Organising differentials (and not forgetting any)

You will never remember all the possible differentials – you will probably not have even heard of some of the obscure ones! What is important is to have some way of remembering the majority of the ones you know.

The surgical sieve

Divide the list up into potential systems

e.g. For chest pain there are

· Cardiovascular causes: MI, pericarditis, angina

· Pulmonary causes: PE, pleurisy, 

· GI causes: GORD / heartburn

· MS causes: Rib #, costochondritis, pulled muscle

Always try to think of any drugs that could cause this presentation.

And don’t forget the thyroid…

The mnemonic MEDIC may also be useful for remembering: Microorganisms, Endocrine, Damage (trauma), Iatrogenic (drugs, radiotherapy) and Cancer. Not falling into any ‘system’, they are often forgotten.

An alternative mnemonic is TIMED for trauma, infection, malignancy, endocrine, drugs

	· General differentials


Tired all the time (TATT); fatigue

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· Clinical depression

· Stress

· Anaemia

· Acute post viral fatigue

· Hypothyroidism
	· ME

· Major organ failure (heart, liver, kidney)

· Hyperthyroidism

· Substance misuse

· Drugs (b blockers, diuretics)
	· Malaignant disease

· Chronic infection (e.g. TB)

· Chronic neuro: MS, myasthenia gravis, MND)

· Endocrine (DM, addisons)

· Connective tissue (RA, polymyalgia, SLE)


Ask about: SOCRATES - 

· Cardiovascular differentials

Chest Pain

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· Angina / MI

· GORD

· Pulled muscle

· Costochonditis

· Anxiety
	· Peptic ulcer

· Pleurisy

· Biliary colic

· Shingles
	· Pericarditis

· Pneumothorax

· Rib fracture

· Pulmonary infarct

· Aortic aneurysm

· Cardiomyopathy (HOC)


Ask about: SOCRATES - Site, Onset, Character, Radiation, Aggravating / relieving factors, Timing, Extra Symptoms

Palpitations

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· Anxiety

· Sinus tachycardia

· SVT

· Atrial ectopics

· Ventricular ectopics
	· Thyrotoxicosis

· Atrial fibrillation

· Atrial flutter

· Drugs

· Menopause
	· Heart block

· Drug abuse

· Sick sinus syndrome


Remember: it is a change that is perceived – bradycardia, tachycardia, extra / missed beats.

Syncope

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· Vasovagal

· TIA / stroke

· Hypoglycaemia

· Epilepsy

· Paroxysmal arrhythmia
	· Silent MI

· Aortic stenosis

· Micturition syncope

· Cough syncope


	Narcolepsy

Carotid sinus syncope

Stokes-Adams attacks


· GI Differentials

Acute abdo pain:

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· Peptic ulcer

· Biliary colic

· Appendicitis

· Gastroenteritis

· Renal colic
	· Ectopic pregnancy

· Ovarian cyst

· Cholecystitis

· Diverticulitis

· Bowel obstruction

· Pyelonephritis

· Pancreatitis

· Muscular wall pain
	· Crohns / UC

· Hepatitis

· ischaemic bowel

· Perforation ( peritonitis


In any ?appendicitis in a woman of child-bearing age it is vital to exclude ectopic pregnancy

Chronic / recurrent abdo pain:

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· IBS

· Recurrent UTI

· Chronic peptic ulcer

· Constipation

· Diverticular disease
	· Gallstones

· Hydronephrosis

· IBD (Crohns / UC)

· Ureteric colic

· Spinal arthritis

· Post-herpetic neuralgia
	· Chronic pancreatitis

· Malignancy

· Mesenteric artery ischaemia (abdo angina)


Epigastric pain (‘indigestion’):

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· GORD / gastritis

· IBS

· Gallstones

· Duodenal ulcer

· Non-ulcer dyspepsia
	· Gastric ulcer

· Oesophageal spasm

· Pancreatitis

· Peritonitis (perf DU / ca.)

