
 

 

Children’s Pain in Canada 
Recommendations to inform the Standing Committee on Health  

Study on Children’s Health 

 

We have a pain crisis that disproportionately affects 

children and youth. 

 

Untreated pain impacts children’s immediate health 

experience and their long-term development, 

intersecting with many areas of life. These impacts 

are far reaching and reflected in the public health 

crises of the day, including vaccine hesitancy, the 

opioid crisis, and the growing mental health crisis 

among Canada’s children and youth population. 

Solutions for Kids in Pain (SKIP) and other groups, 

including the Canadian Pain Task Force, are 

working to address the inconsistent approaches and 

undertreatment of pain across Canada – but more 

must be done. 

 

The problem of children’s pain is critical due to its 

pervasiveness, the degree of human suffering it 

produces for children and families, its association 

with avoidance of healthcare, the risks it presents for 

opioid addiction and chronic pain in adulthood, and 

enormous costs to the health system. Access to 

effective pain management is recognized as a 

fundamental human right. 

 

Not treating pain properly affects our most vulnerable children and youth, including 

premature babies, children with complex medical conditions, children undergoing 

cancer treatment, and children with disabilities. This pain crisis is exacerbated for 

racialized and marginalized population groups, including Indigenous youth who are 

more likely to experience pain, but less likely to access healthcare for pain than non-

Indigenous youth. Effective pain management is part of reconciliation, overcoming a 

 

2 in 3 children in hospital 

experience painful procedures 

without any pain management, 

even though many simple, cost-

effective, evidence-based 

solutions for procedure pain exist.  

1 in 5 children has chronic pain 

and one in three will carry their 

burden of pain into adulthood. 

1 in 10 adults delays or avoids 

medical care due to fear 

associated with needle pain. 

1 in 5 youth first prescribed 

opioids after surgery continue to 

use them months later 

75% of parents say they don’t 

know how to manage children’s 

pain. 

$40B in annual health system 

costs for chronic pain in Canada 



 

 

history of mistreatment in the healthcare system, and ensuring the application of 

culturally safe, trauma-informed approaches to pain management.  

 

It doesn’t have to hurt. Canada is a world leader in children’s pain research. But it can 

take up to 17 years for even a small amount of what we learn in research to be put into 

practice. That means whole generations of children are suffering the trauma of pain 

when there are effective, evidence-based ways to better manage pain.  

 

We can’t wait another generation to get this right. Children’s pain management must be 

integrated in the agenda to address Canada’s current child health crisis and improve 

care.  

 

The March 2021 “Action Plan for Pain in Canada” report from Health Canada’s 

Canadian Pain Task Force offers excellent suggestions for improving pain for people 

living in Canada and SKIP fully supports its implementation. We use this as an 

opportunity to highlight several key recommendations specific to children, a group 

disproportionately impacted by pain. 

 

Solutions for Kids in Pain (SKIP) offers the following recommendations: 

1. Recognize pain as a child health priority 
Poorly managed pain has negative lifelong consequences. Pain is a primary reason for 

pediatric visits to the emergency department and a primary source of distress for 

children and parents in the context of healthcare. Undertreated pain in newborns 

impacts how their brain develops, their ability to learn and regulate emotions as young 

children, and how their bodies respond to pain later in life. 

Chronic pain, now recognized in the latest International Classifications of Disease (ICD-

11) as a disease in and of itself, impacts all areas of a child’s life, including their mental 

health, their ability to be physically active, their relationships with friends and family, 

their ability to learn and attend school, and their sleep. Early intervention is crucial as 

youth with chronic pain report mental health concerns at 2-3 times the rate of their 

peers, with heightened risk for pain, mental health issues, opioid use problems, and 

socioeconomic disparities into adulthood. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/corporate/about-health-canada/public-engagement/external-advisory-bodies/canadian-pain-task-force/report-2021.html


 

 

2. Ensure that pain management is integrated into a pan-

Canadian child health strategy 
Input from children, caregivers, health professionals, policymakers, and researchers 

should inform a pan-Canadian child health strategy to improve children’s pain and child 

health in Canada. 

3. Ensure health professionals and caregivers have the 

knowledge and resources to appropriately manage children’s 

pain 
Health professionals in Canada receive very limited training in effective pain 

management. In fact, veterinarians receive five times more training in pain management 

than their physician counterparts. This means that clinicians end up in the health 

workforce without knowing the best practices to effectively manage children’s pain. 

Medications are only one way to manage pain – psychological and physical approaches 

are also critically important.  

Likewise, 75% of parents say that they don’t know how to manage their child’s pain. Yet 

as caregivers, parents are responsible for the daily management of and advocacy for 

their child’s care. 

 

4. Increase support for knowledge mobilization and public 

awareness in children’s pain 
To get the best evidence and training into the hands of Canadian health professionals, 

policymakers, and caregivers of children in pain, increased investment is needed to 

support organizations, including SKIP, that are committed to knowledge mobilization of 

pain management for children and youth. There is a clear need to sustain this important 

work as SKIP enters its last 18 months of dedicated funding. The Canadian Pain Task 

Force report recommended investment in knowledge mobilization infrastructure, 

including SKIP, to effectively bridge the gap between science and practice to catalyze 

innovation and results to real world impact. 

