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OBJECTIVE — Many adults experience chronic pain, yet little is known about the conse-
quences of such pain among individuals with diabetes. The purpose of this study was to examine
whether and how chronic pain affects diabetes self-management.

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS — This is a cross-sectional study of 993 pa-
tients with diabetes receiving care through the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA). Data on
chronic pain, defined as pain present most of the time for 6 months or more during the past year,
and diabetes self-management were collected through a written survey. Multivariable regression
techniques were used to examine the association between the presence and severity of chronic
pain and difficulty with diabetes self-management, adjusting for sociodemographic and other
health characteristics including depression.

RESULTS — Approximately 60% of respondents reported chronic pain. Patients with chronic
pain had poorer diabetes self-management overall (P � 0.002) and more difficulty following a
recommended exercise plan (adjusted odds ratio [OR] 3.0 [95% CI 2.1–4.1]) and eating plan
(1.6 [1.2–2.1]). Individuals with severe or very severe pain, compared with mild or moderate,
reported significantly poorer diabetes self-management (P � 0.003), including greater difficulty
with taking diabetes medications (2.0 [1.2–3.4]) and exercise (2.5 [1.3–5.0]).

CONCLUSIONS — Chronic pain was prevalent in this cohort of patients with diabetes. Even
after controlling for general health status and depressive symptoms, chronic pain was a major
limiting factor in the performance of self-care behaviors that are important for minimizing
diabetes-related complications. Competing demands, such as chronic pain, should be consid-
ered when working with patients to develop effective diabetes self-care regimens.

Diabetes Care 28:65–70, 2005

T here are many effective diabetes
treatment and self-management
strategies that improve patients’

short- and long-term outcomes (1–5).
Nonetheless, recommended diabetes
management strategies tend to include a
complex set of care requirements. While
it may be feasible for healthcare providers
and patients to follow many of these rec-

ommendations when diabetes is their
only consideration, how the presence of
other chronic conditions might influence
the delivery of recommended diabetes
services or a patient’s ability to engage in
self-care activities is not always taken into
account.

Chronic pain is a comorbid condition
that could be especially troublesome for

patients with diabetes given its symptom-
atic manifestation and the accompanying
psychological distress and physical dis-
ability (6–8). Chronic pain is common in
the general population, with an estimated
prevalence ranging from 15 to 50% (6,9–
12). Pain is a leading reason people seek
medical care (13,14) and a primary factor
for lost productive time among U.S.
workers (7,15). However, aside from its
well-documented association with de-
pression (8), little is known about how
chronic pain affects individuals with
other chronic conditions.

For this exploratory study we used a
model of competing demands that de-
scribes how patient, provider, and envi-
ronmental factors compete for attention
and thereby affect healthcare delivery
(16,17). Although developed primarily in
the context of preventive care, because of
the complexity associated with the man-
agement of chronic illnesses such as dia-
betes, we believe this model provides a
useful framework to examine both the de-
livery of chronic care services and patient
self-management. In particular, we hy-
pothesize that chronic pain could serve as
a competing demand that affects patients’
participation in recommended diabetes
self-care activities.

Previous research supporting this hy-
pothesis includes one study that explored
perceived barriers to self-care among in-
dividuals with multiple chronic condi-
tions. Respondents in that study reported
that symptoms or lifestyle changes neces-
sitated by one condition interfered with
self-care for another condition (18). Most
individuals also mentioned that the com-
pound effects of taking multiple medica-
tions (e.g., schedule and coordination)
interfered with their self-care (18). In a
second study of older women with diabe-
tes, respondents specifically identified
pain and disability as barriers to exercise,
driving, and foot care (19).

However, prior studies have not ex-
plicitly examined whether chronic pain
acts as a competing demand for patients
with diabetes or the extent to which
chronic pain serves as a barrier to per-
forming recommended diabetes self-
management practices. Thus, we asked
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the following research questions: 1) What
is the association between chronic pain
and the performance of recommended di-
abetes self-management activities? and 2)
Among patients reporting pain, is pain se-
verity related to the performance of rec-
ommended self-management activities?

