




2.10 Systematic enquiry: cardinal symptoms

General health

• Wellbeing
• Appetite
• Weight change

• Energy
• Sleep
• Mood

Cardiovascular system

• Chest pain on exertion (angina)
• Breathlessness:

• Lying flat (orthopnoea)
• At night (paroxysmal nocturnal dyspnoea)
• On minimal exertion – record how much

• Palpitation
• Pain in legs on walking (claudication)
• Ankle swelling

Respiratory system

• Shortness of breath (exercise tolerance)
• Cough
• Wheeze
• Sputum production (colour, amount)

• Blood in sputum (haemoptysis)
• Chest pain (pleuritic or constant)

Gastrointestinal system

• Mouth (oral ulcers, dental problems)
• Difficulty swallowing (dysphagia – distinguish from pain on

swallowing (i.e. odynophagia)
• Nausea and vomiting
• Vomiting blood (haematemesis)

• Indigestion
• Heartburn
• Abdominal pain
• Change in bowel habit
• Change in colour of stools (pale, dark, tarry black, fresh blood)

Genitourinary system

• Pain passing urine (dysuria)
• Frequency passing urine (at night: nocturia)
• Blood in urine (haematuria)

• Libido
• Incontinence (stress and urge)
• If appropriate: Sexual partners – unprotected intercourse

Men
If appropriate:
• Prostatic symptoms, including difficulty starting (hesitancy):
• Poor stream or flow
• Terminal dribbling

• Urethral discharge
• Erectile difficulties

Women

• Last menstrual period (consider pregnancy)
• Timing and regularity of periods
• Length of periods
• Abnormal bleeding

• Vaginal discharge
• Contraception

If appropriate:
• Pain during intercourse (dyspareunia)

Nervous system

• Headaches
• Dizziness (vertigo or lightheadedness)
• Faints
• Fits
• Altered sensation

• Weakness
• Visual disturbance
• Hearing problems (deafness, tinnitus)
• Memory and concentration changes

Musculoskeletal system

• Joint pain, stiffness or swelling
• Mobility

• Falls

Endocrine system

• Heat or cold intolerance
• Change in sweating

• Excessive thirst (polydipsia)

Other

• Bleeding or bruising • Skin rash
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