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INFORMATION POINT: A Visual Analogue Scale (VAS) is a measurement instrument that tries to
. measure a characteristic or attitude that is believed to range across a continuum
msudl A?’l&llogue of values and cannot easily be directly measured. For example, the amount of
pain that a patient feels ranges across a continuum from none to an extreme
S C dle ( VAS ) amount of pain. From the patient’s perspective this spectrum appears
continuous — their pain does not take discrete jumps, as a categorization of
none, mild, moderate and severe would suggest. It was to capture this idea of an

underlying continuum that the VAS was devised.

Operationally a VAS is usually a horizontal line, 100 mm in length, anchored
by word descriptors at each end, as illustrated in Fig. 1. The patient marks on
the line the point that they feel represents their perception of their current state.
The VAS score is determined by measuring in millimetres from the left hand
end of the line to the point that the patient marks.

How severe is your pain today? Place a vertical mark on the line below to indicate

how bad you feel your pain is today.

No pain | | Very severe pain

Figure 1 Effects of the interpersonal, technical and communication skills of the nurse on the
effectiveness of treatment.

There are many other ways in which VAS have been presented, including
vertical lines and lines with extra descriptors. Wewers & Lowe (1990) provide an
informative discussion of the benefits and shortcomings of different styles of
VAS.

As such an assessment is clearly highly subjective, these scales are of most
value when looking at change within individuals, and are of less value for
comparing across a group of individuals at one time point. It could be argued
that a VAS is trying to produce interval/ratio data out of subjective values that
are at best ordinal. Thus, some caution is required in handling such data. Many
researchers prefer to use a method of analysis that is based on the rank ordering
of scores rather than their exact values, to avoid reading too much into the
precise VAS score.

Further reading Wewers ML.E. & Lowe N.K. (1990) A critical review of visual analogue scales in the
measurement of clinical phenomena. Research in Nursing and Health 13, 227-236.
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