
Any notion that people with dementia feel less pain
should be dismissed. Chronic pain is at least as preva-
lent among people with dementia (up to half) as it is

among other elderly people.1–3 Further, its frequency does not
change with the severity of cognitive impairment.4 However,
chronic pain is typically underdetected in this population and,
thus, is poorly managed.5,6 This failure to detect is most apparent
among those with severe cognitive impairment.6 Closing this gap
in care will be of increasing importance because, in the coming
decades, one quarter of Canada’s population is projected to be
seniors, over a million of whom will have dementia.

Pain in older people is mainly due to degenerative disease
of the joints and spine, neuropathic pain, fractures and cancer.
It is associated with functional impairment, mood changes,
sleep disturbance, poor appetite and increased health care use.
Pain is perceived differently by older people because small
pain fibres are reduced in number. The result is a higher pain
threshold to peripheral noxious stimuli. However, they also
tolerate pain less well than younger people because of a
decline in endogenous opioid receptors in the brain.7 There is
also emerging evidence for age-related, postinjury hypersensi-
tization and hyperalgesia.7 Because it is challenging to
research pain in people with dementia, the extent to which this
new information applies is unclear, particularly to people with
severe dementia, but the weight of evidence indicates that they
suffer in the same way younger people do.

Pain is a symptom, a matter of subjective evaluation and
report, but people with dementia may find it difficult to report.
However, there are methods that can be used to detect and sur-
vey pain and its intensity, at least for those with moderate
dementia. These methods use verbal and visual self-report
scales, face pictures and bedside observation of posture, protec-
tion, facial expression and behaviour during daily activities.4,5

Other methods that are being studied for assessing pain in criti-
cally ill adults who cannot self-report pain8 hold promise for
pain management in noncommunicative people with dementia.

People with dementia are less able to tolerate opioids and
other systemic chemical analgesics at a dose and frequency that
will bring pain relief. Their atrophied bodies have a smaller vol-
ume of distribution. An atrophied brain is more susceptible to
adverse cognitive effects of centrally acting analgesics. An aged
liver is less efficient at metabolizing narcotics, and aged kidneys
are slower to excrete metabolites. Accompanying comorbidities
require the use of other types of medications, a setting for med-
ication interactions. For these reasons, some patients require the
expertise of pain medicine specialists, who are in short supply
at this time. Other approaches such as physical and behavioural
therapy, massage, nerve blocks and counter-stimulation show

promise and require more study. We also need to do more work
on establishing how to measure patient-relevant outcomes.
Given this need for improved knowledge, it is of concern that
the very elderly, residents of long-term care facilities and people
with dementia are routinely excluded from randomized trials.

The highly personal and day-to-day aspects of effective pain
assessment and control for people with dementia suggest that
the following features of bedside care are needed. The health
care provider assigned to this task (typically the nurse) should
be one who knows the patient well and most regularly provides
bedside care. The provider should be well-trained and sup-
ported in modern methods of assessment and interventions for
pain. The provider should also be accorded, within protocol
limits, more licence to alter the frequency and dosage of partic-
ular pain treatments.

Based on what we already know, it seems clear that meeting
the need for pain relief in people with dementia will require more
skilled care at the bedside. What is needed most, however, is a
person-centred and attentive approach. A person with dementia
may be losing cognitive ability, but some aspects of personhood
must still be respected — namely dignity, life-story and family
connection.3 To this list we should add perception of pain and suf-
fering. We have sufficient evidence and a professional obligation
to control the pain of people with dementia. A person with
dementia is not a nonperson and should not be cared for as
though this were the case. To the extent that we as caregivers treat
a person with dementia as a nonperson, the therapeutic relation-
ship and the personhood of the caregiver are also diminished.3

References
1. Proctor WR, Hirdes JP. Pain and cognitive status among nursing home residents in

Canada. Pain Res Manag 2001;6:119-25.
2. Ramage-Morin PL. Chronic pain in Canadian seniors. Health Rep 2008;19:37-52.
3. Malloy DC, Hadjistavropoulos T. The problem of pain management among persons with

dementia, personhood, and the ontology of relationships. Nurs Philos 2004; 5: 147-59.
4. Pautex S, Hermann F, Le Louis P, et al. Feasibility and reliability of four pain self-

assessment scales and correlation with an observational rating scale in hospitalized
elderly demented persons. J Gerontol A Biol Sci Med Sci 2005;60:524-9.

5. Fisher SE, Burgio LD, Thorn BE, et al. Pain assessment and management in cogni-
tively impaired nursing home residents: association of certified nursing pain assistant
report, Minimum Data Set pain report, and analgesic medication use. J Am Geriatr Soc
2002;50:152-6.

6. Cohen-Mansfield J, Lipson S. Pain in cognitively impaired nursing home residents:
how well are physicians diagnosing it? J Am Geriatr Soc 2002;50:1039-44.

7. Gibson SJ, Farrell M. A review of age differences in the neurophysiology of noci-
ception and the perceptual experience of pain. Clin J Pain 2004;20:227-39.

8. Rose L, Haslam L, Dale C, et al. Behavioural pain assessment tool for critically ill
adults unable to self-report pain. Am J Crit Care 2013;22:246-55.

Competing interests: See www.cmaj.ca/site/misc/cmaj_staff.xhtml

Affiliation: Ken Flegel is Senior Editor, CMAJ. 

Correspondence to: CMAJ editor, pubs@cmaj.ca

CMAJ 2013. DOI:10.1503/cmaj.131296

People with dementia need better pain management

Ken Flegel MDCM MSc

All editorial matter in CMAJ represents the opinions of the authors and not necessarily those of the Can adian Medical Association.

EditorialCMAJ

© 2013 Canadian Medical Association or its licensors CMAJ, October 1, 2013, 185(14) 1195

See also research article by Prorok and colleagues on page E669 and at www.cmaj.ca/lookup/doi/10.1503/cmaj.121795


