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• Use action-word to ensure 
clear learning objectives

• Remember that the 
audience consists of 
interprofessional healthcare 
providers of varying 
experience levels.

• Learning objectives are 
important for the CME 
accreditation.
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Identify key 
components and 
assessment skills 
involved in the physical 
assessment of a child 
presenting with chronic 
pain 

Explain the overarching 
goals of conducting a 
pain-focused physical 
assessment 

Demonstrate creativity 
with selected 
assessment skills in 
varying circumstances 
when assessing a child 
with chronic pain either 
virtually or in-person 



Goals of Conducting a Physical 
Assessment

Rule out red flags or 
sinister pathologies 

Identify the dominant 
pain mechanism to 
inform a diagnosis

Evaluate the impact of 
pain on physical 

functioning 



Pain Mechanisms Underpinning Pain 
Diagnoses 

Chronic Pain 

Nociceptive Neuropathic Nociplastic

Pain from damage or 
disease of non-

neural tissue

Pain from damage or 
disease of the 

somatosensory 
nervous system

Pain from 
dysfunction of the 

somatosensory 
nervous system

*Patients can have MIXED pain, so the physical exam helps us identify the dominant pain mechanism



Goals of Conducting a Physical 
Assessment

Pain Diagnosis  

Subjective 
History

Physical 
Assessment 

Findings 



The Nuts and Bolts of a Pain-Focused 
Physical Exam

• Observation 

• Inspection 

• Functional Tasks 

• Neuro Scan 

• MSK Scan

• Palpation 

• Special tests 



The Nuts and Bolts of a Pain Focused 
Physical Assessment

Observation • Overall presentation
• Demeanour 
• Willingness to engage 
• Pain behaviours (e.g., grimacing, audible noises)
• Protective posturing, postural abnormalities 

Inspection • Skin - rashes, colour, texture, scars, infection, 
bruising, self-harm indicators

• Joints – swelling, symmetry 

Functional Tasks • Intentional vs non-intentional movements 
• Gross movements (squat, wall push-up, transfers)



The Nuts and Bolts of a Pain Focused 
Physical Assessment

Neurological Screening • Myotomes 
• Dermatomes
• Sensation 
• Reflexes – can use items at home including side of 

a hand or a rubber spatula 

Musculoskeletal Screening • Range of motion (AROM, PROM) through specific 
and/or functional tasks 

• Strength (MMT testing)
• Movement quality, hesitation, fear 

Palpation  • Soft tissues, bones, joint line
• TOP, trigger points
• Temperature differences 



The Nuts and Bolts of a Pain Focused 
Physical Assessment

Special Tests • Beighton Score – hypermobility 
• Budapest Criteria – CRPS 



Optimizing the Physical Exam

Do:

• Engage the child

• Validate their pain experience 

• Explain each test prior to starting 

• Ask permission to touch 

• Observe non-verbal cues for pain 

• Be calm, flexible, and improvise 

• Incorporate age-appropriate play 
and fun 



Optimizing the Physical Exam

Don’t: 

• Use medical jargon 

• Draw attention to abnormal findings 

• Have multiple examiners touching at 
the same time 



Audience Poll

What best describes your current clinical environment with respect to 
assessment appointments?

a) All appointments are in-person 

b) Hybrid model with both virtual and in-person visits

c) All appointments are virtual visits 



Virtual Exam Considerations 

• Eye contact 

• Audio lags 

• Preparation

• Good lighting, adequate 
space 

• Appropriate clothing 

• Appropriate supports – 
equipment, personnel  



Benefits of Optimizing the Physical 
Assessment 

Patient and family 
centered 

interventions in the 
treatment of 

chronic pain for 
children and 

families 

Accurate pain 
diagnosis and 

understanding of 
physical 

impairments

Completion of a 
comprehensive 
and robust pain 

assessment



Thank you!
Questions?


	Slide 1: Physical Assessments for Chronic Pain Conditions
	Slide 2: Faculty/Presenter Disclosure
	Slide 3
	Slide 4: Goals of Conducting a Physical Assessment
	Slide 5: Pain Mechanisms Underpinning Pain Diagnoses 
	Slide 6: Goals of Conducting a Physical Assessment
	Slide 7: The Nuts and Bolts of a Pain-Focused Physical Exam
	Slide 8: The Nuts and Bolts of a Pain Focused Physical Assessment
	Slide 9: The Nuts and Bolts of a Pain Focused Physical Assessment
	Slide 10: The Nuts and Bolts of a Pain Focused Physical Assessment
	Slide 11: Optimizing the Physical Exam
	Slide 12: Optimizing the Physical Exam
	Slide 13
	Slide 14: Virtual Exam Considerations 
	Slide 15: Benefits of Optimizing the Physical Assessment 
	Slide 16: Thank you!

