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The Physiology of Pain 

Pain: a biopsychosocial phenomenon of an unpleasant sensory & emotional experience associated with 
actual or potential tissue damage or described in terms of such damage. 

Facts:  

• 80 million suffer from chronic disabling pain syndrome. 
• 31 million at one time suffer from low back pain resulting in $50 billion/yr.  in lost wages. 
• Over $8 billion/yr. spent on pai meds. 
• Headaches are 40% of PC visits 
• Clinical depression 4X more likely in chronic pain sufferers 
• 90% of chronic pain cases have no structural impairment 

Children: do feel pain. 

• Week 7 embryologically nociceptors formed. 
• Week 20 fetal brain developed 
• Week 35-37 fetus able to differentiate pain and touch 
• 2-6 yr. olds clear drugs faster = more frequent dosing 
• Always use non-opioid interventions anyway. 
• Sugar increases endorphins 
• Skin contact, familiar scents, mom’s voice increase endorphins. 

Women: it’s not in your head. 

• More likely to get painful conditions and report greater pain levels. 
• Mores sensitive to other signals of danger, ie. smell changes, visual cues. Makes sense they 

would feel more pain. (Child rearing aid) 
• Systemically under medicated: coronary bypass study: 30 men, 30 women. Women given 

sedatives, men given pain medication. 
• 79% of all research done on male mice. 
• Testosterone protects against pain, Estrogens not so clear-cut.  
• Transsexual study: male to female 1/3 developed chronic pain…especially headaches. Female to 

male, chronic pain decreased. 

Types of General Pain: 

1. Acute (fast): rapid after stimulus applied, superficial, not deeper regions, sharp, pricking, short lasting 
(medium A-delta fibers) 

2. Chronic (slow): increase intensity over second-minutes, skin or deeper, excruciating, burning, 
throbbing, and aching. (C-fibers). Disease of nervous system, not just a symptom. Pain lasts 3-6 months 
or longer. 

3.  Referred Pain 

4. Phantom Pain 

Pain Threshold:  Enough stimuli to initiate firing of nociceptors to perceive pain. The same for 
everyone. 

Pain Tolerance: Duration of intensity of pain endured before acknowledging and seeking help. Varies 
according to culture, age, sex, and emotional state.  
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The Pain Pathway 

 