· Muscular

· Drug (e.g. antibiotics, NSAIDs, bisphosphonates
	· Pneumonia

· Myocardial infarction

· epigastric hernia

· Ca. pancreas

· Ruptured AAA

· GI obstruction

· Referred from spine


Constipation:

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· Diet / lifestyle

· Inactivity (esp elderly)

· IBS

· Painful perianal disease

· Fissure

· Haemorrhoids

· Abscess

· Florid warts

· Drugs (e.g. opiates)
	· Poor fluid intake

· Diverticulosis

· Hypothyroidism

· Ca. colon / rectum

· Acquired megacolon

· laxative abuse

· scleroderma

· neuro problems
	· Crohns + stricture

· Acute obstruction

· Mass outside bowel


Diarrhoea:

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· Gastroenteritis

· Antibiotics

· IBS

· Diverticulitis

· Overflow (esp elderly)
	· IBD (Crohns / UC)

· Neoplasia

· Lactose intolerance

· Chronic infection

· Hookworm

· Giardiasis

· Amoebiasis

· Excess alcohol
	· Thyrotoxicosis

· Coeliac (or other malabsorption)

· laxative misuse


Jaundice:

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· Alcoholic cirrhosis

· Gallstones in CBD

· Viral hepatitis

· Ca. head of pancreas

· Ca. liver (usually 2°)
	· Alcohoic hepatitis

· Primary biliary cirrhosis

· Cholangitis (and bile duct stricture)

· Pancreatitis

· Drugs
	· Ca. bile duct

· Primary sclerosing cholangitis (PSC)


Drugs include: paracetamol OD, methyldopa, isoniazid, chlorpromazine, anabolic steroids

Ask about: foreign travel, drug misuse, sexual history, piercings, tattoos.

Rectal bleeding:

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· Haemmorrhoids

· Anal fissure

· Gastroenteritis

· Rectal carcinoma

· Diverticular disease
	· IBD

· Anticoagulant therapy

· Colonic carcinoma

· Trauma (inc NAI)

· Villous adenoma
	· Blood clotting disorders

· Bowel ischaemia

· Intussusception

· Meckels (in children)

· Angiodysplasia


· Respiratory differentials

Acute onset Shortness of breath

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· Asthma

· Pneumonia

· Acute LVF

· Acute exacerbation of COPD

· Hyperventilation
	· Pneumothorax

· PE

· Pleural effusion

· Diabetic ketoacidosis

· Lobar collapse (tumour)
	


Sudden onset SOB + pleuritic pain = PE (ask about haemoptysis)

Chronic SOB

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· Asthma

· Anaemia

· CCF

· COPD

· Obesity / unfitness
	· Bronchiectasis

· Recurrent PE

· Pleural effusion

· Aortic stenosis

· Lobar collapse (tumour)

· Chronic hyperventilation
	Fibrosing alveolitis

Extrinsic allergic alveolitis

Sarcoidosis

Large Hiatus hernia




Cough:

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· Asthma

· Rhinitis / chronic sinusitis

· URTI

· LRTI

· GORD
	· Smoking

· COPD

· Lung tumour

· Bronchiectasis

· ACE inhibitors

· LVF
	· TB

· Cystic fibrosis

· Laryngeal ca.


Haemoptysis:

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· PE

· Chest infection

· Lung ca.

