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Chronic Pain is:
• An unpleasant sensory and emotional experience associated with actual or potential tissue damage, or described in terms of 

such damage.

• It may start with an acute pain experience (injury, illness, or surgery) or result from another condition (e.g., arthritis, diabetes, 
heart disease, HIV).

• Typically involves pain that lasts longer than 3 months.

Background:
Chronic pain frequently exists in conjunction with other health conditions such as:

• addiction

• comorbidities (diabetes, HIV, respiratory illness, etc.)

• mental health issues 

In addition, chronic pain may be impacted by social determinants, specifically:

• history of trauma

• homelessness 

• lack of education 

• lack of access to health care services 

• language and cultural barriers 

• poverty  

People who live with these conditions are, by consensus, considered vulnerable. While the diagnosis and treatment of chronic pain 
is particularly challenging among vulnerable populations, it is critical because chronic pain can be a major contributing factor to a 
patient’s reduced health status and their socio-economic circumstances.  

In BC, community-based health care providers are front line in the assessment and management of people with chronic pain. 
However, these health care providers are not adequately supported by our health care system and may lack the knowledge and 
skills to appropriately assess and manage chronic pain, particularly among people with addiction and/or mental health issues. 

Vulnerable populations experience barriers to accessing holistic programs that provide the continuum of supports required to 
address pain, addiction, and mental health issues. In some cases, people in pain are unable to enter addictions treatment while 
they are receiving pharmacological therapy for their pain.  

The lack of an interdisciplinary, patient-centered approach to treating chronic pain in vulnerable populations results in suboptimal 
clinical outcomes and quality of life, increasing the burden on families and communities, on acute care (including emergency health 
services), and on the justice system. 

Enhance outcomes for people living with addictions, mental health issues, and chronic pain

VULNERABLE POPULATIONS:
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Key Challenges in BC
1. Vulnerable populations are at increased risk of “falling through to the cracks,” for a variety of reasons. Could supports be 

integrated through the creation of interdisciplinary one-stop shops – diagnosis to treatment?  Are there existing resources 
that could be accessed to help bring this about?

2. Some people who suffer from chronic pain and addiction are caught in a self-perpetuating cycle, with associated negative 
health and societal outcomes. How could we enhance the integration of pain management into addiction supports, including 
harm reduction? (Access to Naloxone and Suboxone, indigenous mental health, pain and addiction supports, primary care 
integration).

3. General practitioners receive little training for pain assessment and management in medical school or post graduate courses, 
creating knowledge gaps. How can we build on existing programs? What additional training or support is needed?

4. How can we develop and test new approaches to non-pharmacological pain management (self-management, peer support) 
for vulnerable populations? 

5. How can clinicians best provide evidence-based care that incorporates the new clinical guidelines on the use of opioids in non-
cancer pain for a population that may need different pharmacological approaches?1 

Promising Practices, Policies, or Programs
The Downtown Urban Knights Defending Equality and Solidarity (DUDES) Club:

• The DUDES Club focuses on connecting men with health care professionals and other support services, creating 
empowerment and building self-esteem.

• Begun as an initiative to promote health awareness among men of Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside, it has been running for 
6 years. There are now DUDES Clubs in Prince George and Smithers, BC. The program has helped men to get themselves 
whole again, reconnect with their families, get clean, and reconnect with their cultures. 

Raven Song Community Health Centre (Vancouver Coastal Health):
• Raven Song, located in East Vancouver, provides public and community health services, mental health and addiction services, 

speech therapy, nutrition counselling, home health services, youth health services, and more. The centre works with 
community organizations and health care providers, including family doctors.

• The Primary Care High Needs and Stabilization Clinic at Raven Song supports clients with complex care needs, such as 
addiction and chronic disease. A health care team of doctors, nurse practitioners, social workers, and nurses is available to 
work with clients to address their health issues.

New Ontario Provincial Strategy for Pain and Addictions and “Project ECHO”:
• Project ECHO links expert specialist teams at a tertiary hub with primary care clinicians in local communities. Primary care 

clinicians, the spokes in the model, become part of a learning community, where they receive mentoring and feedback from 
specialists.

Resources and Examples
• http://www.dudesclub.ca/

• http://www.vch.ca/locations-and-services/find-locations/find-locations?site_id=132

• Ontario Pain and Addictions Strategy (https://news.ontario.ca/mohltc/en/2016/10/ontario-taking-action-to-prevent-opioid-abuse.html) 

1 Vancouver Coastal Health Guideline for the Clinical Management of Opioid Addiction: Canadian Guideline for Safe and Effective use of Opioids for 
Chronic Non-Cancer Pain: BC College’s Prescribing Principles for Chronic Non-Cancer Pain)?
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