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etter  to  the  Editor

o we  need an updated definition of pain?

In 1996 Anand and Craig [1] asked for “a new perspective on the
efinition of pain”, criticizing the IASP-definition from 1979 [2]. In
008 the IASP council, however, “after a spirited discussion”, saw no
eed to alter the definition because it “has proven very useful and is
n appropriate one” [3]. Nevertheless, Williams and Craig [4] quite
ecently reiterated that an updating of the definition is necessitated
y recent advances in the understanding of pain. No one would
isagree that pain research and therapy have made progress during
he past years and that we  need a better understanding of persistent
ain in particular. Yet, the strive for a more comprehensive and
recise definition of pain is in my  view misguided and will not lead
o a deeper understanding of pain as a phenomenon, nor will it be
elpful clinically.

Firstly – like many other everyday words – pain does not lend
tself to a precise definition, and clear thinking is not encouraged
y forcing complex phenomena into definitional straightjackets.
erskey [5] in a letter commenting on the Anand And Craig paper

1] expressed this point succinctly: “It is a misdirection of energy to
ttempt to change the meaning of a word that, so far as I can tell, has
een used everywhere – or perhaps almost everywhere – in a par-
icular way for thousands of years. Efforts should rather be directed
o a steady improvement in the recognition of probable pain pat-
erns and their predictive value in relation to treatment”. Indeed,
e all know what pain is without knowing the definition, and the

east problem is to know when we feel pain and for others to under-
tand what we mean when we say, “my  knee hurts”, or “I have a
plitting headache”. Even though persons may  describe their pain
xperience in many ways, we easily understand that the person
eels pain. At a practical level, it is hard to see how a more com-
rehensive definition of pain would help researchers in designing
xperiments and selecting patients for clinical studies.

Secondly, and more seriously, the updating proposed by W and
 [4] confuses rather than clarifies, because they fail to distinguish
ain as a feeling from its causes and mechanistic explanations
6]. For example, by introducing “cognitive” and “social” in the
efinition they confuse the feeling of pain with its multitude of

auses and modifying factors. The comment by Whitburn et al.
7] illustrates the futility of trying to find a precise, yet com-
lete definition, by pointing out that the new definition would
ot include labour pain. Many other examples might be found.

ttps://doi.org/10.1016/j.sjpain.2017.08.012
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Alcock [8] and Wright and Ayede [9] identify a further problem:
by removing the phrase “. . .or described in terms of such dam-
age” patients who experience pain without any evidence of tissue
damage are excluded from the new definition (e.g. pain induced
by hypnotic suggestion). Rather than promoting a deeper under-
standing of clinical pain, well-intended updates may  perpetuate
conceptual confusion.

In conclusion, a definition of pain cannot be more than an imper-
fect means of capturing salient aspects of a complex phenomenon,
and the current IASP definition suffices for such a purpose. Notably,
it avoids confusing pain as a feeling with its multifarious mecha-
nisms and causes.
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