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The burden of pain among adults in the
United States

O
ver 100 million adults in the United States—51% of the estimated 215 million
population aged 20 years and older—report pain at one or more body sites including
the joints, low back, neck, face/jaw, or experience dental pain or headaches/migraines.
Over one-quarter of adults aged 40 years and older report low back pain in the past

3 months. One-quarter of women aged 20–39 years report having severe headaches or migraines
in the past 3 months.

Numerous diseases and conditions are also associated with pain, including arthritis, peripheral
neuropathy, fibromyalgia, and shingles. Annually, there are 5.4 million ambulatory and inpatient
health care visits with a diagnosis of fibromyalgia, 1.9 million diabetic neuropathy visits, and 1.5
million shingles visits. 50% of adults with diabetes who have peripheral neuropathy report
symptoms of pain/tingling in their feet or numbness/loss of feeling in the past 3 months. 44% of
adults with arthritis report limitations in their usual activities due to their arthritis or joint pain.

Pain may also be caused by bodily injury or harm. In 2006, there were approximately 34 million
injury-related physician office visits. Analgesic drug therapy was reported at 40% of these injury-
related visits.

Adults with pain have worse health status and experience more disability in terms of lost work
days, activity limitations, reduced sleep, and increased psychological distress than adults without
pain. One in 3 adults with face or jaw pain report fair or poor health status, nearly 1 in 5 adults
with neck pain report being unable to work, and 1 in 9 adults with severe headaches/migraines
report psychological distress.

This issue of Pfizer Facts presents new analyses of national data sources to gain insight into the
burden of pain among adults in the United States. We present information on the prevalence of
pain at specific body sites and certain pain-related diseases and conditions such as arthritis,
peripheral neuropathy, fibromyalgia, and shingles, as well as information on associated health
status and health care resource utilization. We present analyses of the National Health Interview
Survey (NHIS), the National Health Care Surveys, and the National Health and Nutrition
Examination Survey (NHANES). We provide this information in an effort to heighten awareness
and encourage discussion pertaining to pain among adults.
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Highlights
Pain at selected body sites

• Over one-half of adults aged 20 years and older report feeling pain at one or
more body locations including the joints, back, neck, head, mouth, or face/jaw.
Joint pain (28%) and low back pain (26%) are most prevalent.

• Joint pain increases with age and is generally more prevalent among women
(31%) than men (26%), and among white, non-Hispanic adults (31%), than
black, non-Hispanic adults (26%) and Hispanic adults (18%). 29% of adults
with joint pain report having severe pain. The knee is the most common site of
joint pain regardless of age or gender.

• One in 3 older women and 1 in 4 older men report low back pain in the past 3
months. Prevalence increases with body weight—low back pain is reported by about
1 in 5 normal weight adults, 1 in 4 overweight adults, and 1 in 3 obese adults.

• 13% of adults report neck pain in the past 3 months. Neck pain is reported
more often by women (15%) than men (11%) and white, non-Hispanic adults
(14%) then black, non-Hispanic adults (10%) or Hispanic adults (11%).

• One in 8 adults report severe headaches or migraines in the past 3 months. It is
more prevalent among women (17%) than men (7%) and adults aged 20–39
(15%) and 40–64 (13%) years than adults 65 and older (5%).

• One in 8 adults report dental pain in the past year. Men and women have a
similar prevalence of dental pain regardless of age.

• 4% of adults report facial ache or pain in the jaw muscles or the joint in front
of the ear. Regardless of age, more women (6%) than men (2%) report having
this type of pain.

Pain at selected body sites and health status

• 25–33% of adults with pain at selected body sites report fair or poor health,
15–22% report being unable to work, 12–17% report sleeping less than 6 hours
per day, and 6–13% report psychological distress.

• Also, 29–39% of adults with joint pain, low back pain, and neck pain report
arthritis-attributable activity limitations.

