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An increasing amount of workers in the US experience 
chronic pain, lowering their productivity and quality of life.
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C
hronic pain is a well-known
cause of worker disability and
job absenteeism that signifi-
cantly reduces office productiv-
ity. In fact, an estimated 46 mil-

lion work days were lost in the United
States in the past 12 months as the result
of pain-related disabilities. But one sur-
prising new finding shows that more and
more Americans are working with chronic
pain, according to the results of a survey
that was completed in 2006. What are the
implications for patients, and for the neu-
rologists who treat them?

This survey was conducted via tele-
phone within the United States by Harris
Interactive between October 30 and
December 3, 2006 among 1103 US adult
workers and 251 employment benefit
managers. For the employees, figures for
age, gender, race/ethnicity, education,
income, household size and region were
weighted when necessary to bring them in
line with representative proportions of the
population. Calculations suggested that
there is a 95 percent probability that the
overall results have a sampling error of +/3
percentage points. Definitions of “chronic
pain” differ, of course; in this survery, pain
which persists for six months or longer
was used as the criteria.

A similar survey, conducted by Harris
Interactive was completed in 1996.
Compared with 19 percent of workers in
1996, 26 percent of workers reported that
they experience chronic pain in the most
current survey. Although the survey did
not look specifically for this increase,
chronic pain appears to be increasing in
prevalence as Americans age and continue
to work, but may also be attributed to

Americans living a more sedentary
lifestyle. What has emerged is not only the
concept of absenteeism but of “presen-
teeism.” Presenteeism is defined as lost
productivity that occurs when employees
come to work but perform below their
normal abilities due to problems such as
chronic pain, illness, injury and stress.
What is most startling is that an over-
whelming majority of workers who experi-
ence chronic pain (89 percent) do not stay
at home; rather, they go to work and do
their best to ignore the pain. Of those
experiencing chronic pain, 46 percent said
that it “often or sometimes” affects their
ability to perform their job responsibili-
ties.

This population is distinct from those
who are not working due to injury or
chronic pain. While many employers have
developed “wellness” programs for their
companies, only 22 percent of these pro-
grams provide chronic pain programs. 

Why should neurologists care? For one
thing, two of the three most common
chronic pain complaints in the workplace
according to this survey included chronic
headaches and chronic low back pain.
Each of these conditions are commonly
evaluated and treated by neurologists.
Second, more and more neurologists are
becoming comfortable with treating
chronic pain and so should be aware of
this trend. This survey further documents
how widespread, and how poorly treated,
chronic pain really is. Neurologists can
play an active role in the assessment and
treatment of patients with chronic pain,
specifically those who are trying to remain
as active as possible.

First, it is important for patients to be

aware that numerous options are available
to help them to manage and cope with
their chronic pain. Patients must be
encouraged to speak about their pain so
that we can address it. We as neurologists
can help significantly. Both non-medical
and medical therapies can be offered,
often in an integrated fashion. Non-med-
ical therapies may include therapeutic
exercise (home or through formal physical
therapy), lifestyle changes, nutritional
therapies and acupuncture, to name a few.
Medical therapies may include both over-
the-counter medications as well as pre-
scription medications. 

No one medical therapy is best for
everyone, of course; however, among the
newest therapies, extended release anal-
gesics may be appropriate for those with
near continuous pain who are trying to
function and specifically to work. Inter-
ventional approaches to pain management
may be necessary and helpful as well.
Chronic pain should not be ignored and
should be addressed as assertively as possi-
ble. We do not live in a “don’t ask, don’t
tell” pain management environment.
Although there is much we can do to help
patients, it is important for workers to
empower themselves to educate them-
selves regarding various treatment options.
Two excellent resources for your patients
are: www.painandwork.com and www.
NationalPainFoundation.org. PN
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