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Table 3 

Common pain behaviours observed 
in cognitively impaired older people5

Facial expression
• Slight frown, sad, frightened face
• Grimacing, wrinkled forehead, closed 
or tightened eyes
• Any distorted expression
• Rapid blinking

Body movements
• Rigid, tense body posture, guarding
• Fidgeting
• Repeated rubbing of an area
• Restricted movement
• Changes in gait/mobility

Changes in activity pattern/routine
• Refusing food, appetite change
• Increase in rest periods
• Sudden cessation of common routines
• Increased wandering

Verbalisations
• Sighing, moaning, groaning
• Grunting, chanting, calling out
• Noisy breathing
• Asking for help

Changes in interpersonal interactions
• Aggressive, combative, resisting care
• Reduced social interactions
• Socially inappropriate/disruptive
• Withdrawn

Changes in mental status
• Crying or tears
• Increased confusion
• Irritability

Table 4 

Benefits of treating persistent pain
• Greater activity 
• Increased energy levels
• Improved mood and self-esteem
• Sense of wellbeing
• Better concentration, sleep and appetite
• Increased functional capacity
• More social involvement 

Figure 2. Pain rating scales

Numerical rating scale
Please mark the scale below to show how intense your pain is.
A zero (0) means no pain, and ten (10) means extreme pain.

How intense is your pain now?

|  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |
0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10

no pain extreme pain

How intense was your pain on average last week?

|  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |
0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10

no pain extreme pain

Now please use the same method to describe how distressing your pain is.
How distressing is your pain now?

|  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |
0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10

not at all distressing extremely distressing

How distressing was your pain on average last week?

|  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |
0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10

not at all distressing extremely distressing

Now please use the same method to describe how much your pain
interferes with your normal everyday activities.

|  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |  |
0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10

does not interfere interferes completely

If you have had treatment for your pain, how much has this relieved
(taken away) the pain?

| 0% | 10%  | 20%  | 30%  | 40%  | 50% | 60%  | 70%  | 80%  | 90%  | 100% |
no relief complete relief

Verbal rating scale
Most use four words:

None Mild Moderate Severe

Reproduced with kind permission from the British Pain Society and the British Geriatrics Society  – British
Pain Society and British Geriatrics Society. Guidance on: The assessment of pain in older people. 2007
available from: www.britishpainsociety.org/pub_professional.htm#painolderpeople

enhances the functional capacity of
older patients with persistent pain.3

Obviously, pain management is
most successful when the underlying
cause is identified and treated. 

The British Pain Society recommends
regular administration of analgesia for
persistent pain, with breakthrough
pain relief before activities known to
exacerbate pain, such as transfers.6

Unless pain obviously results from

inflammatory or neuropathic
processes for which COX-2 inhibitors
and non-opioid pain modulating
agents (ie anticonvulsants)
respectively are sufficient, a stepwise
progression using the WHO pain
ladder is recommended. This should
progress from non-opioid analgesics
such as paracetamol, to 
anti-inflammatory drugs, to
neurotransmitter-modulating and
membrane-stabilising drugs and

TREATMENT
The benefits of treating pain are
manifold (see table 4, above).
However, older patients may view
analgesia with suspicion and take it
reluctantly, and the use of non-drug
therapies, including physiotherapy,
occupational therapy, massage
therapy and psychological therapy,
should be considered.5 There is strong
evidence that regular participation in
physical activities reduces pain and
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