The burden of pain among adults in the United States
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Pain at selected body sites and health care utilization

• Annually, adults have an average of 11 million physician office visits with a
diagnosis of joint pain, over 1.1 million outpatient hospital visits, about 1.5 million
emergency department visits, and have over 177 thousand inpatient hospitalizations.

• Annually, adults have an average of 7 million physician office visits with a
diagnosis of back pain, 762 thousand outpatient hospital visits, over 1.5 million
emergency department visits, and have about 227 thousand inpatient
hospitalizations.

• Annually, adults have an average of 11 million physician visits with a headache
diagnosis, over 1 million outpatient hospital visits, 3.3 million emergency
department visits, and 445 thousand inpatient hospitalizations.

• The majority of health care utilization for joint pain, back pain, and headaches
was by women and white, non-Hispanic adults.

Pain at selected body sites and analgesic drug use

• 23–27% of adults with joint pain, low back pain, neck pain, or severe
headaches/migraines report prescription analgesic drug use in the past month.

• 15–22% of adults with joint pain, low back pain, neck pain, or severe
headaches/migraines report using a non-prescription analgesic or certain
non-narcotic prescription analgesics nearly every day for a month or longer.

The burden of pain among adults in the United States
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Pain and selected diseases or conditions
Arthritis

• 22% of adults aged 20 years and older have been told by a physician or health
professional that they have arthritis.

• It is more common among women (25%) than men (18%), older age groups
(48%, 65 and older; 25%, 40–64 years) than younger (6%, 20–39 years), and
white, non-Hispanic adults (25%) than black, non-Hispanic (19%) and
Hispanic (12%) adults.

• Arthritis is also more common among obese (30%) or overweight (21%) adults
than normal weight adults (16%).

• 31% of adults with arthritis report fair or poor health compared to 9% of
adults without arthritis. Adults with arthritis are also 11 times more likely to
report arthritis-attributable activity limitations, 5 times more likely to report
being unable to work, nearly twice as likely to report reduced hours of sleep,
and 3 times as likely to report psychological distress.

• 37% of adults with arthritis report prescription analgesic drug use and 31% use
a non-prescription or non-narcotic prescription analgesic nearly every day for a
month or longer.

Peripheral Neuropathy

• 14% of adults aged 40 years and older have peripheral neuropathy; three-fourths
experience no related symptoms of pain/tingling or numbness in their feet.

• Adults with diabetes have twice the prevalence of peripheral neuropathy as
those with no diabetes (28% vs. 11%, respectively).

• 50% of adults with diabetes who have peripheral neuropathy are symptomatic
compared to less than 20% among adults with no diabetes.

The burden of pain among adults in the United States
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Diabetic Neuropathy

• Annually, adults have an average of 1.4 million physician office visits with a
diagnosis of diabetic neuropathy, 132 thousand outpatient hospital visits, 40
thousand emergency department visits, and 392 thousand inpatient
hospitalizations.

• The majority of ambulatory and inpatient visits for diabetic neuropathy are by
women (46–65%), adults aged 40–64 (46–57%), and white, non-Hispanic
adults (54–70%).

• An analgesic drug was prescribed, administered, or continued at 37% of
physician office visits with a primary diagnosis of diabetic neuropathy.

Fibromyalgia

• Annually, there are about 5.4 million health care visits with a fibromyalgia
diagnosis: 4.5 million physician office visits, 390 thousand outpatient hospital
visits, 413 thousand emergency department visits, and 157 thousand inpatient
hospitalizations.

• The majority of this health care utilization is by women, adults aged 40–64 years,
and white, non-Hispanic adults. However, emergency departments have relatively
more visits by men, adults aged 20–39, and black, non-Hispanic adults.

• An analgesic drug was prescribed, administered, or continued at 71% of the
physician office visits with a primary diagnosis of fibromyalgia; 29% of office
visits had an antidepressant drug mention and 14% had an anxiolytic, sedative,
or hypnotic drug mention.



