
Do your best to specifically describe the type of pain you feel. Here are some adjectives you 

may use when describing discomfort: 

Achy: Achy pain occurs continuously in a localized area, but at mild or moderate levels. You 

may describe similar sensations as heavy or sore. 

Dull: Like aching pain, dull discomfort occurs at a low level over a long period of time. Dull 

pain, however, may intensify when you put pressure on the affected body part. 

Raw: Rawness usually affects the skin. If you have raw-feeling pain, your skin may seem 

extremely sore or tender. 

Sharp: When you feel a sudden, intense spike of pain, that qualifies as “sharp.” Sharp pain 

may also fit the descriptors cutting and shooting. 

Stabbing: Like sharp pain, stabbing pain occurs suddenly and intensely. However, stabbing 

pain may fade and reoccur many times. Stabbing pain is similar to drilling and boring pain. 

Throbbing: Throbbing pain consists of recurring achy pains. You may also experience 

pounding, beating, or pulsing pain. 

 

Acute pain occurs immediately following an injury. The pain signals keep your body alert, 

letting you know that the injury happened and needs care. On the other hand, you can 

experience chronic pain with no link to any specific incident or injury. 

Chronic pain can occur in any part of the body, but most sufferers experience the following: 

Back pain, especially in the lower back 

Headaches or migraines 

Joint pain, especially in the hands and arms 

Chronic pain can develop over time or occur as the result of a specific injury. You should 

categorize your pain as chronic if it persists past a healthy healing period, whether it appears 

constantly or intermittently. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

How Would You Rate Your Pain? 

“On a scale from one to ten, how would you rate your pain?” This question feels difficult 

because pain scales deal with subjective impressions. 

Think about the numbers as the following descriptors: 

 

1  Minimal or barely noticeable discomfort 

2  Present, but mild, pain 

3  Unpleasant, but mostly ignorable, discomfort 

4  Constant or frequent pain that doesn’t interfere with daily activities 

5  Constant pain that distracts from or prevents some activities 

6 Constant and distressing pain that affects many activities 

7 Unmanageable and debilitating pain, which prevents most activities 

8 Pain so intense it makes listening, talking, and other basic activities difficult 

9 Pain so severe it makes most activities, including moving, impossible 

10  Pain that restricts all action, necessitating removal to an emergency care center 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Common causes of acute pain include: 

broken bones 

surgery 

dental work 

labor and childbirth 

cuts 

burns 

 

Chronic pain 

Pain that lasts for more than six months, even after the original injury has healed, is 

considered chronic. Without proper management, chronic pain can start to impact your quality 

of life. As a result, people living with chronic pain may develop symptoms of anxiety or 

depression. 

Some common examples of chronic pain include: 

frequent headaches 

nerve damage pain 

low back pain 

arthritis pain 

fibromyalgia pain 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Nociceptive pain 

Nociceptive pain is the most common type of pain. This type of pain you usually feel when you 

have any type of injury or inflammation. Nociceptive pain can be either acute or chronic. It can 

also be further classified as being either visceral or somatic. 

Visceral pain 

Visceral pain results from injuries or damage to your internal organs.  

Visceral pain is often described as: 

pressure 

aching 

squeezing 

cramping 

You may also notice other symptoms such as nausea or vomiting, as well as changes in body 

temperature, heart rate, or blood pressure. 

Examples of things that cause visceral pain include: 

gallstones 

appendicitis 

irritable bowel syndrome 

Somatic 

Somatic pain results from stimulation of the pain receptors in your tissues, rather than your 

internal organs.  

Somatic pain usually feels like a constant aching or gnawing sensation. 

Examples of somatic pain include: 

bone fractures 

strained muscles 

connective tissue diseases, such as osteoporosis 

cancer that affects the skin or bones 

skin cuts, scrapes, and burns 

joint pain, including arthritis pain 



Neuropathic pain 

Neuropathic pain results from damage to or dysfunction of your nervous system. You may also 

feel pain in response to things that aren’t usually painful, such as cold air or clothing against 

your skin. 

Neuropathic pain is described as: 

burning 

freezing 

numbness 

tingling 

shooting 

stabbing 

electric shocks 

Diabetes is a common cause of neuropathic pain. Other sources of nerve injury or dysfunction 

that can lead to neuropathic pain include: 

chronic alcohol consumption 

accidents 

infections 

facial nerve problems, such as Bell’s palsy 

spinal nerve inflammation or compression 

shingles 

carpal tunnel syndrome 

HIV 

central nervous system disorders, such as multiple sclerosisor Parkinson’s disease 

radiation 

chemotherapy drugs 

 

 

 

 



Pain is a very personal experience that varies from person to person. What feels very painful to 

one person may only feel like mild pain to another. And other factors, such as your emotional 

state and overall physical health, can play a big role in how you feel pain. 

Describing your pain accurately can make it easier for your doctor to find the cause of your 

pain and recommend the right treatment. Here are some things your doctor can ask: 

Could you tell me/Can you let me know/I’d just like to know 

how long you’ve had the pain 

how often your pain occurs 

what brought on or triggered your pain 

what activities or movements make your pain better or worse 

where you feel the pain 

whether your pain is localized to one spot or spread out 

if your pain comes and goes or is constant  

any medications or treatments you are using 

how long it lasts 

how severe it is on a scale of 1 to 10 

 

Provocation and Palliation: What were you doing at the onset? What provokes it, what 

alleviates it? 

Quality/Quantity: What does the pain feel like and how often? Is it sharp, dull, stabbing, 

crushing, throbbing, nauseating? 

Region/Radiation: Where is the pain located? Does it radiate anywhere? If so, where and to 

what side? Is it equal if both sides are involved?  

Severity Scale: How much does it hurt on a scale from 1-10? 

Timing: Does the severity or character of the pain change based on time of day, activity, 

weather, time of year or position? 

SOCRATES  Site/Onset/Character/Radiation/Associations/Timing/Exacerbating or Alleviating 

factors/Severity 

 

 

 



 

Be sure to use words that best describes the type of pain you feel. 

Here are a few words to consider using: 

burning 

sharp 

dull 

intense 

aching 

cramping 

shooting 

stabbing 

gnawing 

gripping 

pressure 

heavy 

tender 

prickly 

stinging 

 

 


