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What is Chronic Pain?
Chronic pain is defined as pain that ‘persists beyond normal tissue healing time, which is assumed to be 3 months’. 
There are various forms of chronic pain that can present both continuously or intermittently. These include 
musculoskeletal pains such as back, knee and shoulder pain. Chronic pain also comes in the form of post-operative 
pain and neuropathic pain.

Chronic pain is a widespread issue in Australian society with one in five individuals suffering to the point of impact on 
their daily lives. Chronic pain can have a damaging flow-on effect into people’s lives such as increased rates of anxiety 
and depression, decreased motivation, decreased physical activity levels and medication dependencies, all of which 
can further exacerbate a person’s pain. 

Pathophysiology
The pathophysiological changes in people with chronic pain are not fully understood but are thought to involve;

• Increase in sensitivity of neurons resulting in a lower threshold of sensitisation

• Changes in dorsal roots in response to peripheral nerve injury – reorganisation of nociceptive neurons

• Increase nociceptive chemokine activity and the activity of their receptors

• Structural and functional alterations in neural network processing

These changes result in a person becoming increasingly sensitised to external stimuli, thus feeling more pain, more 
often at lower levels. In additional, pain ‘smudging’ can occur, where the brain processes pain to be increasingly 
widespread from the initial source.
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BENEFITS OF EXERCISE
Exercise has been shown to reduce the symptoms of chronic pain through a number of mechanisms including;

• Increasing muscle mass and strength which reduces load on bones and joints

• Improved joint function

• Improved cardiovascular fitness reduces workload of the body at submaximal intensities

• Causing a release of endorphins

• Activates pain inhibitory mechanisms in the brain
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