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Managing chronic pain  

Web cast questions and answers 

 

Q. As an employer I have an employee who says he cannot drive with his current pain 
relief.  He needs to be able to drive to fulfil any of his job role, how can I address this? 

 

A. Without having access to the employee’s medical details, it is only possible to address this in general 
terms.  
 
If the employee has a chronic pain disorder that has been present for some time, it would be reasonable 
to get an opinion from a specialist Pain Clinician who could advise on possible treatment that did not 
require the employee to take medication.  
 
Treatment options might include the use of physical therapies such as acupuncture, creams and patches 
or the use of a variety of injections designed to block pain pathways and so inhibit pain. 
 
If medication is essential, then avoidance of drowsiness and impairment of cognitive function (such as 
impaired concentration, memory and decision making,) which are common problems when taking pain 
relieving drugs, can be difficult to adequately control as it is recognised that most strong pain killers are 
prone to these side effects as well as specialised drugs to treat nerve injury pain such as Gabapentin, 
Pregabalin and antidepressants. 
 
Since it is often the case that patients may be expected to take more than one category of drug, it 
follows that these intrusive side effects can be amplified as the number of differing type of medication 
is increased. 
 
A number of solutions may be recommended by a Pain Consultant and these may include: 
 
 Using the lowest effective dose of the medication to achieve the result expected. 
 Avoid high risk opioid drugs for drowsiness such as Morphine 
 Avoid sedating drugs such as Amitriptyline 
 
There is a comprehensive range of strategies that can be employed to resolve the issue of putting an 
employee at risk if driving is an essential part of employment. There is no gold standard and each patient 
must be assessed by those providing care to assess their fitness to drive.  
 
There is no absolute prohibition and most patients are extremely sensible in their approach to this issue 
but it is essential that the employee sees an appropriate pain consultant who can deal with these issues. 
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Q. How long would an employee with chronic pain be absent from work? 

 

A. This is a difficult question to answer definitively as every person with chronic pain is different, with 
differing presentations and levels of function.  

The period of absence therefore can be very variable and will also be dependent on the type of job role 
that the person needs to return to.  

For patients with chronic pain, who are referred to a pain management programme, the wait via the NHS 
can often be a number of months.  

The programme itself will generally last for around 3 months so it is not uncommon for those with more 
complex chronic pain to be absent from work for a prolonged period of six months plus. 
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