
What Can Non-Human Primates Tell Us About Human Chronic Pain?

Introduction Chronic pain (CP) is common in 
humans and seen in domestic and companion 
animals; there are models of CP in rodents. 
   Our closest relatives, non-human primates, 
have similar genes and physiology to us, so we 
might expect some to develop CP after injury.
   Here we consider: 
1 Serious but survived injuries; 
2 Similarities and differences from human pain 
behaviour;
3 Similarities and differences in protective care 
and recuperation; and 
4 Implications for understanding human CP, 
adopting an evolutionary perspective.1

Method Searches of peer-reviewed journals and 
accounts from primate colonies.

Results 
1 Non-human primates commonly survive major 
injuries, including fractures of long bones and loss 
of limbs. Evidence comes from observation and 
skeletal studies, especially of chimpanzees.2,3 
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We found no account of pain behaviours continuing 
after healing, which would indicate CP, despite residual, 
even substantial, impairment.
(Evidence from long-term studies of wild primate 
populations with identified individuals.)  
3 In both captive and wild populations, adaptation to 
injury is rapid, with little or no change to major 
categories of activity: foraging, social (e.g. grooming), 
resting, and travelling.
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 Adult male gorilla missing right hand 
(snare?) but adapted to injury.2

Gorilla female; left femur neck (r) 
remodelled after fracture.2

Chimpanzee: healed ulnar fracture.2

Red howler monkey (adult female) 
missing majority of right arm.3

Discussion It is clear that non-human 
primates can survive serious injury with very 
limited help but show no sign of chronic pain. 
How can we account for this?
Here are some hypotheses:
1 Behaviours typical of CP have simply not 
been observed perhaps because they are 
different from expected or are suppressed in 
the presence of humans or other non-human 
primates. This seems unlikely since acute pain 
behaviours are seen.
2 Behaviours typical of CP have few benefits 
(no help) and high risks (loss of rank and 
associated opportunities for feeding and 
mating). The case of the chimp Yeroen, injured 
in a fight with the alpha male, is illustrative: he 
resumed normal gait except in the presence 
of the alpha male, when he adopted a limp!7
3 CP behaviours are driven not only by pain 
but by anxiety/fear of pain or re-injury, as in 
humans. We know very little about anxiety in 
non-human primates.
4 Wild non-human primates do not develop 
CP.  The pressure to resume normal activities 
may suppress the development of chronic 
pain. This would raise intriguing questions 
about CP in physiologically-similar humans.

2 Acute pain behaviours are seen in captive and 
wild primates with injuries or during parturition, 
though often described as “less than expected”.3,4

Degenerative joint disease identified post mortem in 
large wild primates is not associated with ongoing 
pain behaviour.
Substantial help is given to injured and disabled 
infants, mainly by mothers. For injured adults in the 
wild help is not recorded, apart from wound-
grooming (which minimises infection), and instances 
of rescue from snares.4,6 In captivity, accounts of 
help are emerging.5

Bonobos: post-fight care (left).8
Chimps: maternal care for 
distressed infant (above).5
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