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Research project 
 
Background (max. 1000 characters): 
 
Chronic pain is reported by 25 to 35% of adults in population surveys and is the top contributor 

to the burden of years lived with disability in Europe, costing up to 3% of the GDP in European 

countries. It is consensual that the pain experience is shaped from pediatric ages. Childhood is 

seen as a build-up phase where exposures accumulate and interact during sensitive periods to 

produce individual pain experiences and profiles that are likely to track throughout life. 

 

 
Research plan and methods (max. 2000 characters): 
 
Studying the pediatric pain experience is a particularly strong approach in terms of the potential 

to uncover etiologic windows as well as an ideal period to investigate preventive approaches. 

We expect to understand the distinctive characteristics of maladaptive pain syndromes in 

childhood and to explore the role of psychosocial adversity since birth in the design of the 

child’s pain experience. We hypothesize that a child that, since early life, lives in a context of 

resource deprivation, is exposed to longstanding illness or major trauma, or who experiences 

relational stress, including adverse events and family/peer violence, is more likely develop an 

amplified pain response phenotype. 

 

The project will be based on data collected from a population-based cohort - Generation XXI - 

comprising children recruited at birth and evaluated again at ages 4, 7, 10 and 13. Specifically, 

https://ispup.up.pt/research/epiunit/non-communicable-diseases/ongoing-projects/397/
https://ispup.up.pt/research/epiunit/non-communicable-diseases/ongoing-projects/397/


 
 
we will: 1) characterize an amplified pain response phenotype in early adolescence, by using 

quantitative sensory testing; and 2) test the hypothesis of early psychosocial adversity as 

determinant of the pain experience. 

 
Expected outcomes (max. 1000 characters): 

The work will be conducted within the Non-communicable diseases epidemiology group, whose 

overarching goal is to produce evidence and tools with application to the planning of public 

health policies and efficient resource use. The scientific objectives are particularly well aligned 

with the larger strategy of the research unit, where the topic “A life course perspective of 

ageing” is identified as one of the central scientific pillars, namely through three different 

population-based prospective studies, including the Generation XXI birth cohort that provides 

the empirical data for the above-mentioned project. We expect the project will contribute to 

consolidate our research and to expand our team working on the epidemiology of chronic pain 

by providing important insights into the etiology of maladaptive pain experiences.  

 

Fellowship Position description (max. 2000 characters): 

The student involved in this project will participate in primary data collection from the 

Generation XXI families, particularly focusing on measures of pain history. We expect that this 

will allow the student to acquire skills in the domain of epidemiologic field work which will allow 

him/her to gain essential knowledge on the practice of longitudinal research in human 

populations. The student will receive training in epidemiologic and statistical methods that will 

allow him/her to analyze and interpret the data collected. He/she will be expected to draft the 

first version of at least three manuscripts for submission to international peer-reviewed 

journals, on the main objectives detailed above. The student should expect to be involved in 

existing international networks and consortia and to be encouraged to seek new collaborations 

and exchange visits to partner research centers internationally. 


