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Abstract: Chronic, non-cancer pain is defined as pain of at least 3 months. Chronic pain is a 
common health issue that effects anywhere from 20-60% of Americans and accounts for $61 billion in 
lost productivity time in this country alone.  It is often undertreated due to the complexity and 
controversy surrounding management with chronic opioid analgesics.  Chronic pain is often 
accompanied by psychosocial co-morbidities, most notably depression, that further complicates its 
treatment.  Chronic pain is often best addressed by a multi-disciplinary team that closely 
monitors each patient individually. While the use of opioid analgesics poses some risks, when 
managed properly, the extreme improvement in patient quality of life that can be obtained often 
far outweigh the risk. 
 
 

This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the Primary Care Clerkship at the 
University of Minnesota Medical School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is 
to present information on a medical topic in the format of a patient education handout.  It does 
not necessarily reflect the views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians and 

faculty.  These materials are provided for informational purposes only and are in no way intended 
to take the place of the advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider.  The 
information provided may no longer be up to date since it has not been reviewed since the date of 
creation.  The information provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or disease, or 
as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of a medical emergency, immediately contact a 

doctor or call 911. 



Taking Control 
Chronic pain does not have to control 

your life, takes steps to take control 

of your pain. 

• Education 

Keep an open conversation with 

your medical team, do not be 

afraid to ask questions or make 

suggestions. Keep an open mind to 

their suggestions as well. 

• Honesty 

Be honest with yourself and your 

medical team about your 

treatment and how it is or is not 

working.  

• Keep Track 

Many things in our lives can affect 

pain, stress, sleep, nutrition – keep 

a daily log of your activities and 

how you are feeling. 

• Stay Positive and Realistic 

Your pain is not in your head but 

your attitude and expectations will 

affect how you feel. 

 

 
 

    

 

CHRONIC PAIN 
For more information please visit: 
American Chronic Pain 
Association (ACPA) 
www.theacpa.org  

 

Diagnosis and Management 

CHRONIC PAIN 



 

What is Chronic Pain? 
• Chronic pain is pain that lasts 3 months 

or longer. 

• Chronic pain is pain that continues after 

an injury or surgery has healed and you 

should be returning to your normal life. 

• Chronic pain is common and often goes 

undiagnosed and undertreated. 

• Chronic pain affects 20-60% of 

Americans and costs $61 billion in lost 

productivity. 

• Chronic pain is a real health concern 

that can complicate work, mood, and 

overall quality of life. 

How is Chronic Pain diagnosed? 
A visit to your primary care physician 

is the first step to understanding and 

diagnosing chronic pain. 

• You and your physician should discuss 

your medical history, injuries, and past 

attempts at pain relief. 

• Your physician will likely perform 

several exams to better understand 

your pain including: 

o A physical exam to identify a source 

of the pain. 

o A neurological exam to determine 

any pain associated with your 

nervous system. 

o A mental health exam may be used 

to determine any signs of 

depression or anxiety that may 

contribute to pain. 

• Your physician may order imaging such 

as X-Rays and MRIs or seek the advice of 

other health care professionals such as 

Neurologists or Psychiatrists. 

 

What treatment options are there? 

There are several different ways to 
managing chronic pain.   

Often the most successful approach is for 
there to be input from medical 
professionals in different areas working as a 
team. 

Treatment may include: 

• Physical therapy/massage therapy 

• Behavior/pain management counseling 

• Surgery or electrical stimulation 

• Medications such as: 

o Opioid analgesics (a.k.a. Morphine-
like prescription pain killers that 
may come as pills or patches) 

 Long-acting for sustained relief 
of pain 

 Short-acting for immediate 
relief of “breakthrough” pain 

o Over the counter pain relievers 
such as Acetaminophen (Tylenol) or 
Ibuprofen (Advil) 

o Traditional anti-depressants have 
been shown to be helpful with 
some pain management 
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