Shingles

• Annually, adults have about 1.2 million physician office visits and 33 thousand
inpatient hospitalizations with a diagnosis of shingles.

• The majority of health care visits are by women, adults aged 40–64 years, and
white, non-Hispanic adults, with the exception of inpatient hospitalizations
where over two-thirds are by adults aged 65 and older.

• At over half of all physician office visits with a primary diagnosis of shingles,
an analgesic drug was prescribed, administered, or continued.

Injury

• There are ~34 million injury-related physician office visits because of body
sprains or strains, fractures, contusions, dislocations, crushes, or burns.

• Sprains and strains are most common (~17 million office visits), followed by
fractures (8 million) and contusions (7 million).

• Analgesic drugs are prescribed, administered, or continued at 40% of injury-
related physician office visits.

The burden of pain among adults in the United States

5





The burden of pain among adults in the United States

7

Pain at selected body sites

51% of all adults aged 20 years and older report feeling pain at a joint, their
back, neck, head, mouth, or face/jaw. Joint pain and low back pain are most
prevalent (28% and 26%, respectively).

Percent of adult population
Source: NHIS 2007

The Any pain category includes all other pain sites listed. Joint pain prevalence is in the past month; Dental pain is in the past year;
all other body sites are in the past 3 months.

Bars with the same values may have different lengths because of rounding.
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Joint pain
28% of adults report joint pain, aching, or stiffness in the past month. Joint pain
increases with age: 15% among adults aged 20–39 years; 34% among adults aged
40–64 years; 44% among those aged 65 and older. Nearly 50% of older women
(47%) and older black, non-Hispanic adults (47%) report joint pain.
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Total
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Prevalence of joint pain in the past month among adults, by gender and age

Percent of adults
Source: NHIS 2007

Bars with the same values may have different lengths because of rounding.
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One in 4 men and 1 in 3 women with joint pain report having severe pain.

Black, non-Hispanic (44%), and Hispanic (41%) adults with joint pain report
more severe pain than white, non-Hispanic adults who have joint pain (26%).
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Percent of adults with joint pain
Source: NHIS 2006

Bars with the same values may have different lengths because of rounding.
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Weight is associated with joint pain—22% among normal weight adults; 28%
among overweight adults; 37% among obese adults.
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Total

Men

Women

Prevalence of joint pain in the past month among adults, by body weight and gender

Percent of adults
Source: NHIS 2007

Bars with the same values may have different lengths because of rounding.
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Source: NHIS 2007
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The knee is the most common site of joint pain regardless of age or gender. This is
followed by the shoulder for men aged 40 years and older.

Prevalence of joint pain at specific body sites among men aged 20 years and older
by age groups

The burden of pain among adults in the United States
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Percent
Source: NHIS 2007
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After the knee, the fingers are the most common site of joint pain for women aged
65 years and older.
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Prevalence of joint pain at specific body sites among women aged 20 years and older
by age groups

Percent
Source: NHIS 2007
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Joint pain and health status
Joint pain is associated with substantial activity limitation, work disability, and
reduced quality of life. Adults with joint pain are more than 3 times as likely to
report fair/poor health than those with no joint pain (27% vs. 8%, respectively),
20 times more likely to report arthritis-attributable activity limitations, 4 times
as likely to report being unable to work, twice as likely to report reduced sleep
(<6 hours per day), and 3 times more likely to report psychological distress.