 

“It is vital that health care providers communicate what is available 

for comfort and procedural pain management. Most families don't 

know what options are available for their children.” 

– Rebecca Liedtke, Parent Partner 

 



 

 

5. Improve equitable access to quality-consistent pain 

management for children 
In 2019, the need for more equitable access to pain care was identified as a top priority 

according to youth with chronic pain, family members, and healthcare professionals, a 

problem only amplified by the COVID-19 pandemic. Currently Canada has only 11 

multidisciplinary pediatric chronic pain clinics, located primarily in tertiary care children’s 

hospitals within large urban centers. This means that many of the 1 to 3 million youth in 

Canada with chronic pain struggle to access quality care. Racialized and marginalized 

population groups, including Indigenous youth, Black youth, and youth with complex 

medical needs, among others are disproportionately impacted by pain but are less likely 

to receive care. There is a need to increase funding and access for pediatric pain 

services, such as via a national virtual online portal. 

SKIP has partnered with the Health Standards Organization to develop the first national 

Pediatric Pain Management health standard. This standard is intended for use in 

healthcare settings serving infants, children, and adolescents (birth to 19 years less one 

day) and their families, including inpatient, outpatient, emergency, and diagnostic 

services. Health standards are the foundation on which great health system change is 

built. This can be implemented in children’s hospitals, community/regional hospitals, 

and rehabilitation hospitals across Canada to ensure that children in all regions, 

including rural, Indigenous, racialized, and lower income communities, will have 

equitable access to quality pain management practices. In addition to this standard, 

SKIP has been working with ChildKind International to increase the number of health 

institutions with ChildKind certification. There is a need to disseminate and promote the 

uptake of equitable access to pain management for children. 

6. Embed best practices for pain management into routine child 

health care, such as to vaccinations.  
The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the public’s hesitation and mistrust surrounding 

vaccinations, especially when it comes to children. Even prior to the pandemic, 

vaccination rates in Canada were declining. This rapid decrease is already creating a 

public health crisis as evidenced in the recent measles outbreaks. The roots of vaccine 

hesitancy include past negative experiences of children and parents during routine 

immunizations, parent’s fear of their child experiencing pain, and children’ own 

avoidance of perceived pain and needle fear. 

Canadian clinical practice guidelines exist to minimize pain and needle fears associated 

with vaccinations. These simple, yet effective pain management strategies have been 

promoted by the World Health Organization and the Public Health Agency of Canada, 

yet many children do not receive these known evidence-based strategies where routine 



 

 

immunizations are delivered, including in public health clinics, school-based vaccination 

clinics, pharmacies, and primary care. There is a need to ensure all children receive 

best practices for pain management within routine child health to support their lifelong 

health and wellbeing. 

 

About SKIP 
Solutions for Kids in Pain (SKIP) is a national knowledge mobilization network 

incorporated as a not-for-profit organization. Our mission is to improve pain 

management for children by getting evidence-based solutions into the hands of children, 

families, health providers and anyone who is helping to care for Canada’s kids.   

 

Based out of Dalhousie University, our network spans the country, allowing us to 

collaborate and coordinate with many people and organizations and support children 

and families where they are. We partner with Children’s Healthcare Canada and to work 

with researchers, patients and caregivers, healthcare professionals, 48 health 

institutions (including all Canadian children’s hospitals), and over 100 partners from 

around the world. 

 

Connect with SKIP 

 

Additional Resources 
SKIP Visual Summary (English) 

SKIP Visual Summary (French) 

Partnering for Pain: Top 10 Priorities for Pediatric Chronic Pain in Canada (English) 

Partnering for Pain: Top 10 Priorities for Pediatric Chronic Pain in Canada (French) 

To discuss our recommendations or  
children’s pain in Canada, please contact: 
Katie Birnie, PhD, RPsych 
Associate Scientific Director of SKIP 
kathryn.birnie@ucalgary.ca 

Solutions for Kids in Pain 
Administrative Centre 
5793 University Avenue Suite 521 
Halifax, NS B3H 1V7 
www.kidsinpain.ca  |  @kidsinpain 

 
“Organizations like SKIP are very impactful due to the focus on 

implementation and knowledge mobilization.” 

– Michelle Wan, Caregiver and Patient Partner 

 

https://kidsinpain.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/FRONT-skip-visual-summary-FINAL-OCT2021.pdf
https://kidsinpain.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/BACK-skip-visual-summary-FINAL-OCT2021-FR.pdf
https://partneringforpain.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Partnering-for-Pain-infographic-FINAL.pdf
https://partneringforpain.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Partnering-for-Pain-infographic-FINAL-francais.pdf
http://www.kidsinpain.ca/


Canada is a world leader in children’s pain research... 
but this knowledge isn't being put into practice. The Problem

Only 2 Canadian health institutions 
have made a certified commitment 

to pain management

75% of parents say they 
don't know how to manage 

their children's pain
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SKIP's mission is to improve children's pain management by mobilizing 
evidence-based solutions through coordination and collaboration.The Solution
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Children suffer undertreated and preventable pain that leads to many immediate and long-term problems.
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