RESEARCH DESIGN AND
METHODS — Data were collected as
part of a larger multisite diabetes quality
of care study (20,21). Human studies
committees at participating Department
of Veterans Affairs (VA) medical centers
approved the study protocol. A full de-
scription of the sample criteria, response
rate, and respondent characteristics for
this larger study are described elsewhere
(21). Briefly, potential study participants
included patients with at least one VA
nonancillary care outpatient visit between
1 October 1998 and 30 September 1999
at one of five regional VA healthcare sys-
tems and who were identified as having
diabetes using data (pharmacy, labora-
tory, and diagnosis) obtained from the au-
tomated VA patient record system.
Patients who met the initial selection cri-
teria were invited to participate in a base-
l ine computer-assisted telephone
interview after verifying that they 1) had
diabetes and 2) received most of their di-
abetes care through one of the participat-
ing facilities. We were unable to reach all
individuals to verify their eligibility. How-
ever, assuming that persons we were un-
able to contact or could not confirm
eligibility had the same rate of eligibility
as those contacted and using a calculation
endorsed by the Council of American Sur-
vey Research Organizations (22), the sur-
vey response rate for the overall study
sample was 57%.

Data for this research were primarily
obtained through a self-administered sur-
vey of study participants conducted �18
months after the initial phone interview.
Of 1,359 study participants, 993 (73%)
responded to this follow-up survey,
which was conducted in March through
May of 2003. Analyses of the baseline
characteristics of those who responded to
the follow-up survey versus those who
did not show that respondents were
slightly older, more likely to be white,
more likely to have a high school or post–
high school education, and had better re-
ported health status at baseline.

Survey description
The survey included several questions to
elicit information about the extent to
which patients experienced and were af-
fected by chronic pain. Consistent with
prior studies (6,9), patients with chronic
pain were identified as those who re-
ported having pain that was present most
of the time for 6 months or more during
the past year. Patients reporting chronic
pain were then asked questions about
pain severity and the impact of pain on
behavior and moods (23). Information
about pain location and treatment was
also requested from those patients with
chronic pain.

Diabetes self-management was as-
sessed by asking patients to indicate their
difficulty with and execution of key self-
care practices as recommended by their
doctor (24). These practices included tak-
ing diabetes medication, exercising regu-
larly, following a recommended eating
plan, checking their blood glucose level,
and checking their feet for wounds or
sores. Patients were asked to rate their
level of difficulty with each activity on a
scale ranging from 1, “so difficult that I
couldn’t do it at all,” to 5, “not difficult I
got it exactly right.” A “does not apply”
option was also provided. These self-
management items can be analyzed indi-
vidually or combined to form a single
scale ranging from 0 to 100 (higher scores
indicate less difficulty with self-
management). In a prior study, higher
scores on this scale were found to be as-
sociated with better glycemic control and
the receipt of recommended diabetes ser-
vices (24).

Other factors that could affect self-
management include general health sta-
tus, the priority the patient gives to taking
care of his or her diabetes, and the pres-
ence of depressive symptoms (8,25,26).
Information about these factors was also
collected as part of the survey. General
health status was assessed using the gen-
eral health question from the SF-36 ques-
tionnaire (27). Diabetes care priority was
measured using a question that asks pa-
tients how much they agree (from 1 �
strongly disagree to 6 � strongly agree)
with the statement that taking care of their
diabetes is not a high priority for them
right now. Depressive symptoms were
measured using the Center for Epidemio-
logic Studies Short Depression Scale
(CES-D 10), in which a score of 10 or

greater is considered a positive screen for
probable depression (28).

Supplemental data, including socio-
demographic information and BMI, were
obtained as part of the baseline telephone
interview, while information about other
comorbid conditions was collected
through a baseline medical chart review
(21). A comorbidity measure was con-
structed by counting the number of other
comorbid conditions from a list of 13 con-
ditions (see Table 1 footnote).

Study variables
Our primary outcome variables for all
analyses included the overall self-
management score as well as the five spe-
cific self-care items. We examined both
the individual items as well as the overall
score. Although we did not have specific
hypotheses about how pain would affect
an individual self-care item, we felt it was
important to identify those activities that
might be most affected by chronic pain.
The self-management score was analyzed
as a continuous measure, with a higher
score representing better self-manage-
ment, while the five self-care items were
dichotomized, with respondents who in-
dicated the activity was difficult (“but
they managed some of the time”) to so
difficult (“that they couldn’t do it at all”)
coded as having difficulty with the activ-
ity or behavior.