The burden of pain among adults in the United States
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Percent of adults
Source: NHIS 2007

Bars with the same values may have different lengths because of rounding.
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Over one-half of Hispanic older adults with joint pain report fair or poor health
status (56%).
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Age, years
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and age
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About half of all older adults with joint pain report arthritis-attributable activity
limitations.
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Total

20–39

40–64

65+

Percent of adults with joint pain who report activity limitations because of arthritis or
joint symptoms, by gender and age
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Source: NHIS 2007
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More younger adults with joint pain report reduced daily sleep hours (11–16%)
than older adults with joint pain (6–9%).
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Bars with the same values may have different lengths because of rounding.
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Nearly one-third of black, non-Hispanic adults aged 40–64 years with joint pain
report being unable to work.
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More young women with joint pain experience psychological distress than young
men with joint pain (9% vs. 4%, respectively).
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Joint pain and health care utilization
In 2006, adults made over 11 million physician office visits with a diagnosis of
joint pain, over 1.1 million outpatient hospital visits, about 1.5 million emergency
department visits, and 177 thousand inpatient hospitalizations.

The majority of health care visits for joint pain were by women, adults aged
40–64 years, and white, non-Hispanic adults.
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Percent of physician office visits among adults with a diagnosis of joint pain

Source: NAMCS 2006
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Percent of emergency department visits among adults with a diagnosis of joint pain

Source: NHAMCS 2006

Totals may not add to 100% because of rounding.
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Joint pain and analgesic drug use
24% of adults with joint pain report prescription analgesic drug use in the past
month.

22% of adults with joint pain report using a non-prescription analgesic or certain
non-narcotic prescription analgesics nearly every day for a month or longer.

Age, years

Total
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65+

Prevalence of prescription analgesic drug use in the past month among adults with
joint pain in the past year, by gender and age

Percent of adults with joint pain
Source: NHANES 2003–2004

*Estimate is unreliable due to small sample size.

Bars with the same values may have different lengths because of rounding.
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Age, years

Total
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Prevalence of frequent monthly use of non-prescription and select prescription
analgesics among adults with joint pain in the past year, by gender and age

Percent of adults with joint pain
Source: NHANES 2003–2004

*Estimate is unreliable due to small sample size.
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Low back pain
Over one-quarter of adults report low back pain in the past 3 months (26%). One
in 3 older women and 1 in 4 older men report low back pain.
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Prevalence of low back pain in the past 3 months among adults, by gender and age
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Source: NHIS 2007
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Low back pain increases as body weight increases—about 1 in 5 normal weight
adults, 1 in 4 overweight adults, and 1 in 3 obese adults report low back pain.
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Prevalence of low back pain in the past 3 months among adults, by body weight and
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Source: NHIS 2007
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Low back pain and health status
Adults with low back pain are nearly 3 times as likely to report fair or poor
health than those without back pain (26% vs. 9%, respectively), more than 4
times as likely to report arthritis-attributable activity limitations, 4 times as likely
to be unable to work, twice as likely to report reduced sleep (<6 hours per day),
and 7 times more likely to report psychological distress.
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Self-rated fair or poor health is reported by about one-half of black, non-Hispanic
adults aged 40 years and older and 58% of Hispanic adults aged 65 years and
older with low back pain.
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Percent of adults with low back pain who report fair/poor health status, by gender and
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Source: NHIS 2007
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Arthritis-attributable activity limitations are reported by 50% of older women and
about 60% of older black, non-Hispanic, and Hispanic adults with low back pain.
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Percent of adults with low back pain who report activity limitations because of arthritis
or joint symptoms, by gender and age
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Source: NHIS 2007
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Reduced daily sleep hours are reported by 1 in 5 black, non-Hispanic adults with
low back pain, 1 in 7 Hispanic adults, and 1 in 9 white, non-Hispanic adults.
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Percent of adults with low back pain who report less than 6 usual hours of sleep, by
gender and age

Percent of adults
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About 1 in 5 adults aged 40–64 years with low back pain report being unable to
work regardless of gender or race-ethnicity. The exception is black, non-Hispanic
adults aged 40–64 years, where over one-third of those with low back pain report
being unable to work (35%).
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Older Hispanic adults with low back pain are about 3 times more likely to report
psychological distress (12%) than older white, non-Hispanic (4%) and black,
non-Hispanic (5%) adults with low back pain.
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