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The Alliance for Aging Research (www.agingresearch.org) is a Washington-based not-for-profit organization that was founded in 1986 to promote medical research into human aging.  Since then, the Alliance has grown to become the nation’s leading citizen advocacy organization for improving the health and independence of older Americans through public and private research.

As part of its educational and research mission, the Alliance develops information campaigns for health professionals and the public, conducts an annual survey of Americans’ attitudes towards healthy aging, and awards research and faculty training grants.

Understanding and communicating about the need for effective pain management among older Americans is an area of significant interest to 
the Alliance.  

As the Alliance 
stated in its 1998 consumer health publication, Aging with Ease: A Positive Approach to Pain Management, “The ability to feel or withstand pain is no different in a 50-year-old than in a 30-year-old.  But pain is much more common in older adults who are more likely to experience recurring conditions, such as arthritis.”

The Alliance, in this publication, states, “Pain is usually an indication that something is wrong.  It is very important, especially as you age, to recognize and admit when you are feeling pain and to seek treatment.”

Once an older American consults a health professional and understands the cause of his or her pain, the Alliance believes that in many instances self-medication with an over-the-counter (OTC) pain reliever is appropriate and convenient option.  We believe this is particularly appropriate when the individual’s pain:

(a) Is mild to moderate in intensity,

(b) Feels better when treated with a recommended dose of an OTC pain reliever or a non-medication method of pain relief (such as massage therapy),

(c) Feels better as time passes, and

(d)  Is not the result of a serious injury.

In our consumer brochure on pain management for aging Americans, we also note that although OTC medicines are available without a prescription and are very effective and appropriate to use for pain relief, OTCs are still medicines and should be taken with caution.  We urge aging Americans to take only the recommended dose of OTC pain medications and to “check with your healthcare provider to make sure an OTC medication is not going to interact with any of the prescription medications” the individual may be taking.

The Alliance’s brochure on pain management, the development of which was underwritten by an unrestricted educational grant from McNeil Consumer Products Company, also discusses specific OTC pain relievers, including acetaminophen, NSAIDS such as ibuprofen and naproxem sodium, as well as topical anesthetics lotions and ointments.

In this context the Alliance cites clinical guidelines of the American Geriatrics Society (AGS), which recommends acetaminophen “as the drug of choice to relieve mild-to-moderate pain in older people.”

Now, four years after the initial publication of Aging with Ease, we are in the process of updating this publication.  While the new version is not yet complete, the Alliance does not plan to change its recommendations concerning acetaminophen.
  Our position is based on the new 2002 AGS guidelines that reflect on the known absence of NSAID-related gastrointestinal side effects with acetaminophen, and the known safety of acetaminophen when taken as directed, so that the total daily dose is no more than 4000 mg.

The Alliance believes there is no question that acetaminophen is a safe and effective pain management medicine that is specifically useful for older Americans.  However, we are also very supportive of any appropriate education or information campaign from FDA, the not-for-profit voluntary health sector or industry, that would further reduce even the relatively small number of adverse events that can result from misuse or abuse of OTC analgesics.  We would look forward to taking part in such an important effort.

In sum, our constituency of older Americans needs the safe and effective pain relief that can be obtained with appropriate use of acetaminophen and other OTC analgesics.  Anything that will further increase public awareness, understanding, safe use and continued confidence in these first line pain management treatments, will be welcomed.     
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