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A Look at Pain 

This background sheet was prepared by the Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation to offer additional information to viewers of the program: 
A Disease Called Pain

1. What is pain?

Pain is very difficult to define, due to its subjective nature. We each
experience pain differently. For example, the identical pain stimulus can
invoke completely different experiences in different people. 

Simply put, pain is an uncomfortable feeling that tells you something 
could be wrong in your body. Pain acts as your body's warning system to
the brain. Your nerves and spinal cord provide the pathway for messages 
to travel to and from your brain and to the rest of your body.

The International Association for the Study of Pain (ISAP) defines pain as
"an unpleasant sensory and emotional experience associated with actual 
or potential tissue damage, or described in terms of such damage. The
inability to communicate verbally does not negate the possibility that an
individual is experiencing pain and is in need of appropriate pain-relieving
treatment."

Pain can be devastating to individuals, families, and to society. Surveys
show that millions of Canadians (over 18% of the population) suffer from
chronic pain (Chronic Pain Association of Canada). In severe cases of
chronic pain, the patient's entire life becomes impaired. There is a loss 
of ability to perform routine tasks, as it becomes difficult to concentrate on
anything other than the pain. The Chronic Pain Association of Canada states
that "the annual cost of chronic pain, including medical expenses, lost
income, and lost productivity — but not the social costs — is estimated 
to exceed $10 billion."

In the United States, the American Chronic Pain Association reports that
"chronic pain is the number-one cause of adult disability in the United
States," and that "approximately 50 million Americans suffer from some
type of chronic pain." The ACPA also states that the most common form of
acute pain is lower back pain, and that it is the fifth most common cause for
all physician visits. Pain is responsible for direct health care expenditures of
more than $20 billion US annually.
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2. Why do we feel pain?

One of the primary functions of pain is to act as a protective system. For
example, if you twist your ankle, the sharp feeling of pain lets you know
that you have done some damage to your body. The pain will keep you
from putting weight on the injured ankle and will protect it from further
harm. Pain also acts as the body's warning signal. It lets you know when
there is something wrong and it stimulates you to do something about it. It
helps us to survive. In general, we learn from painful experiences to avoid
danger, and not to repeat injurious behavior. 

The negative side of pain is that it can have significant impact on a
sufferer's life. Individuals who are affected by chronic pain may suffer from
depression, anxiety or insomnia and often have a lower tolerance to pain
than they otherwise would. 

3. Types of Pain

Pain is commonly viewed as either acute or chronic. Acute pain is
temporary. It is usually immediate and may last from a few seconds to
several months. Some sources of acute pain are sports injuries, childbirth,
postoperative pain, fractures, burns, and medical procedures. Acute pain
will usually go away, once normal healing occurs.

Unlike acute pain, chronic pain persists beyond the time of normal healing.
The chronic pain could be the result of an acute injury that did not heal
properly or it could be from a host of other reasons such as cancer, nerve
damage or arthritis. In some cases, the pain may not make sense medically
because it may travel from the original site of the injury to unrelated areas
of the body. The pain may be relatively constant for days or months, or it
may come and go for months or even years. Some examples of chronic pain
include fibromyalgia syndrome, migraine headaches, and lower back pain.
Chronic pain commonly produces psychological effects, including feelings 
of anger, sadness, hopelessness, and despair. It can alter personalities,
disrupt sleep and interfere with work and personal relationships. 

4. How is pain treated?

The goal in treating acute pain is to control the level of pain in a safe
manner and enhance the recovery process. Chronic pain is now treated as a
disease, with several different treatment options. A pain program generally
offers access to a doctor who specializes in pain, as well as to several health
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care professionals who each treat different aspects of chronic pain. The
health care team may include psychologists, nurses, physical and occupa-
tional therapists, and social workers.

The following is a list of some common treatments:

• Acupuncture is the ancient Chinese technique of inserting fine needles
under the skin at selected points in the body. 

• Analgesic drugs include most painkillers, such as aspirin, acetamino-
phen, and ibuprofen. The non-prescription varieties are generally used
for mild to moderate pain. Prescription analgesic drugs are used for
more moderate to severe pain.

• Anti-Depressants are used to treat depression, however some studies
indicate that these medications can also alleviate pain for chronic pain
patients.

• Anti-migraine drugs are used specifically for migraine headaches.

• Botox is a protein toxin produced by the same bacteria that cause
botulism, a lethal form of food poisoning. A highly purified form of the
toxin produces prolonged muscle relaxation. The diluted substance is
injected locally into the head, facial muscles, neck, shoulders and other
areas depending on the source of the pain.

• Chiropractic therapy is hand manipulation of the spine. It is generally for
relief of back pain. 

• Counseling can provide much needed support. Counseling can provide
an important addition to drug or surgical treatment.

• Exercise is an effective treatment for many patients with pain. Exercises,
such as walking or swimming, can contribute to an overall sense of well
being by improving blood and oxygen flow to muscles and by lowering
overall stress levels.

• Marijuana has been proven to be an effective painkiller for some types of
chronic pain.

• Nerve blocks are injections that interrupt the pain messages from an
area of the body to the brain. 
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• Opioids are pain relievers derived from, or resembling those derived
from, the opium plant. Examples of opioids include codeine, Demerol
and morphine. 

• Physical therapists employ the use of exercise, stretching, massage and
ultrasound for the treatment of pain. Occupational therapists work with
the patient to help them adapt their world to better manage pain.

• Relaxation therapy and meditation can be beneficial to sufferers of pain. 

• R.I.C.E. (Rest, Ice, Compression, and Elevation) is the common mantra
of sports injuries and can be effective in aiding the recovery of mild to
moderate injuries. 

• Surgery can be required to relieve pain.

Resources:

• The International Association for the Study of Pain www.iasp-pain.com

• The Chronic Pain Association of Canada: ecn.ab.ca/cpac/

• The American Chronic Pain Association: www.theacpa.org/

• National Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke:
www.ninds.nih.gov