The key independent variable for our
first set of analyses was the self-reported
presence of chronic pain. These analyses
were conducted using the entire study
sample except for 65 individuals who did
not respond to the chronic pain question.
A missing response to this item was pri-
marily related to age and education level,
with nonresponders being older and less
likely to have a high school education
compared with responders. Other vari-
ables of interest, which were also dichot-
omous, included the depression screen
(i.e., CES-D 10 score �10), health status
(poor or fair health versus good, very
good, or excellent), the presence of other
comorbid conditions (one versus none,
two or more versus none), and whether
diabetes was a patient priority.

The second set of analyses focused
only on those patients with chronic pain
and the association between pain severity
and patient self-management. Severity
was assessed using a question that asked
about the general amount of bodily pain
the patient experienced during the past 4
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weeks. For these analyses, the response
categories were collapsed and severity an-
alyzed as a dichotomous variable (severe
or very severe versus none to moderate).
A variable indicating whether the patient
used medication to control their pain on a
regular or occasional basis was also added
for this set of analyses.

Statistical analyses
We used bivariate analyses (�2 and Stu-
dent’s t tests) to examine differences in the
sociodemographic characteristics and
health status of patients with chronic pain
versus those without pain. Multivariable
regression techniques were then used to
examine the association between the pres-
ence of chronic pain and pain severity and
patients’ reported difficulty with diabetes
self-management while adjusting for
other potentially influential factors. The
overall self-management score was ana-
lyzed using ordinary least squares (OLS)
regression, and difficulty with each of the
individual components was analyzed us-
ing logistic regression. We report our re-
sults using the unstandardized coefficients

from the OLS models and the adjusted
ORs from the logistic models with their
95% CIs. The reported results were ad-
justed for sociodemographic and health
factors including annual household in-
come, education, age, sex, race, insulin
use, BMI, and a number of other comor-
bid conditions. All analyses were con-
ducted using Stata 8.0 (29) statistical
software, with the SE adjusted for the
clustering of patients by the VA Medical
Center.

In our bivariate analyses, we found
there was an association between chronic
pain and other variables, such as depres-
sion and health status. Despite the poten-
tial collinearity among these variables,
however, we believed for conceptual rea-
sons that it was important to include all of
these factors in the analysis. Moreover,
the highest correlation among the indi-
vidual variables was 0.3, and model diag-
nostics did not reveal any significant
problems with including depression and
health status, in addition to chronic pain,
in the models.

The amount of missing data were gen-

erally 5% or less for most of the variables
used in the statistical analysis. However,
the amount missing was closer to 7% for
three variables (chronic pain, number of
comorbid conditions, and income). Con-
sequently, we also analyzed the data using
a multiple imputation procedure (30) to
examine the potential influence of miss-
ing data on our study results. No substan-
tial changes were observed for our key
variable of interest, so we present the re-
sults of the nonimputed analyses only.

RESULTS — Approximately 60% of
respondents (557 of 928) reported expe-
riencing pain that was present most of the
time for 6 months or more during the past
year. The characteristics of patients with
chronic pain versus those with no chronic
pain are presented in Table 1. In general,
patients reporting chronic pain compared
with those without chronic pain were
younger, included a higher proportion of
women, were more likely to be using in-
sulin, and had a higher BMI. A signifi-
cantly higher percentage of those with
chronic pain reported their health was fair

Table 1—Social, demographic, and health status characteristics of diabetic patients with and without chronic pain

With chronic pain
Without

chronic pain P value

n 557 371
Age (years) 64 � 10 66 � 10 0.0001

�60 39 (216) 26 (98) 0.0001
60–70 30 (168) 34 (125) 0.26
�70 31 (173) 40 (148) 0.006

Male 96 (537/557) 99 (368/371) 0.008
White 67 (358/538) 71 (257/362) 0.16
Education, high school or greater 83 (444/538) 81 (292/361) 0.53
Annual household income, �$20,000 53 (275/522) 57 (196/345) 0.23
Use insulin 44 (245/556) 36 (132/368) 0.01
No. of comorbid conditions (range 0–13)* 1.3 � 1.3 (516) 1.3 � 1.3 (346) 0.73

