1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny

1duosnuey Joyiny

Author manuscript
Ann Intern Med. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 May 01.

-, HHS Public Access
«

Published in final edited form as:
Ann Intern Med. 2023 November ; 176(11): 1571-1575. doi:10.7326/M23-2004.

Prevalence of Pharmacologic and Nonpharmacologic Pain
Management Therapies Among Adults With Chronic Pain—
United States, 2020

S. Michaela Rikard, PhD,
Andrea E. Strahan, PhD,
Kristine M. Schmit, MD,
Gery P. Guy Jr., PhD

Division of Overdose Prevention, National Center for Injury, Prevention and Control, Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, Atlanta, Georgia

Background:

In 2021, approximately 1 in 5 adults in the United States experienced chronic pain

(1). The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s “CDC Clinical Practice Guideline
for Prescribing Opioids for Pain — United States, 2022 (2) recommends maximizing
nonpharmacologic and nonopioid therapies for pain as appropriate for the specific condition
and patient. Whereas previous research reported the prevalence of use of nonpharmacologic
and opioid therapies for pain (3), this study adds information about prescription nonopioids,
over-the-counter pain relievers, and exercise.

Objective:

To estimate the prevalence of use of pharmacologic and nonpharmacologic therapies among
adults with chronic pain in the United States.

Methods and Findings:

We used the 2020 National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) (31568 total respondents) to
identify adults who self-reported pain on most days or every day in the past 3 months
(unweighted 7= 7422) (4). Respondents reported use of pharmacologic (prescription
opioids, prescription nonopioids, over-the-counter pain relievers) and nonpharmacologic
(physical or occupational therapy [PT/OT], cognitive behavioral therapy [CBT], exercise,
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complementary therapies) pain management therapies in the past 3 months. We report
therapy prevalence overall and by demographic characteristics. Adjusted prevalence was
estimated using predictive margins from multivariable logistic regression models. All
analyses account for the complex NHIS survey design. This study was exempt from
institutional review board review.

In 2020, approximately 54 million adults self-reported chronic pain. Among pharmacologic
therapies, use of over-the-counter pain relievers in the past 3 months was most prevalent
(75.5%), followed by prescription nonopioids (31.3%) and prescription opioids (13.5%)
(Table 1). Among nonpharmacologic therapies, exercise was most prevalent (55.0%),
followed by complementary therapies (36.7%), PT/OT (17.2%), and CBT (2.6%).
Pharmacologic therapy use alone was reported by 26.6% of adults, with most (22.4%)
reporting nonopioid use only and 1.0% reporting opioid use only. Most adults (60.2%)
reported using both pharmacologic and nonpharmacologic therapies, with 50.9% reporting
nonopioid and nonpharmacologic therapy use and 7.7% reporting combined use of opioids,
nonopioids, and nonpharmacologic therapy.

After adjustment for multiple factors, persons who were older, had public insurance, or had
more severe pain were more likely to use prescription opioids, whereas younger persons,
those with higher household incomes, those residing in the Northeast, and those who were
uninsured were less likely (Table 2). Persons who were female, were aged 45 to 64 years,
were non-Hispanic Black, were Hispanic, had public insurance, or had more severe pain
were more likely to use prescription nonopioids, whereas uninsured persons were less likely.
Persons who were female, were non-Hispanic White, or had higher education were more
likely to use over-the-counter pain relievers, whereas those with public insurance were less
likely.

Persons who had higher household incomes, higher education, or more severe pain were
more likely to use PT/OT, whereas those residing in the South were less likely. Persons

who were female, were bisexual, had higher education, or had public insurance were more
likely to use CBT, whereas older adults were less likely. Persons who had higher household
incomes or higher education were more likely to use exercise, whereas those aged 45 years
or older, those residing in the South, and those who were uninsured were less likely. Persons
who were female, had higher household incomes, had higher education, resided in the West,
or had more severe pain were more likely to use complementary therapies, whereas older
adults and those who resided in the South were less likely.

Discussion:

Among adults with chronic pain in 2020, over-the-counter pain relievers and exercise were
the most prevalent pain management therapies, and prescription nonopioids were used
more than twice as often as prescription opioids. Although most adults reported using
both pharmacologic and nonpharmacologic therapies, approximately 1 in 4 adults reported
using pharmacologic therapies only. These findings highlight opportunities to increase
nonpharmacologic therapy use among males, older adults, those with lower household
income, those with less educational attainment, those residing in the South, and uninsured
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adults. Compared with estimates from the 2019 NHIS, prescription opioid use for chronic
pain decreased from 15.2% to 13.5% without a corresponding increase in nonpharmacologic
therapies (3) despite current guideline recommendations to maximize use of nonopioid and
nonpharmacologic therapies (2).

Study limitations include generalizability only to noninstitutionalized civilian adults;
potential recall bias; cross-sectional results that do not include patient or treatment history;
inability to identify cancer-related chronic pain or opioid misuse; and conduct during

the COVID-19 pandemic, which potentially affected health care access and limited in-
person interviews (4). Despite its limitations, this study identifies opportunities to improve
guideline-concordant use of pharmacologic and nonpharmacologic therapies among adults
with chronic pain. Public health efforts may reduce health inequities by increasing access
to pain management therapies so that all persons with chronic pain can receive safe and
effective care.
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