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Chronic Pain in Women Veterans

Chronic pain, usually defined as pain that lasts for more than three months, can have major effects on
quality of life and the ability to participate in daily activities. Chronic pain is more common in women
Veterans compared with men Veterans and non-Veteran women.! Women Veterans are actively
engaged in their care and use a range of therapies (including both prescription and
complementary/non-drug therapies) to manage chronic pain symptoms. However, some women
Veterans report that their pain is poorly understood and dismissed by healthcare providers. More
research is needed to assess sex-specific risk factors, improve patient-provider trust, and develop
tailored interventions for women Veterans with chronic pain.

Key Findings:

Chronic pain is common among women Veterans

e Approximately 20%-30% of women Veterans use VA to treat musculoskeletal pain conditions.?

e Approximately 11% of women Veterans have severe chronic pain (pain which occurs daily/most days and is very
bothersome), compared with 9% of men Veterans.!

e Compared with men Veterans, women Veterans are more frequently diagnosed with two or more painful
conditions, including low back pain, headaches, and fibromyalgia.>*

e Women Veterans from post-9/11 conflicts are more likely than men Veterans to have persistent pain and receive
diagnoses related to painful back, neck, or joint conditions in the years after returning from deployment.®

e Compared with men Veterans, women Veterans report higher levels of pain intensity and interference of pain with
physical, emotional, and social activities.®’

Women Veterans have high rates of traumatic experiences and mental health symptoms

which may increase severity and duration of chronic pain symptoms

e The experiences of chronic pain and trauma can be closely related, especially if the pain is related to trauma. This
connection may mutually maintain and reinforce both pain symptoms and symptoms of posttraumatic stress
disorder (PTSD), depression, or anxiety.®°

e Compared with men Veterans, women Veterans are more likely to have experienced depression, PTSD, and
military sexual trauma (sexual harassment or sexual assault which occurred during military service) which may
increase severity or duration of chronic pain symptoms.2°

e Women Veterans who experienced military sexual trauma have 26% higher odds of presenting with any pain
condition compared to those with no history of military sexual trauma.!

Women Veterans use a variety of therapies to manage chronic pain conditions, but more work

is needed to ensure that chronic pain care is sensitive to women’s needs

e Women Veterans are more likely than men Veterans (36% vs. 26%) to use complementary, integrative therapies
(e.g., yoga, acupuncture) to manage chronic pain conditions.?

e  When prescribed opioids, women Veterans are more likely than male Veterans to receive guideline-recommended
practices such as psychotherapy and mental health assessments.

e However, women Veterans are more likely than their male counterparts to be given prescriptions for sedatives
along with opioids, which is a risky combination and can lead to unintentional overdose death.?

e Some women Veterans report that their pain conditions are poorly understood or dismissed by providers,
suggesting a need to improve patient-provider communication and trust.'
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Select VA Funded Women Veterans’ Chronic Pain Research Projects

Addressing disparities in pain management. (Sarah Javier, PhD; VA Health Systems Research-funded, Aug 2023-Jul
2028). The purpose of this career development award is to develop and test tailored strategies for increasing non-
pharmacological pain treatments among Veterans of color and women Veterans with chronic pain. For more
information: Sarah.Javier@va.gov

Rapid quality improvement and evaluation of an acupuncture therapy clinic for peri/post-menopausal women
Veterans with chronic pain. (A-MVP). (Felice Indindoli, DAc., LAc, dipl Ac (NCCAOM); VA Pain/Opioid COnsoRtium and
Office of Patient-Centered Care & Cultural Transformation-funded, FY 2023-25). This evaluation of a VA Women'’s
Acupuncture Pain Clinic assessed treatment needs for peri/postmenopausal women Veterans with chronic pain. For
more information: Felice.Indindoli@va.gov

Piloting a gender-sensitive brief Acceptance and Commitment Therapy group treatment for women Veterans with
chronic pelvic pain. (Derrecka Boykin, PhD; VA Pain/Opioid COnsoRtium-funded, FY 2023-24). This project tested the
feasibility and acceptability of a brief psychotherapy group for women Veterans experiencing chronic pelvic pain. For
more information: Derrecka.Boykin@va.gov

Exercise-induced hypoalgesia in women Veterans with chronic musculoskeletal pain: a comparison of low, medium
and high intensity interval training. (Alice Schmidt Kehaya, MD; VA Pain/Opioid COnsoRtium-funded, FY 2023-24). This
project harnessed exercise-induced hypoalgesia (short-term decrease in pain sensitivity after exercise) to compare the
effects of various intensities of exercise in women with chronic pain. For more information: Alice.Kehaya2 @va.gov

Targeting barriers to pain self-management in women Veterans: refinement and feasibility of a novel peer support
intervention (Project CONNECT). (Mary Driscoll, PhD; VA Health Systems Research-funded, May 2020-Apr 2024). This
study assessed the feasibility and accessibility of CONNECT (a peer support intervention) to deliver therapy to women
Veterans with chronic pain. For more information: Mary.Driscoll3@va.gov
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For More Information:
o VA Pain/Opioid CORE: PainOpioidCORE@va.gov
e VA Women’s Health Research Network: whrn@va.gov
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pain in women Veterans. VA Women’s Health Research Network (VA HSR SDR 10-012). 2025.
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