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Risk Factors for Suicide among People with 
Chronic Pain 
 

Current evidence suggests that people who experience chronic pain are at increased 

risk for a number of adverse health outcomes, including opioid overdose and 

suicide.1,2,3 Among this population, researchers have identified a variety of factors 

that can increase suicide risk among this group. Understanding these factors can help 

prevention practitioners and health care providers identify individuals experiencing 

chronic pain who may be at risk for suicide and implement interventions to address it.  

FACTORS THAT MAY INCREASE THE RISK OF SUICIDAL BEHAVIOR AMONG PEOPLE 

WITH CHRONIC PAIN  

Desire to escape from pain. Some individuals with chronic pain may wish to escape both the physical 

pain and its associated emotional pain.4    

Duration of pain. People who have pain that lasts 6 to 12 months—namely, patients with chronic pain—

are at increased risk for suicide compared to those who experience acute pain.5,6  

Helplessness, hopelessness. Individuals who feel that nothing can help with their pain and believe that 

positive outcomes aren’t possible may be at increased risk for suicide.4 

Insomnia, common among patients with pain, is associated with increased risk of suicide.7   

Passive coping strategies, such as hoping for the pain to go away, increased the risk of suicide.8   

Pain catastrophizing. Cross-sectional studies have found that pain catastrophizing described as thinking 

the worst about one’s pain, feeling helpless over it, or magnifying it, is associated with intentional 

overdose and suicidal ideation.7,9   

Pain interference.  A cross-sectional study of approximately 1,500 patients with chronic pain found that 

high pain interference (that is, the degree to which an individual’s pain prevents them from engaging in 

everyday life) is associated with suicidal ideation after controlling for depression and other key risk 

factors.8 

Pain severity. Although evidence is mixed, longitudinal data suggests a link between severe pain and 

both suicide attempts and deaths.10 A cross-sectional study found mixed evidence after controlling for 

factors like depression.11   
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Perceived burdensomeness and/or thwarted belongingness. Distress in interpersonal relationships and 

self-perceived burden, such as feeling like a burden on someone and feelings of not belonging, are 

associated with suicidal ideation.7,12 

Prescription pain medication access, when other factors are present. Several factors, including 

prescription pain medication dose, taking pain medications and anxiety medication (like in addition to 

benzodiazepines) concurrently, and having an alcohol use disorder or mood disorder while on 

prescription pain medication can increase suicide in chronic pain patients.13,14    

Specific pain diagnoses. A Department of Veterans Affairs’ study of more than five million veterans 

found that back pain, psychogenic pain (that is, pain with medically unexplained physical symptoms) and 

migraines were all associated with an increased risk for suicide, after taking into consideration other 

factors that could increase these individuals risk of suicide.15   

1 Rosenblum, A., Parrino, M., Schnoll, S. H., Fong, C., Maxwell, C., Cleland, C. M., . . . Haddox, J. D. (2007). Prescription opioid abuse 
among enrollees into methadone maintenance treatment. Drug and Alcohol Dependence, 90(1), 64–71. 
2 Yarborough, B. J. H., Stumbo, S. P., Janoff, S. L., Yarborough, M. T., McCarty, D., Chilcoat, H. D., ... & Green, C. A. (2016 ). 
Understanding opioid overdose characteristics involving prescription and illicit opioids: A mixed methods analysis. Drug and Alcohol 
Dependence, 167, 49-56. 
3 National Strategy for Suicide Prevention. (2012). 2012 National strategy for suicide prevention: Goals and objectives for action: A 
Report of the U.S. Surgeon General and of the National Action Alliance for Suicide Prevention. 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK109909/ 
4 Tang, N. Y., & Crane, C. (2006). Suicidality in chronic pain: A review of the prevalence, risk factors and psychological 
links. Psychological Medicine, 36(5), 575-586.  
5 Calati, R., Laglaoui Bakhiyi, C., Artero, S., Ilgen, M., & Courtet, P. (2015). The impact of physical pain on suicidal thoughts and 
behaviors: Meta-analyses. Journal of Psychiatric Research, 7116-32. 
6 Racine, M., Sánchez-Rodríguez, E., Gálan, S., Tomé-Pires, C., Solé, E., Jensen, M. P., & ... Choinière, M. (2017). Factors associated 
with suicidal ideation in patients with chronic non-cancer pain. Pain Medicine, 18(2), 283-293. 
7 Racine, M. (2017). Chronic pain and suicide risk: A comprehensive review. Progress In Neuro-Psychopharmacology & Biological 
Psychiatry.  
8 Edwards, R. R., Smith, M. T., Kudel, I., & Haythornthwaite, J. (2006). Pain-related catastrophizing as a risk factor for suicidal ideation 
in chronic pain. Pain, 126(1-3), 272-279. 
9 Legarreta M, Bueler E, DiMuzio J, McGlade E, Yurgelun-Todd D. (2018). Suicide behavior and chronic pain: An exploration of pain-
related catastrophic thinking, disability, and descriptions of the pain experience. Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease, 206(3), 217-
222. 
10 Ashrafioun, L., Kane, C. and Pigeon, W., (2017). Pain intensity and suicide attempts in the year following the initiation of Veterans 
Health Administration specialty pain services. The Journal of Pain, 18(4), p.S62. 
11 Ilgen, M. A., Zivin, K., Austin, K. L., Bohnert, A. B., Czyz, E. K., Valenstein, M., & Kilbourne, A. M. (2010). Severe pain predicts greater 
likelihood of subsequent suicide. Suicide & Life-Threatening Behavior, 40(6), 597-608. 
12 Shim, E. J., Song, Y. W., Park, S. H., Lee, K. M., Go, D. J., & Hahm, B. J. (2017). Examining the relationship between pain 
catastrophizing and suicide risk in patients with rheumatic disease: The mediating role of depression, perceived social support, and 
perceived burdensomeness. International Journal of Behavioral Medicine, 24(4), 501-512. 
13 Ilgen, M.A., Bohnert, A.S., Ganoczy, D., Bair, M.J., McCarthy, J.F. and Blow, F.C. (2016). Opioid dose and risk of suicide. Pain, 157(5), 
p.1079 
14 Im, J. J., Shachter, R. D., Oliva, E. M., Henderson, P. T., Paik, M. C., & Trafton, J. A. (2015). Association of care practices with suicide 
attempts in US veterans prescribed opioid medications for chronic pain management. Journal of General Internal Medicine, 30(7), 
979-991. 
15 Ilgen, M. A., Kleinberg, F., Ignacio, R. V., Bohnert, A. B., Valenstein, M., McCarthy, J. F., & ... Katz, I. R. (2013). Noncancer pain 
conditions and risk of suicide. JAMA Psychiatry, 70(7), 692-697. 

                                                 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK109909/

