
 

When chronic pain leads to depression in
children
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When chronic pain keeps children from being active and social, it's no
surprise that anxiety and depression can become unwelcome playmates.
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Unfortunately, this scenario can become a vicious cycle—not only can 
pain lead to depression and anxiety, but worsening depression and
anxiety can worsen pain perception.

Overall, about 5 to 20 percent of children live with chronic pain, usually
in the form of musculoskeletal pain, headaches or abdominal pain
associated with medical conditions such as juvenile fibromyalgia,
juvenile arthritis, sickle cell anemia, migraines, Crohn's disease, irritable
bowel syndrome or chronic cancer.

"Parents may feel helpless and frightened as they watch their children try
to cope—which can make them feel anxious and depressed, just when
they need to be their child's biggest cheerleader," said Dr. Taranjeet
Jolly, an adult and pediatric psychiatrist at Penn State Health Milton S.
Hershey Medical Center.

Sound familiar? If so, don't despair. There is help, and it starts with
recognizing that a problem exists, Jolly said.

"Look for red flags that depression may be overwhelming your child.
Often your first clue is a change in their everyday routine," Jolly said. "Is
their sleep time way up or down? Is there a marked change in their social
interaction? Maybe they are more irritable, angry or emotional."

Jolly suggests starting by talking with your child to get an idea of what
might be going on; however, sometimes children might not be able to
directly explain or describe depression. The next step would be to follow
up with a pediatrician who can rule out other causes of low energy, poor
sleep, etc. Once it's established that the child is suffering from
depression, a referral to a child psychiatrist is recommended, depending
on the complexity of the case.

"The treatment varies according to the level of severity, but something
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called cognitive behavioral therapy can almost always help," Jolly said.
This approach to pain management is designed to teach coping skills to
children and adolescents for controlling behavioral, cognitive and
physiological responses to pain.

Cognitive behavioral therapy involves educating children and parents
about mechanisms by which pain messages are transmitted and
perceived, as well as the role of the individual in these processes.

Children can be taught various pain-coping skills with guidance in
applying the skills in difficult situations, said Jolly. Such skills might
include decreasing cognitive responses to pain, and relaxation strategies
such as distraction, guided imagery and progressive muscle
relaxation—because nerve fibers can actually open or close the gate for
pain channels.

Medication is another option—typically nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory
drugs such as ibuprofen, and sometimes an anti-depressant. Opioids are
not found to be very helpful when dealing with chronic pain issues and
can also lead to addiction, according to Jolly.

Good sleep habits, aerobic exercise, good social support, positive self-
statements—such as "I am stronger than this disease"—and keeping busy
are also key to restoring normal function, said Jolly.

Parents should take an active role in promoting their child's re-entry into
school and other social environments, suggested Jolly. The goals of
therapy should focus on promoting function rather than simply
alleviating pain. The more functional the patient is, the less pain they
feel.

Jolly also encourages parents to work closely with their child's
multidisciplinary medical team—which may include a behavioral
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specialist/pain psychologist, pain physician, child psychiatrist and
physical therapist—to design a plan for physical activity.

"It's a team game where the goal is to help your child stop thinking about
the pain and gain as much functionality as possible," said Jolly. "As with
all challenges in life, some days are better than others, but always trying
is the key."
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