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About the Research: The Alliance for Aging Research conducted two nationwide surveys in April–July 2026. 

These surveys focused on how older adults and their caregivers manage persistent and post-procedure pain in 

everyday life and how they choose and use over-the-counter (OTC) pain medication.1 In total, 996 U.S. adults age 

55 and older and 500 unpaid caregivers of older adults participated in these surveys. Each adult participant, and 

each adult cared for by a surveyed caregiver, was living with pain lasting three months or more, pain following a 

medical procedure, or both. Important: Results in this brief describe the respondents’ perspectives. Exercise 

caution when extrapolating to the broader population. 

 

Key Findings: Pain is a daily presence for the adults who took this survey (consumer respondents) and 

for those represented by a caregiver in the survey (care recipients). These adults reported that the relief 

they get from OTC and prescription pain medications is not effective enough and is short-lived. Most 

older adults in the survey are managing persistent pain without any help or guidance, including from 

doctors. Many caregivers have been providing care for years and juggle many responsibilities.  

 

Access the full report to see the detailed data behind these findings. 

69.3% 28.2% 49.5% 76.2% 

of consumer respondents say 

persistent pain disrupts their 

daily activities 

of consumer respondents call 

their pain management not 

very or not at all effective 

of consumer respondents 

take an OTC NSAID while 

living with a condition the 

label warns about 

of caregiver respondents 

have provided care for three 

or more years 

 

Pain overshadows the whole day for most older adults in this survey. Nearly 7 in 10 consumer 

respondents with persistent pain (69%) said their pain 

interferes with daily activities “a lot” or “a moderate 

amount.” The proportion of caregiver respondents who 

said pain interferes “a lot” or “a moderate amount” for 

their loved ones was even higher (79%). Respondents 

reporting on post-procedure pain indicated similar levels 

of pain interference (65% for consumers; 71% for care 

recipients). Arthritis or joint pain (84%) and back pain 

(74%) are the most common types of persistent pain for 

respondents. Managing pain is a daily routine for most 

respondents: 59% of prescription pain relief users and 

 

 
1 Reingold, a strategic communications firm, designed and managed both surveys, partnering with a reputable national panel 

to reach target respondents. Participants were paid $15–$20 for their time. All respondents were required to meet specific 

eligibility requirements (e.g., at least monthly OTC pain medication use), and quotas were set for pain type and key 

demographics to diversify results. Of the 996 consumer respondents, 905 reported pain lasting three months or more, 382 

reported pain following a medical procedure, and 291 reported both. Of the 500 caregiver respondents, 428 support someone 

with persistent pain, 306 someone with post-procedure pain, and 234 both. Each survey took 15 to 20 minutes. 

Pain Interferes With Daily Activities 

https://www.agingresearch.org/
https://www.agingresearch.org/wp-content/uploads/2026/09/AAR_Pain_Survey_Full_Report.pdf
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55% of OTC pain relief users take medication at least once a day. Nearly all consumer respondents 

(94%) agreed that persistent pain “is like unwanted noise I wish I could turn off,” and 72% said it is hard 

to make others understand what their pain feels like. 

 

Pain relief with OTC drugs falls short of 

consumer needs, and the workarounds carry risk. 

Only 6% of consumer respondents with persistent 

pain said their pain management approach is “very 

effective,” and caregivers said the same for 5% of 

care recipients; 28% of consumer respondents said it 

is “not very effective” or “not at all effective,” as did 

caregivers for 24% of care recipients. Effectiveness 

is higher for post-procedure pain, with 26% of 

consumer respondents and 18% of caregivers calling 

medication support “very effective.” The effects of 

pain relievers were felt quickly enough for most 

consumer respondents (84%); however, 69% said 

this relief lasts only six hours or less, and 61% rotate 

between two or more medications to manage the same pain. The perception of effectiveness was 

inversely related to the need for relief: Among the respondents whose pain interferes “a lot,” nearly half 

(47%) said their pain management approach is not working, whereas only 16% of those whose pain 

interferes only “a little bit” had the same complaint. In addition, 50% of consumer respondents and 

nearly two-thirds of care recipients (64%) take an OTC NSAID while living with a condition, such as 

high blood pressure, where this usage is discouraged.2 A sizeable percentage of consumer respondents 

and care recipients also combine OTC pain relievers with prescription-strength medication containing 

the same active ingredient (for consumer respondents, 34% for an NSAID and 25% for acetaminophen; 

for care recipients, 30% and 22%, respectively). Despite these findings, 93% of caregiver respondents 

self-reported that they are sufficiently informed to manage their care recipient’s OTC use. 

 

 
2 Results are self-reported perceptions and behaviors, not empirical measurements. The surveys did not definitively establish 

that any respondent used a product unsafely. Conditions listed in label warnings for pain relievers include asthma, bleeding or 

clotting disorders, cardiovascular disease, chronic kidney disease, gastrointestinal conditions, hypertension, liver disease, and 

stroke history. 

Pain Management Effectiveness  

by Level of Pain Interference 
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Caregiver respondents have been supporting their loved ones for years, and most are doing it 

alone. More than three-quarters of the caregiver respondents (76%) have been providing active support 

for their loved ones for three or more years, and 38% provide 15 or more hours of care a week. About 9 

in 10 purchase (87%) and help choose (87%) OTC pain medications for their care recipients. Seventy 

percent of caregiver respondents reported that no one else is involved in helping manage or administer 

pain medication for their loved one, and 41% of the caregivers said the work takes a toll on them. 

Similarly, 94% of consumer respondents said they manage medications on their own, and 54% said they 

feel either “mostly on their own” or “completely isolated” when it comes to managing their pain. Most 

caregiver respondents (54%) said they make decisions about OTC medication either with their care 

recipient or independently, while a smaller number (30%) defer to a healthcare provider. 

 

Missed doses of pain relievers are rare, but they’re highest for people managing complex 

medication regimens. Missed doses are uncommon: 12% of consumer respondents said they missed 

one dose in the past week, and 8% of caregiver respondents said the same for their care recipients. 

Consumer respondents are twice as likely to miss a dose if they’re taking five or more medications 

regularly (16% versus 8% for one medication) and slightly more likely to miss a dose if they take 

medication three or more times a day (19% versus 12% for once a day). Forgetting is the main reason 

people reported missing a dose (49%), and having too many pills to keep track of (8%) outranks cost 

(4%) and confusion about instructions (2%) as the driving factor. More than half of consumer 

respondents (55%) said they prioritize pain products that require either fewer pills, fewer daily doses, or 

a simpler dosing schedule. 

 

Clinicians and medical websites are the most trusted sources of information. Primary care providers 

are the most trusted source of information about pain medication for 68% of consumer respondents and 

69% of caregiver respondents, followed by medical websites (62% for consumers, 57% for caregivers). 

Pharmacists are also named as a top source of information but are named much more often by caregiver 

respondents (55%) than by consumer respondents (44%). Sources that earned much lower rankings are 

government health websites (9% and 15% for consumers and caregivers, respectively) and health 

organizations (9% and 11%).  

 

 

Medication Use Patterns With Potential Safety Concerns 
 


