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Chronic Pain in Children and Adolescents Becoming More Common 
Systematic Review Published in PAIN® Indicates Scope of Problem 

 
Philadelphia, PA, December 8, 2011 – Children who suffer from persistent or recurring chronic pain may 
miss school, withdraw from social activities, and are at risk of developing internalizing symptoms such as 
anxiety, in response to their pain.  In the first comprehensive review of chronic pain in children and 
adolescents in 20 years, a group of researchers found that more children now are suffering from chronic 
pain and that girls suffer more frequently from chronic pain than boys.   
 
“We found that persistent and recurrent chronic pain is overwhelmingly prevalent in children and 
adolescents, with girls generally experiencing more pain than boys and prevalence rates increasing with 
age,” said lead investigator Sara King, PhD, currently Assistant Professor, Mount Saint Vincent 
University, Halifax, Nova Scotia.  “Findings such as these argue that researchers and clinicians should be 
aware of the problem and the long-term consequences of chronic pain in children.” 
 
Researchers from Dalhousie University and the IWK Health Centre, Halifax, systematically examined 
epidemiological studies of pain to evaluate progress made since the first comprehensive review of pain in 
children and adolescents, published by Goodman and McGrath in PAIN® in 1991.1   Additionally, they 
identified a set of criteria to assess the quality of the studies included in the review. They looked at 32 
studies and categorized them according to the type of pain investigated: headache, abdominal pain, back 
pain, musculoskeletal pain, combined pain, and general pain.   
 
Their findings indicate that most types of pain are more prevalent in girls than in boys, but the factors that 
influence this gender difference are not entirely clear.  Pain prevalence rates tend to increase with age.  
Psychosocial variables impacting pain prevalence included anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and low 
socioeconomic status.  Headache was found to be the most common studied pain type in youth, with an 



estimated prevalence rate of 23%. Other types of pain, ie, abdominal pain, back pain, musculoskeletal 
pain, and pain combinations, were less frequently studied than headache, and prevalence rates were 
variable because of differences in reporting.  However, the overall results indicated that these pain types 
are highly prevalent in children and adolescents, with median prevalence rates ranging from 11% to 38%. 
“These rates are of great concern, but what is even more concerning is that research suggests that the 
prevalence rates of childhood pain have increased over the last several decades,” stated Dr. King. 
 
Researchers also found that many studies did not meet quality criteria and there was great variability in 
prevalence rates across studies due to time periods over which pain was reported.  The authors suggest 
that future epidemiological studies in this area are in need of better operational definitions of pain and 
better measures of pain intensity, frequency, and duration. Such quality criteria across studies would 
allow for direct comparison. 
 
The review identified several demographic and psychosocial factors associated with high prevalence 
rates of specific pain types.  “By shifting focus to factors associated with chronic and recurrent pain, it 
may be possible to identify the most salient risk factors, leading to early and intensive interventions for the 
most at-risk groups,” concluded Dr. King.   
 
The article is, “The epidemiology of chronic pain in children and adolescents revisited:  A systematic 
review,” by S. King, C.T. Chambers, A. Huguet, R.C. MacNevin, P.J. McGrath, L. Parker, A.J. MacDonald 
(DOI: 10.1016/j.pain.2011.07.016). It appears in PAIN®, Volume 152, Issue 12 (December 2011) 
published by Elsevier.  

1 Goodman JE, McGrath, PJ.  The epidemiology of pain in children and adolescents: A review. Pain 
1991;46:247-64. 
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NOTES FOR EDITORS 
Full text of the article is available to credentialed journalists upon request. Contact Christine Rullo at 215-
239-3709 or painmedia@elsevier.com for copies.  
 
Sara King completed this work at the IWK Health Centre as part of a postdoctoral fellowship funded by 
the Canadian Child Health Clinician Scientist Program (CCHCSP). She is now an Assistant Professor at 
Mount Saint Vincent University, Halifax, Nova Scotia. 
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ABOUT PAIN® 
PAIN®, the official journal of the International Association for the Study of Pain® (IASP®), publishes 12 
issues per year of original research on the nature, mechanisms, and treatment of pain. This peer-
reviewed journal provides a forum for the dissemination of research in the basic and clinical sciences of 
multidisciplinary interest and is cited in Current Contents and MEDLINE. It is ranked 2nd out of the 26 
journals in the Anesthesiology category according to the Journal Citation Reports 2010 published by 
Thomson Reuters. www.painjournalonline.com 
 
ABOUT THE INTERNATIONAL ASSOCIATION FOR THE STUDY OF PAIN® (IASP®) 
Founded in 1973, IASP® is the world's largest multidisciplinary organization focused specifically on pain 
research and treatment. It is the leading professional forum for science, practice, and education in the 
field of pain bringing together scientists, clinicians, health care providers, and policy makers to stimulate 
and support the study of pain and to translate that knowledge into improved pain relief worldwide. IASP 
currently has more than 7,500 members from 130 countries and in 85 chapters. 
www.iasp-pain.org 
 
ABOUT ELSEVIER  
Elsevier is a world-leading provider of scientific, technical and medical information products and services. 
The company works in partnership with the global science and health communities to publish more than 
2,000 journals, including The Lancet (www.thelancet.com) and Cell (www.cell.com), and close to 20,000 
book titles, including major reference works from Mosby and Saunders. Elsevier’s online solutions include 
SciVerse ScienceDirect (www.sciencedirect.com), SciVerse Scopus (www.scopus.com), Reaxys 
(www.reaxys.com), MD Consult (www.mdconsult.com) and Nursing Consult (www.nursingconsult.com), 
which enhance the productivity of science and health professionals, and the SciVal suite 
(www.scival.com) and MEDai’s Pinpoint Review (www.medai.com), which help research and health care 
institutions deliver better outcomes more cost-effectively.  
 
A global business headquartered in Amsterdam, Elsevier (www.elsevier.com) employs 7,000 people 
worldwide. The company is part of Reed Elsevier Group PLC (www.reedelsevier.com), a world-leading 
publisher and information provider, which is jointly owned by Reed Elsevier PLC and Reed Elsevier NV. 
The ticker symbols are REN (Euronext Amsterdam), REL (London Stock Exchange), RUK and ENL (New 
York Stock Exchange). 