0 34 (174) 33 (114) 0.81
1 29 (149) 28 (96) 0.72
�2 37 (193) 39 (136) 0.57

Health status, fair or poor 55 (299/543) 33 (122/368) 0.0001
CES-D 10 score �10† 49 (267/547) 20 (72/362) 0.0001
BMI (kg/m2) 31.5 � 6.4 29.5 � 5.5 0.0001
Taking care of diabetes not a high priority

right now (agree vs. neutral or disagree)
20 (108/547) 21 (77/369) 0.68

Amount of pain NA
None to moderate 68 (374/548)
Severe or very severe 32 (174/458)

Use pain medication 78 (428/552) NA

Data are means � SD or % (n). NA, not applicable. *Number of comorbid conditions based on medical record data and includes 13 conditions: congestive heart
failure, dementia, chronic pulmonary disease, connective tissue disease, ulcer disease, hemiplegia, leukemia, lymphoma, liver disease, cancer, renal disease,
peripheral vascular disease, cerebrovascular disease, and cardiovascular disease (excluding hypertension or dyslipidemia) (21). †A score �10 is considered probable
depression (i.e., positive screen).
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or poor (55 vs. 33%; P � 0.001) and had
a CES-D 10 score of 10 or greater (49 vs.
20%; P � 0.001), indicating the presence
of significant depressive symptoms. On
the other hand, individuals with chronic
pain did not have a greater number of
other chronic conditions than those with-
out pain nor were they more likely to in-
dicate that taking care of their diabetes
was not a priority.

Among patients with chronic pain, al-
most one-third indicated that during the
past 4 weeks their pain was severe or very
severe, and 78% reported using pain
medication on either a regular or occa-
sional basis. The most commonly re-
ported pain locations included the back
(60%) and hip or knee (60%). In addi-
tion, patients indicated that, on average,
pain had interfered with their daily activ-
ities on 18 of the last 28 days.

Association between chronic pain
and self-management
As shown in Table 2, the presence of
chronic pain was significantly associated
with poorer overall diabetes self-
management (P � 0.002), even after ad-
justing for the presence of depressive
symptoms, general health status, number
of other comorbid conditions, and prior-
ity given to diabetes care. The logistic re-
sults suggest that chronic pain was most
strongly associated with specific diabetes
self-care activities, including greater diffi-
culty with exercise (adjusted OR 3.0
[95% CI 2.1–4.1]) and following a rec-

ommended eating plan (1.6 [1.2–2.1]).
The presence of chronic pain did not ap-
pear to be a significant barrier to taking
diabetes medications, blood glucose
monitoring, or checking feet for wounds
or sores. In contrast, a positive depression
screen was significantly associated with
increased difficulty in taking diabetes
medications, checking feet, and following
a recommended eating plan.

Association between chronic pain
severity and self-management
Among patients with chronic pain, overall
self-management was also significantly
poorer for those who indicated their pain
was severe or very severe compared with
those who rated their pain as mild or
moderate (P � 0.003) (Table 3). Specifi-
cally, patients with severe pain reported
more difficulty with taking diabetes med-
ications (adjusted OR �2.0 [95% CI 1.2–
3.4]) and with exercise (2.5 [1.3–5.0]).
For patients with chronic pain there was
also a significant positive association be-
tween taking pain medication and re-
ported diabetes self-management (P �
0.003). However, while those who re-
ported taking pain medication had better
diabetes self-management scores than pa-
tients not taking pain medication, their
scores were still significantly lower than
patients without chronic pain (79 [SD �
17] vs. 72 [15] vs. 67 [16], respectively;
P � 0.01).

CONCLUSIONS — This study sug-
gests that chronic pain is a prevalent con-
dition among patients with diabetes.
Furthermore, the presence of comorbid
chronic pain and greater pain severity
were both associated with poorer overall
diabetes self-management and increased
difficulty with certain self-care activities,
such as exercising on a regular basis.
These findings emphasize the importance
of considering potential competing de-
mands, such as chronic pain, when devel-
oping self-care regimens for patients with
diabetes and other chronic health condi-
tions that require high levels of self-
management. Although innovative self-
management programs for patients with a
wide array of chronic conditions and co-
morbidities are being developed (31,32),
a disease-specific focus continues to be
the primary method for self-management
education. The results from this study in-
dicate that a more broadly focused ap-
proach that equips patients with the skills
and confidence to manage chronic ill-
nesses in general may be more effective in
improving patients’ diabetes-related self-
care.

