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Chronic Pain
Chronic pain is a major public health problem that 
affects more than 100 million people in the U.S. 
and is even more prevalent among active-duty  
service members and veterans. According to the 
National Institutes of Health, the prevalence of  
persistent pain is expected to rise in the near  
future, as the incidence of associated diseases  
(including diabetes mellitus, obesity, cardiovascu-
lar disorders, arthritis, and cancer) increases in the 
aging U.S. population.

Perhaps no other health care problem is more  
persistent and more vexing than pain for the VA 
and DoD health care systems. Close to half of the 
soldiers who served in Afghanistan and nearly  
two-thirds of veterans reported chronic pain. 
Headaches and severe pain in the jaw, neck, and 
back are the most commonly reported locations. 
Veterans were far more likely than nonveterans 

were to experience severe pain in each of those  
locations. 

Both the VA and DoD have recognized the  
dangers posed by high-levels of opioid prescrip-
tions. While only 23% of veterans reported using 
opioid prescriptions for managing their chronic 
pain, the VA and DoD have actively sought to  
reduce the morphine equivalent daily doses for  
patients on opioids or to eliminate the prescrip-
tions altogether. Through Centers of Excellence, 
such as the Defense & Veterans Center for Integra-
tive Pain Management, the DoD and VA also have 
explored alternatives to opioids for pain manage-
ment. In addition, the VA has used shared medical  
appointments and conjoint sessions with pharma-
cists and health psychologists to find alternative 
treatments and to educate patients about the 
dangers of opioid therapies for chronic pain.

Persistant and Long-Lasting Pain1

44%

of active-duty U.S. 
Army troops reported 

experiencing chronic pain 
following deployment in 

Afghanistan

48.3% 55.6%

of those soldiers 
reported chronic pain 

lasting ≥ 1 year

of chronic pain sufferers 
said they experience  
pain nearly every day  

or constantly
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54.4%  

VETERANS
65.5%
reported pain in the 
previous 3 months

Pain Reports2
How Soldiers and Veterans Cope 

With Chronic Pain1

Reported Locations of Severe Pain2

Back 
21.6% (veterans)

16.7% (nonveterans)

Jaw  
37.5% (veterans) 
22.9% (nonveterans)

Headaches 
or migraines 

26.4% (veterans)
15.9% (nonveterans)

Neck 
27.7% (veterans)
21.4% (nonveterans)
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Note: Because survey respondents could select more than 1 response, total is more than 100%.

“More than 50% of all veterans 
enrolled and receiving care at VHA are 
affected by chronic pain, which is a much 
higher rate than in the general adult 
population.” – ROBERT L. JESSE, MD3

 9.1%
classified that 
pain as severe

of 
nonveterans 
reported 
any pain
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