· Pulmonary oedema

· prolonged coughing
	· Tuberculosis

· Bronchiectasis

· Tumour of larynx / trachea

· Mitral stenosis
	SLE

Aspergillosis


Smoker = presumed lung ca. until proven otherwise

Sudden onset SOB + pleuritic pain = PE

Exotic foreign travel / Asian = potential TB

Musculoskeletal differentials

Back pain

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· Mechanical

· Disc prolapse

· Spondylosis exacerbation

· Pyelonephritis + renal stones

· Pelvic infection
	· AS

· Reiters syndrome

· Spinal noplasm

· Myeloma

· Vertebral collapse (osteoporosis)

· Duodenal ulcer

· Acute pancreatitis

· Depression / anxiety
	· Spinal stenosis

· Osteomalacia

· Aortic aneurysm

· Pancreatic cancer

· Osteomyelitis

· Spondylolisthesis


Always ask about bowel and bladder dysfunction

A pain that wakes the patient in the night is likely to involve significant pathology.

Numbness and parasthesiae

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· Anxiety + hyperventilation

· Carpal tunnel syndrome

· Sciatica

· Diabetic neuropathy

· Cervical spondylosis
	· MS

· Gullain-Barre 

· Alcohol

· B12 deficiency

· Stroke / TIA

· Migraine

· Trauma / compression involving peripheral nerve or spinal cord
	· Syringomyelia

· Intramedulary spinal cord tumour

· Trauma, tumour or epilepsy affecting sensory cortex

· Ischaemic heart disease

· Peripheral vascular disease


· Neurological differentials

Acute confusion

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· Hypoglycaemia

· DKA

· Hypoxia

· CVA / TIA

· Systemic infection / UTI
	· Alcohol withdrawal / intoxication

· Drug abuse

· Cerebral infection

· Electrolyte imbalance / uraemia
	· Post-ictal

· Cushing’s disease

· Hypo/er parathyroidism

· Wernicke’s encephalopathy

· Cerebral tumour


Headache (examine: CN II, III, IV, VI; fundoscopy; neck movements)

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· Tension headache

· Migraine

· Cervical spondylysis

· Eye strain

· Frontal sinusitis
	· Temporal arteritis

· Post-concussion

· Reactive hypoglycaemia

· Fatigue / sleep deprivation

· Any acute febrile illness
	· Cluster headache

· Meningitis

· Intracerebral haemorrhage

· Intracranial lesion (eg Ca.)

· Severe hypertension


Syncope (examine cardiovascular unless good reason to choose otherwise)

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· Vasovagal

· TIA / stroke

· Hypoglycaemia

· Epilepsy

· Paroxysmal arrhythmia
	· Silent MI

· Aortic stenosis

· Micturition syncope

· Cough syncope


	Narcolepsy

Carotid sinus syncope

Stokes-Adams attacks


Numbness and parasthesiae

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· Anxiety + hyperventilation

· Carpal tunnel syndrome

· Sciatica

· Diabetic neuropathy

· Cervical spondylosis
	· MS

· Gullain-Barre 

· Alcohol

· B12 deficiency

· Stroke / TIA

· Migraine

· Trauma / compression involving peripheral nerve or spinal cord
	· Syringomyelia

· Intramedulary spinal cord tumour

· Trauma, tumour or epilepsy affecting sensory cortex

· Ischaemic heart disease

· Peripheral vascular disease


Low Mood

	I have no idea how relatively common these are

	· Depression

· Dysthymia

· Mania / hypomania

· Postnatal
	· Temporal lobe epilepsy

· Psychotic depression

· Schizophrenia
	· Primary delusion

· Persecution

· Delusional jealousy

· Erotomanic

· Somatic

· Grandeur


Hallucinations

	Common
	Occasional
	Rare

	· Schizophrenia

· Drug use / withdrawal

· Alcohol use / withdrawal

· Febrile delirium

· Extreme fatigue
	· Temporal lobe epilepsy

· Psychotic depression

· Cerebral space-occupying lesion

· Severe metabolic disturbance

· Bereavement reaction
	· Mania

· Post-concussion

· Narcolepsy

· Iatrogenic: drug reaction




Auditory suggest psychotic illness; visual are almost always organic

Purely olfactory suggest TLE

Tactile suggests alcohol withdrawal / cocaine abuse



















Remember: What is rare in the general population may be common in exams…

