
PAIN
Pain Management 
for Older Adults

   F e a t u r i n g  
Kathy BaKer

Complaints of 
pain are the #1 
reason older 

adults go to the 
doctor!
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Non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs)
NSAIDs are a large family of medicines that work in a similar 
way to aspirin by relieving both pain and swelling. This class 
includes drugs such as ibuprofen, naproxen, and celecoxib. 
Some are available without a prescription.

Advantages
Relieve mild to moderate pain, fever, headaches, and   •	

 swelling

Disadvantages
Can cause stomach upset or bleeding in stomach or   •	

 intestines

Can cause kidney or liver damage if taken at high doses   •	
 or for a long time

May cause adverse reactions in people with asthma•	

Can increase the risk of heart attack and stroke •	

Topical anesthetics
Topical anesthetics are used to numb the surface of a body part. 
They can be used to numb the front of the eye, the inside of the 
nose, the throat, the skin, the ear, the anus, and the genital area. 
Topical anesthetics are available in creams, ointments, aerosols, 
sprays, lotions, and jellies. They are used to relieve many types 
of pain and itching, such as that caused by sunburn, minor 
burns, insect bites or stings, nerve damage, or conditions such 
as hemorrhoids. 

Opioid medications
Medicines containing opioids have been used for centuries. 
Opioids are strong pain medicines for moderate to severe pain. 
Today, opioids come in many forms and strengths. Some work 
very quickly but don’t last very long. Some give long-lasting 
pain relief. And some are less likely to be addictive.

All opioids require a prescription. Talk to your doctor about 
what type of opioid would be best for you.    

Opioids usually produce side effects. At first, the drugs can 
cause upset stomach or sleepiness. These side effects often go 
away as you get used to the drugs. Some other side effects, 

such as constipation, 
don’t lessen with time. 
Constipation can be 
prevented or lessened 
by taking a laxative on a 
regular basis.

Used properly, opioid 
medications can make it 
possible for people with 
chronic pain to “return 
to normal”—get back to 
work, walk or run, play 
sports, and participate 
in other activities. 

Opioid myths
Myth: Opioid medications are 
always addictive.

Fact: Many studies show that 
opioids are rarely addictive when 
used properly for the management of 
chronic pain. 

Myth: Opioids make it harder to 
function normally.

Fact: When used correctly for 
appropriate conditions, opioids 
may make it easier for people to live 
normally. 

Myth: Opioid doses have to get 
bigger over time because the body 
gets used to them.

Fact: Unless the underlying cause 
of your pain gets worse (such as with 
cancer or arthritis), you will probably 
remain on the same dose or need 
only small increases over time.
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