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T
he dubious reputation pain specialists have in some
circles has been reinforced by the news that the DEA,
in cracking down on illicit sales of pain killers, has
taken to raiding the offices of physicians, including at
least one neurologist (see this month’s news section).

Whether justifiable or not, those few isolated cases are likely to
cast a pall over an area of medicine that’s already been saddled
with bad news this year, thanks to the COX-2 inhibitor debacle. Many disgrun-
tled Vioxx patients are angry that the only medication that provided them relief
is now gone, while others feel they were exposed to undisclosed risks.

The public is woefully confused about causes of, treatments for, and special-
ists in pain. This spring, Rep. Michael Rogers (R-MI) introduced a bill (HR
1020) to “declare adequate pain care research, education, and treatment as
national public health priorities,” but it went nowhere. Neurologists, already
leery of managing chronic pain, are likely to steer clear of the whole mess.

There couldn’t be a worse time to get involved in pain management. And yet,
that’s why now’s the perfect time. It’s an opportunity for neurologists to demon-
strate leadership in a field that—excuse the pun—sorely needs it.

Some neurologists feel that actively promoting chronic pain care might sully
their reputations. In fact, the converse is more likely: the impeccable reputation
neurology enjoys would elevate the field of chronic pain management if more
neurologists embraced it. 

The pain community is a multidisciplinary hodge-podge of specialists and
professional associations that compete more than they collaborate. A neurologist
looking to improve his or her skills in pain care would be hard-pressed to tell the
difference between, say, the American Academy of Pain Medicine, the American
Academy of Pain Management and the American Pain Society. Not surprising-
ly, neurologists comprise only about five to six percent of the membership of
these organizations and/or attendees of their educational conferences. Throw in
a dozen or more societies devoted to specific conditions and the field is under-
standably daunting. This year’s AAN conference included only three education-
al sessions on chronic pain topics other than headache; for now, neurologists
interested in pursuing this field are largely on their own. 

Estimates put the number of Americans living with chronic pain as high as
50 million. Undoubtedly, many of these individuals are seen by neurologists,
though not necessarily for pain care. Neurologists would be remiss to leave the
chronic pain component of health care entirely to internists, rheumatologists
and anesthesiologists. In this month’s cover story, Robert Knobler, MD presents
a thought-provoking look at the relationship between brachial plexus injury,
fibromyalgia and migraine. It’s the sort of synthesis that hopefully will impress
upon neurologists the need to view pain as a spectrum of interrelated conditions
to be addressed en masse rather than in isolation. Your patients and practice alike
would benefit from greater attention to pain management; the numerous chal-
lenges to doing so are no excuse. As they say: no pain, no gain. PN
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