Our findings also suggest that treat-
ment of chronic pain (i.e., taking pain
medication) may improve diabetes self-
management, although, at least in this
population, it does not completely elimi-
nate the negative effect of chronic pain on
self-management. However, taking pain
medication is only a proxy measure. This
project did not assess the types of pain

Table 2—Linear and logistic regression results of the effect of chronic pain on diabetes self-management*

Self-management Difficulty
taking diabetes

medication

Difficulty
with

exercise

Difficulty
following

eating plan

Difficulty
with foot

care

Difficulty
with

monitoring
�-Coefficient

(95% CI) P

Chronic pain �5.0
(�7.8 to �2.2)

0.002 1.7 (0.68–4.5) 3.0 (2.1–4.1) 1.6 (1.2–2.1) 1.2 (0.75–1.9) 1.3 (0.62–2.5)

CES-D 10 score �10 �6.6
(�8.9 to �4.3)

0.000 3.2 (2.1–5.0) 1.3 (0.73–2.4) 1.7 (1.2–2.4) 3.2 (1.9–5.3) 1.2 (0.84–1.8)

Health fair or poor �3.7
(�6.2 to �1.1)

0.008 0.95 (0.39–2.3) 2.0 (1.3–3.0) 1.2 (0.88–1.7) 0.93 (0.56–1.5) 1.4 (0.95–2.0)

1 comorbid condition vs. none 0.72
(�0.87 to 2.3)

0.350 0.69 (0.25–1.9) 1.4 (1.0–1.8) 1.2 (0.87–1.7) 1.1 (0.57–2.0) 0.74 (0.41–1.3)

�2 comorbid conditions
vs. none

�1.5
(�3.5 to 0.41)

0.110 1.7 (1.1–2.7) 2.0 (1.2–3.2) 1.1 (0.80–1.5) 1.7 (1.0–3.0) 0.79 (0.51–1.2)

Diabetes not a priority �4.9
(�8.1 to �1.8)

0.004 1.8 (0.99–3.3) 1.3 (1.0–1.6) 1.8 (1.2–2.8) 1.5 (0.83–2.7) 1.7 (1.4–2.2)

Data are adjusted OR (95% CI) unless otherwise stated. *All models were adjusted for the variables listed as well as for annual household income, education, insulin
use, age, sex, race, BMI, and clustering by site.
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medications being used, other pain con-
trol strategies (e.g., acupuncture), or the
effectiveness of treatment for chronic
pain. Thus, future studies are needed to
explicitly address whether, and if so how,
better pain control improves the perfor-
mance of self-care behaviors and perhaps
even more importantly diabetes clinical
outcomes and patient quality of life.

We also did not assess the potential
health consequences of comorbid chronic
pain and poorer diabetes self-manage-
ment. However, in a prior VA diabetes
study, a higher score on the same self-
management scale was associated with
lower A1c levels, with a self-management
score of 70 corresponding to a predicted
hemoglobin A1c level of 7.7% and a self-
management score of 30 corresponding
with an A1c level of 8.3% (24). In the
current study, as shown above, the self-
management scores for patients with
chronic pain were substantially lower
than those for patients without chronic
pain, which suggests the potential for
poorer glycemic control among this sub-
group of patients. Nonetheless, the effect
of chronic pain on the achievement of
good glycemic, lipid, and blood pressure
control requires additional research.

This study further highlights the of-
ten observed link between pain and de-
pression (8) and between chronic pain
and poor self-rated health (26). More-
over, it suggests there is an independent
association between chronic pain and
self-management even after these rela-

tionships are taken into account. Similar
to prior research (25), we found that a
positive depression screen affects pa-
tients’ performance of certain activities,
such as taking diabetes medications and
following an eating plan. On the other
hand, our results did not show a signifi-
cant association between depressive
symptoms and exercise, as found in pre-
vious work (25), but instead revealed that
both the presence of chronic pain and
pain severity had a significant effect on
patients ’ reported difficulty with
exercising.

