the clinical context were involved in nurses’ decisions in managing postoperative pain in
children. The four natures and stages of nurses’ pain management were: 1) alert stage, 2)
experiencing stage, 3) consulting stage, and 4) discouraging stage. Algorithms of nurses’ pain
management were proposed as a step by step guide for making decisions for managing
postoperative pain in children.

These findings provided understanding of the complexities of nurses’ management of
postoperative pain in children as a holistic approach. A specific clinical practice guideline and
training programs for nurses should be developed to enhance pain management in
postoperative children.
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