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INTRODUCTION

Chronic pain ranks among one of the most common, costly, and incapacitating con-
ditions in later life.1 Although the prevalence of acute pain remains similar across the
adult years of life, the prevalence of chronic pain increases in an age-related manner
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KEY POINTS

� Chronic pain ranks among one of the most common, costly, and incapacitating conditions
in later life.

� Chronic pain does not constitute part of the normal aging process, contrary to beliefs
among the public and physicians that pain is an unavoidable consequence of getting
older.

� Increasing age causes physiologic abnormalities including an increase in pain threshold, a
decrease in pain tolerance, and alterations in pharmacokinetics and pharmacodynamics
that increase the risk of side effects from pharmacologic treatment.

� Unique features to pain assessment in older adults include the likelihood of multiple
diagnoses contributing to chronic pain, the ability to use self-report in older adults
including most who have mild to moderate cognitive impairment, and the recognition
that older adults with cognitive impairment may demonstrate a variety of behaviors to
communicate pain.

� The management of chronic pain in older adults is best accomplished through a multi-
modal approach, including pharmacologic and nonpharmacologic treatments, physical
rehabilitation, and psychological therapies. Interventional pain therapies may be appro-
priate in select older adults and may reduce the need for pharmacologic treatments.
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up to at least the seventh decade2,3 but seems to plateau among age groups older
than 65 when adjusting for other comorbidities and characteristics.4

Painful conditions are one of the most common reasons that older persons seek
health care in the ambulatory setting (Box 1).5 Arthritis-related diagnoses stand
atop the list of painful conditions affecting older adults, as more older adults report
low back pain in comparison with adults 18 years of age or older (Fig. 1). Prescription
medication use for pain is higher among adults 65 years of age or older than in younger
persons, and the percentage of older adults on at least 1 prescription medication for
pain increased at a faster rate over the past 2 decades in comparison with other age
groups (Fig. 2). Bothersome pains in older persons disproportionately affect women
more than men, and more than 50% of community-dwelling older persons report
such pain on a regular basis.4 In the residential care setting, more than 80% of nursing
home residents report chronic pain.6

Chronic pain does not constitute part of the normal aging process, contrary to be-
liefs among the public and physicians that pain is an unavoidable consequence of get-
ting older.7,8 Despite its high prevalence, pain among older persons is almost always
the result of pathology involving a physical or psychological process. Combating the
myth and misunderstanding that “pain is inevitable with aging” represents one of the
educational challenges to permit a cultural transformation of the approach to pain
treatment in older persons.1,9

AGE-RELATED DIFFERENCES RELEVANT TO PAIN

Changes in pain perception among older adults result from an aging process that
affects functioning at the cellular, tissue, organ, system, and population levels.
Some underlying processes seem similar across all older adults, but aging is not a
uniform process. Older persons demonstrate significant variation among individual
responses to aging.10 The heterogeneity that exists among the physiologic,

Box 1

Common causes of chronic pain in older persons

Arthritis and related arthritides

Osteoarthritis

Rheumatoid arthritis

Spinal canal stenosis

Diabetic peripheral neuropathy

Trigeminal neuralgia

Postherpetic neuralgia (shingles)

Cancer-related pain

Chemotherapy-induced peripheral neuropathy

Radiation-induced neuropathy

Peripheral vascular disease

Central poststroke pain

Myofascial pain

Fibromyalgia

Postsurgical pain
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