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Dealing with Chronic
Pain as You Age

}‘ By Fran Kriiz
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' David Lunzer, 58, a small-business
owner in Los Angeles, has had

chronic neck pain from a slipped
disk for a decade. Opioid painkillers
were effective, but he was concerned
about addiction. Surgery helped
somewhat. Now he uses a variety of
approaches, including acupuncture,
resting when he can, and avoiding
things that aggravate his neck such
as long car trips without stopping
to change positions. “As I get older,
and more stiffness sets in, I try to
stick to my acupuncture schedule
and cater to my neck to help
prevent pain,” he says.

Lunzer is one of the 20 percent of
- adults who deal with chronic pain,
according to a recent report from
the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention. Physicians generally
define chronic pain as pain that
lasts more than three to six months.
The rate of people affected grows as
people age, according to the National
- Institutes of Health, which found
- that about 30 percent of people over
age 65 suffer from chronic pain.

Untreated, Undertreated

“Chronic pain is one of the most
common conditions encountered
by healthcare professionals,

particularly among older patients”
says Dr. M. Carrington Reid, an
associate professor of medicine at
Weill Cornell Medical Center in
New York City. A 2011 report by
the Institute of Medicine found
that chronic pain is often untreated
or undertreated in older people
because they may not seck help,
their doctor isn’t sure how best to
treat pain in older patients, or there
is a concern that some treatments
could exacerbate other problems —
for example some strong painkillers
can cause constipation.

But Reid and other experts say
doctors have a wide array of options
to treat chronic pain, and that the
need for treatment is especially
important as people age because pain
can keep them from being active and
enjoying their lives.

A study led by Reid and
published in 2015 in the British
Medical Journal found that pain
in older adults can cause a host of
other problems, including;:

e Disability as a result of people who
feel pain when walking

® Less activity as people try to
avoid anything that might cause or
exacerbate pain

e Falls because the pain can make
people feel unsteady

e Depression and anxiety, which
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