Chronic pain link to brain changes
 

A team of German researchers have found that people suffering from chronic low back pain, also have structural changes in their brain.
The researchers used a specialised imaging technique called diffusion tensor imaging (DTI). They believe these findings are important because 'a major problem for patients with chronic pain is making their condition believable to doctors and relatives'.
"With these objective and reproducible correlates in brain imaging, chronic pain may no longer be a subjective experience. For pain diagnosis and treatment, the consequences could be enormous", said radiologist, Dr Jürgen Lutz.
 DTI tracks the movement of water molecules in the brain's grey and white matter. Individual water molecules are constantly in motion, colliding with each other and nearby molecules, causing them to spread out (diffuse). DTI allows scientists to analyse water diffusion in the tissues of the brain that indicate brain cell organisation.
Dr Lutz and his colleagues studied patients experiencing chronic back pain. In all of the cases, there were no precise identifiable causes for this pain.
Compared to healthy volunteers, the patients with chronic low back pain had significantly more directed diffusion in the three pain-processing regions of the brain.
 "Our results reveal that in chronic pain sufferers, the organisation of cerebral microstructure is much more complex and active in the areas of the brain involved in pain processing, emotion and the stress response", said co-researcher, Dr Gustav Schelling.
 The team believes that the findings may help to explain the extreme resistance to treatment in chronic low back pain cases and provide much needed evidence for individual sufferers. However it is still unclear which comes first, the chronic pain or the structural changes in the brain.
"It's difficult to know whether these are pre-existing changes in the brain that predispose an individual to developing chronic pain, whether ongoing pain creates the hyperactivity that actually changes the brain organisation, or if it is some mixture of both", Dr Schelling said.
DTI may help explain what is happening in some of these patients 'and direct therapeutic attention from the spine to the brain', he added.
Details of these findings were presented at the annual meeting of the Radiological Society of North America in Chicago.
Chronic pain linked to poor quality of life
 The quality of life for people who suffer from chronic pain is lower than that of people who suffer from a terminal illness, according to a new pain management programme which has just been launched.
The Ulysses Pain Management Programme is a four-week programme which aims to teach patients how to manage their pain through education, exercise and increasing psychological wellbeing.
 

It also helps patients return to work by working in partnership with government agencies, which retrain individuals with chronic incapacity.
Figures for 2002 show that spinal pain, which represents 90% of all chronic pain, costs the economy over €1.2 million per week in disability and occupational injury benefit payments.
"This figure does not take into account the economic pressure that chronic pain puts on the health service, the cost to the economy in terms of direct medical costs or the cost of losing workers in our labour market", said Camillus Power, director of the Ulysses programme.
The Ulysses programme is based at Tallaght Hospital in Dublin.
Chronic pain is pain that overwhelms all other symptoms and is considered a major medical condition. It can affect people to such an extent that they cannot work, lose their appetite and cannot withstand any kind of physical activity.
 
Chronic pain can start from an initial illness or accident, from which a person has long since recovered. Alternatively there may be an ongoing cause of pain, such as arthritis or cancer. Some people suffer chronic pain in the absence of any past injury or evidence of illness.
 

 

Pioneering treatment for chronic pain
 

 

One in six people in Ireland are now affected by chronic pain. However the pain management clinic at St Vincent's University Hospital in Dublin is celebrating the successful treatment of 100 patients with pioneering technology, which has never been used outside of the US before.

 

Chronic pain is a long-term, complex condition that affects people biologically, physiologically and socially. At least two in three sufferers experience pain on a daily basis. This pain may affect one or two areas of the body, however some people experience pain throughout their body. In extreme cases, patients have been confined to a wheelchair.
 

Neuromodulation treats chronic pain without drugs by using electricity to modify the body's response to pain. It works by precisely delivering tiny electrical signals to the spinal cord that mask pain signals as they travel to the brain, creating instead a tingling sensation.

This spinal cord stimulation is prescribed for patients with chronic pain in the limbs, trunk and back who have not received adequate pain relief from physical therapy, pain medication or prior surgeries.

 

"The social and economic impact of chronic pain is immense. Recent findings in terms of just one form of chronic pain, in the lower back, show the burden to State resources - €28 million in hospital resources, disability payouts of €348 million and insurance payouts of €1.05 million", explained Dr Declan O'Keeffe, clinical director of St Vincent's pain management clinic.

