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FACT SHEET

What is neuropathic pain? 
Neuropathic pain is nerve-related pain. It is caused by injury or 
disease of the nervous system that affects the electrical signals 
that carry information from the body to the brain. Read An Overview 
of Neuropathic Pain and Its Impact (https://www.iasp-pain.org/
resources/fact-sheets/an-overview-of-neuropathic-pain-and-its-
impact/) for a detailed description. 

Why is neuropathic pain different from other pains  
I have experienced?
While other pains usually affect muscles, joints, or internal organs 
(e.g., stomachache), neuropathic pain affects the nerves directly. 
It is very different from other types of pain. For example, pain from 
joints or muscles is often experienced as dull or aching. The experi-
ence of neuropathic pain is often described as feeling like burning, 
tingling, or electric shocks, and sometimes as itching, numbness, or 
feeling cold. While it can be accompanied by muscle weakness, this 
does not always happen. It is commonly felt in the feet or hands but 
can also be present in other parts of the body, such as the face.

One especially frustrating feature of neuropathic pain is that it can 
appear without any obvious cause. Pain can come on suddenly, 
even when you are resting or doing nothing at all, which makes it 
hard to predict or control. Neuropathic pain can also lead to unusual 
pains, such as pain from gentle touch on the skin, or strange sen-

sations such as water trickling down the leg. While these sensations 
are common for neuropathic pain, they can be scary when some-
one starts feeling them for the first time. 

Neuropathic pain is an invisible disability, but the experience of the 
pain is real. 

What happens if I have neuropathic pain?
Sensory nerves send information from the body to the brain in  
the form of electrical signals. This is how we feel things in our 
body. For example, sensory nerves help us to feel whether some-
thing is hot or cold.

If sensory nerves become injured, they can react in three ways: 

1.	 Nerves do not send enough electrical signals. This can result 
in a loss of feeling, such as a reduced sense of touch. People 
with neuropathic pain often experience this as numbness, like 
that experienced after a local anesthetic (for example, at the 
dentist) or when you have been lying on your arm for too long. 
Basically, it stops electrical signals from travelling to the brain.

2.	 Nerves send too many electrical signals. When this happens, peo-
ple with neuropathic pain often describe a tingling sensation like 
pins and needles, electric shock sensations, or burning pain. When 
a nerve sends too much electrical information, it can result in pain.
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3.	 Nerves can sometimes send both too many and not enough 
electrical signals. When this happens, people with neuropathic 
pain can feel both numbness and pain, which can be a con-
fusing experience.

Neuropathic pain also influences how a person experiences their 
life as a whole. It can reduce emotional well-being, interfere with 
sleep, and make everyday activities harder. Work, socializing, and 
staying active can become challenging. Over time, this kind of pain 
can shape how someone feels about themselves and how they 
connect with others, having a real impact on overall quality of life.

How can I find out whether I have neuropathic pain? 
A healthcare professional can help you understand whether you 
have neuropathic pain. To determine if pain is neuropathic, health-
care professionals may: 

•	 Listen to a person’s story to understand whether there is an indi-
cation that nerves are involved. They may also use questionnaires.

•	 Carry out a careful clinical examination. This may involve gently test-
ing how well you can feel different sensations on your skin, such as 
light touch, pressure, sharpness, warmth, cold, or vibration. 

•	 Suggest additional tests to learn more about how the nerves are 
working. This could include nerve tests that measure electrical 
signals, an MRI (magnetic resonance imaging) scan, or, very rare-
ly, taking a small skin sample. 

These examinations can help understand how likely it is that some-
one has neuropathic pain.

What can I do if I have neuropathic pain? 
Before seeing a healthcare professional, it may be useful to 
write down the symptoms and concerns that have the greatest 
impact. For example, burning pain in the feet may be severe 
enough to interfere with walking or sleep, or there may be wor-
ries about the underlying cause and whether the pain is related 
to other health conditions. 

You may also have a list of questions ready to ask. These may 
include the following: 

•	 Why do I have neuropathic pain?

•	 What can I do about it? 

•	 How can you support me? 

•	 How will this affect me in the future? 

Different treatment strategies are appropriate for different causes of 
neuropathic pain, so it is important to get advice from a healthcare 
professional, who may recommend medications, physiotherapy, or 
psychological support. In a small number of situations, surgery may 
be recommended. This is usually only when there is a clear cause for 
the nerve pain, such as sciatica with significant leg weakness.

When discussing treatment options, it can be helpful 
to ask questions. These might include:
•	 Do I really need this test or treatment?

•	 What are the risks?

•	 Are there simpler, safer options?

•	 What happens if I do nothing?

•	 What are the costs?

Where can I find out more? 
Here are some examples of good resources available for people 
living with neuropathic pain:

This short video talks about what it is like to live with neuropathic 
pain: https://www.bbc.co.uk/ideas/videos/whats-the-point-of-
pain/p0gbsy0y 

This creative podcast provides a range of views on neuropathic  
pain from people living with pain, researchers, and clinicians: 
https://www.painstorm.co.uk/paincast

The following links provide practical strategies and resources for 
managing thoughts, feelings, activity, and movement in the context 
of persistent pain: 

•	 https://livewellwithpain.co.uk/resources-for-people-with-pain/

•	 https://psyche.co/guides/how-to-use-tools-from-act-to-live-
with-persistent-pain

•	 https://ppa.csp.org.uk/content/links-people-living-pain 

Five questions to ask a healthcare professional before starting a 
new treatment or procedure: https://www.choosingwisely.org.au/
assets/CW1924b-Web-5-questions-to-ask-your-doctor-before-
you-get-any-test-treatment-or-procedure.pdf
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When these nerves are injured, they can respond:
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NEUROPATHIC PAIN = NERVE RELATED PAIN

Some conditions which may cause neuropathic pain are:

Conditions of a single nerve:
•	 Sciatica
•	 Carpal tunnel syndrome

Conditions of the 
brain or spinal cord:
•	 Stroke
•	 Multiple sclerosis

Conditions affecting multiple nerves:
•	 Diabetes
•	 Chemotherapy

•	 HIV
•	 Genetic

When these nerves are injured, they can respond:
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Normal nerve

Not enough electrical signals = numbness

Too many electrical signals = tingling or pain
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