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GUIDELINES

The Assessment of Pain in Older People:
UK National Guidelines

PAT SCHOFIELD

Positive Ageing Research Institute
Anglia Ruskin University
Chelmsford, Cambridge

Executive summary

We are facing a huge increase in the older population over
the next 30 years. This brings an anticipated increase in the
prevalence of chronic pain and with this comes the chal-
lenge of assessment of pain in many varied settings. Our
first iteration of this document was published in 2007.
But there has been a proliferation of literature and
research since then, so we have developed a new set of
guidelines.

(1) Different patterns and sites of pain were seen in men
and women.

(2) Age differences suggest that pain prevalence increased
with age up to 85 years and then decreased.

(3) The available studies on barriers and attitudes to pain
management point towards an adherence to bio-medically
orientated beliefs about pain, concern amongst clini-
cians in relation to activity recommendations, and a
negative orientation in general towards patients with
chronic painful conditions.

(4) A multidisciplinary approach to the assessment and treat-
ment of pain is essential, but the assessment is a complex
process which is hampered by many communication
issues, including cognitive ability and socio-cultural fac-
tors. Such issues are part of the UK ageing population.

(5) Structured pain education should be implemented that
provides all health professionals (whether profession-
ally or non-professionally trained) with standardised
education and training in the assessment and manage-
ment of pain according to level of experience.

(6) Although subjective, patient self-report is the most
valid and reliable indicator of pain and it may be
necessary to ask questions about pain in different ways
in order to elicit a response.

(7) A number of valid and reliable self-report measures are
available and can be used even when moderate dementia
exists. The Numerical Rating Scale or verbal descriptors

can be used with people who have mild to moderate
cognitive impairment. For people with severe cognitive
impairment Pain in Advanced Dementia (PAINAD)
and Doloplus-2 are recommended.

(8) PAINAD and Doloplus-2 scales continue to show posi-
tive results in terms of reliability and validity. There has
been no recent evaluation of the Abbey pain scale
although it is widely used throughout the UK.

(9) There is a need for more research into pain assess-
ment using the collaborative role of the multidisciplin-
ary team in all care settings.

(10) Self-report questionnaires of function are limited in their
ability to capture the fluctuations in capacity and ability.
The concentration on items of relevance to the popula-
tion of interest means that issues of personal relevance
can be obscured.

(11) Strong associations were seen between pain and
depressed mood with each being a risk factor for the
other. Additionally, loneliness and social isolation were
associated with an increased risk of pain.

(12) Clinicians should be cognisant that social isolation and
or depressive signs and symptoms may be indicators of
pre-existing pain or a predictor of future pain onset.

(13) There are a number of evidence based guidelines on
pain assessment in older people with or without cogni-
tive impairment from around the world, including
Australia and Europe.
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Foreword from Prof Pat Schofield

This guidance highlights the problems in assessing and man-
aging pain in an ever increasing older population. The preva-
lence of pain has been established to be in the order of one
in four of the adult population, with between 25–30% having
pain that leads to other co-morbidities, resulting in a very
poor quality of life.

These problems become more frequent with advancing
years, and are often associated with difficulty in conveying
the intensity and quality of the pain, as well as the impact
that it has on the patient’s life. As we describe pain as the
‘fifth vital sign’ a fundamental principal underpinning this is
that we should measure the pain alongside routine
observations.

Just because someone does not have the ability to tell us
that they have pain in a language that we can understand,
does not mean that we should not measure it, as we would
with any other adult or patient in our care.

These guidelines provide a range of tools which demon-
strate good validity and reliability for clinical practice in
assessing pain in older people. There is permission to use
them and so they should be implemented from this formal
documentation by all healthcare providers in every care set-
ting across the UK.
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8. Communication
Carlos Moreno-Leguizamon and Pat Schofield

The literature on pain in older people acknowledges the
fact that the process of communication between those in
pain and their care givers, either professionals or family, is a
complex and difficult process to be grasped. In this context
the strong tendency in the literature is to generate tools,
mainly scales, which would contribute to an effective diag-
nosis, expression, assessment and management of chronic
pain. Some studies have focused on legitimising the validity
and reliability of those scales [14, 15].

A second emerging trend in the literature reviewed is to
recommend the inclusion of a more comprehensive concept
of communication, which includes important and comple-
mentary components such as nonverbal communication
(facial expressions), kinesics (body movement), and prox-
emics (use of space) [16]. There are difficulties when health
professionals conceptualise the process of communication
as only verbal communication [17]. Again, the latter is, in
many ways, the one with which professional caregivers and
families are more familiar. Thus a frequent recommenda-
tion in the literature is the integration of various compo-
nents (bio-psycho-social) of the communication process in
order to grasp the experiences of those in pain [18]. In
turn, this recommendation translates practically to training
and education for professional (nurses, physicians and
others) and family caregivers in how the communication
process works [14, 16, 18, 19].

In the particular case of those with pain in advanced age,
with cognitive impairments or from different cultural back-
grounds, the process of communication by caregivers becomes
even more complex and uncertain. This is because care-
givers face more challenges in grasping the process of com-
munication, the consequence of which is that the probability
for those in pain to be undertreated or underdiagnosed
becomes higher. Jorge and McDonald [20] highlighted this
issue in particular in their study, working with 24 Hispanic
community dwellings for elder adults in the United States.
They found that, when given the opportunity to do so, these
groups are able to describe their pain successfully.

The issue we face in the United Kingdom, given the
limitation of time for consultation, is that it is difficult for
health care professionals to spend time on discussion or
consultation. We need not only to understand how the
communication process works between vulnerable groups
and their caregivers (professional or family), but also to
realise that pain is more than mere biology; it is also a bio-
psychological (subjective) and social force [18]. Similarly,
[21] highlighted in their study that, by providing older

adults with time to discuss their pain through open-ended
questions, more success was achieved in completing the
Brief Pain Inventory (BPI). Thus, the key message of both
of these studies as well as some others [22] is that, assess-
ment is not just about the completion of scales; it should
also emphasise that individuals should have an opportunity
to talk about their pain experience. In other words, the
challenge is how to obtain their pain stories within short
time frames.

Finally, while discussing the issue of a multidisciplinary
team, Boorsma et al. [23] pointed out the need for a system-
atic multi-disciplinary approach to managing and treating
pain. However, this study did not clarify who those profes-
sionals should be. It is recommended that a multi-disciplinary
team should comprise not only health professionals but also
social scientists. The latter are trained to understand the cul-
tural, social, political, economic and communicational aspects
of pain and can, therefore, enrich the clinical views.
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