There are some study limitations that
need to be discussed. First, while we
found that the majority of patients with
chronic pain reported pain involving
back and knees, we did not assess the
types of pain conditions affecting our
study population. However, the presence
of peripheral neuropathy, which may
produce pain, was abstracted as part of
the baseline medical record review. Ac-
cording to these data, about 19% of the
study population had a diagnosis of pe-
ripheral neuropathy (21% in the chronic
pain group and 16% among those who
reported no chronic pain), and thus pe-
ripheral neuropathy does not appear to be
the only pain condition influencing our
study results. Second, the response rate to
the initial survey limits the generalizabil-
ity of these study results. Therefore, it will
be important to conduct additional stud-
ies with more representative samples to
determine whether these results can be

replicated both inside and outside the VA
system. Finally, we excluded from our
analyses 65 individuals who did not re-
spond to the chronic pain question. To
examine whether this decision affected
our results, we ran our main analyses first
including these individuals in the no
chronic pain group and then including
them in the chronic pain group. Neither
of these approaches produced a substan-
tial change in the results.

In conclusion, the rapidly growing
number of individuals with diabetes and
the potential for poor outcomes without
proper management only serve to
heighten the importance of providing op-
timal diabetes care and improving patient
self-management. One possibly signifi-
cant but generally overlooked aspect of
diabetes care is how other chronic condi-
tions, such as chronic pain, might com-
plicate and/or serve as a competing
demand in a patient’s ability to engage in
self-care activities. This study suggests
that comorbid chronic pain may be a ma-
jor limiting factor in the performance of
certain self-care behaviors and thereby re-
inforces the need to proactively address
such potential competing demands as we
seek to support and improve patients’ di-
abetes self-management.
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Table 3—Linear and logistic regression results of the effect of pain severity on diabetes self-management*

Self-management Difficulty
taking diabetes

medication

Difficulty
with

exercise

Difficulty
following

eating plan

Difficulty
with foot

care

Difficulty
with

monitoring
�-Coefficient

(95% CI) P

Pain severe or very
severe

�5.2
(�8.3 to �2.1)

0.003 2.0 (1.2–3.4) 2.5 (1.3–5.0) 1.2 (0.90–1.7) 1.8 (0.88–3.7) 1.1 (0.63–1.9)

CES-D 10 score �10 �7.0
(�9.5 to �4.5)

0.000 3.3 (1.5–7.3) 1.5 (0.75–2.8) 1.6 (1.2–2.2) 2.8 (1.4–5.6) 1.5 (1.0–2.1)

Health fair or poor �2.8
(�5.1 to �0.49)

0.021 1.0 (0.39–2.8) 1.5 (0.86–2.5) 1.3 (1.0–1.6) 0.72 (0.34–1.5) 1.4 (0.99–1.9)

1 comorbid condition
vs. none

1.7
(�0.62 to 4.1)

0.140 0.57 (0.17–1.9) 1.3 (0.93–1.9) 0.93 (0.56–1.5) 1.0 (0.42–2.6) 0.80 (0.38–1.7)

� 2 comorbid conditions
vs. none

0.89
(�0.62 to 4.1)

0.470 1.3 (0.77–2.0) 1.9 (1.2–3.1) 0.71 (0.41–1.2) 1.2 (0.47–3.0) 0.82 (0.42–1.6)

Diabetes not priority �5.0
(�9.4 to �0.67)

0.026 2.3 (1.2–4.5) 1.3 (0.76–2.2) 2.6 (1.4–5.1) 1.3 (0.55–3.2) 1.3 (0.81–2.2)

Take pain medication 5.9 (2.3–9.5) 0.003 0.38 (0.13–1.1) 0.91 (0.65–1.3) 0.44 (0.28–0.68) 0.56 (0.33–0.95) 0.83 (0.43–1.6)

Data are adjusted OR (95% CI) unless otherwise stated. *All models were adjusted for the variables listed as well as for annual household income, education, insulin
use, age, sex, race, BMI, and for clustering by site.

Krein and Associates
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