
 

Despite chronic pain, South Africans with
HIV-related pain are surprisingly active
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When one thinks about chronic conditions that are commonly painful,
HIV doesn't typically spring to mind. However, more than 50% of HIV-
positive individuals experience a painful condition like headache, chest
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pain or neuropathy, and that pain is frequently experienced as moderate
to severe in intensity.

What struck researchers from the Brain Function Research Group
(BFRG) at Wits University as odd was that despite this high burden of
pain in HIV, a couple of papers have emerged suggesting that, having
asked patients, functional interference (having difficulty with things like
walking or going to work) was not as great as they might have expected.
One of these papers was from the BFRG and had been completed locally
in Johannesburg, South Africa.v

To investigate whether pain does actually affect function in HIV (as it
does in many other clinical conditions), researchers Dr Antonia Wadley,
Emeritus Professor Duncan Mitchell and Associate Professor Peter
Kamerman from the BFRG, based in the School of Physiology, Faculty
of Health Sciences at Wits, conducted a cross-sectional study.

The results from the study, titled: Resilience does not explain the
dissociation between chronic pain and physical activity in South
Africans living with HIV, are published today, 13 September 2016, in
the journal PeerJ.

To explain why pain may not affect function, the researchers first put it
down to African patients being resilient, i.e. the ability to cope with
adversity.

Explains Wadley: "No one has assessed resilience in people living with
HIV and chronic pain before. We hypothesised that people living with
HIV would be generally be pretty resilient, and those who were more
resilient would be more active and report lower pain intensity."

Measuring resilience in HIV-patients objectively for
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the first time

For the study, the researchers recruited HIV-positive patients from an
HIV clinic in Johannesburg: half with chronic pain (defined as having
had pain most days for at least three months) and half without. They then
assessed resilience and, as well as asking patients about their activity, the
researchers measured it objectively for the first time in a subset of
patients using accelerometers, which are like sophisticated pedometers.
They also asked the patients about their day-to-day worries.

"It turns out," Wadley says, "that we were right on one thing, HIV-
positive patients in our study were really resilient, but our hypothesis was
wrong: being more resilient did not associate with being more active or
having lower pain intensity. In fact, the activity results astounded us. Not
only was patients' activity not as affected as one might expect, it wasn't
affected at all."

There was no difference in activity intensity, duration, or time spent at
different intensities of activity between those with and without chronic
pain. "This is something you just don't see in other types of long term
pain," she adds.

The researchers then looked at how frequently patients worried about
their health, money, food and family. "We thought that if patients were
worried about money and having enough food, that pain might be
relegated to a lower priority." They found that patients in chronic pain
worried more frequently about each of these things compared to their
pain-free counterparts and that health was lowest down the list.

"So it really does appear that if you are poor, pain may be relegated to a
lower priority. Indeed, our analysis showed that worrying more about
food associated with higher levels of activity," says Wadley.
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Going forward

The researchers also asked the patients in pain what else they worried
about and who they had told about their pain."It turns out that HIV-
related stigma is a real problem and that half the patients in pain had not
told their closest friends and some not even their family about their pain,
for fear that it might reveal their HIV status."

Wadley says it thus seems that economic stresses and fear of HIV-
related stigma may drive people to maintain high levels of activity, even
when they are in severe pain.

"What's not clear is whether this kind level of activity in the face of pain
is helpful or harmful and that's something we will be looking into next,"
she adds.
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