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pain / ache /'ill / sick / hurt

A question from Sophal in Cambodia:
What is the difference between the words pain, ill, ache, sick and hurt?

Amy Lightfoot answers:

Hello Sophal. I can see how you would easily confuse these words as they have quite similar
meanings and uses, and to make it even more interesting, one of the words can be used
differently in British English and American English. Let’s have a look at them.

PAIN and ACHE
Both of these words are most commonly used as nouns. They refer to unpleasant sensations
that you feel in your body, although they are slightly different feelings. A pain is usually used

to refer to akind of sharp discomfort that is difficult to ignore. For example:

Yesterday | suddenly felt a lot of pain in my stomach. | was taken to hospital where they
discovered | had appendicitis.

Acheissimilar to pain, but it usually is used to refer to aduller kind of discomfort that may

continue for longer than a pain might. Common examples are:
Headache, stomach ache, backache, heart ache.
Note that heartache is used to refer to akind of emotional pain, for example if you are in love

with someone and they are not treating you well you can say He is causing me a lot of

heartache.
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Less commonly, both pain and ache can be used as verbs. Pain in this form means to cause
someone unhappiness. Note that you cannot use pain in the progressive or continuous form in
standard UK or US English.

It pains me to think of you being so unhappy with your life— meaning it makes me feel
unhappy that you are so sad.

Y ou can also use ache as a verb. Unlike pain, ache can be used in the progressive form. For
example:

My back is really aching.
| wish my leg would stop hurting, it really aches.

Interestingly, you can also use the expression ‘aches and pains' to refer to ageneral feeling of
being unwell. Now let’s have alook at sick andill.

SICK and ILL

Both of these words are most commonly used as adjectives as in:

| feel sick.

Ed had to leave school early because he wasill.

In American English, these two words have more or less the same meaning — they refer to a
feeling of being unwell, whatever the problem might be. On the other hand, in British
English, they have more distinct meanings. Sck most commonly refersto feeling asif you are

going to vomit, asin:

| think I’m going to be sick

...whileill refersto any other feeling of being unwell. However, there are some phrases
which are commonly used where sick has a more general meaning. For example:
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I’ ve been off sick for ten days. — meaning | haven’'t been to work/school for ten days because

I’ ve been feeling unwell.

Sck can also be used as a noun to refer to vomit. For example:

If you have children, you can be sure that you will have to clear up some sick at least once

during their childhood.

HURT

Hurt is alittle bit different to the othersin that it is commonly used as a verb and an adjective
and, less commonly, as a noun. Of the above words, hurt is probably most similar to pain and
ache and it can also mean the same asinjure or injured. The key difference between hurt and

pain and ache is that usually if you are hurt, it means the discomfort you experience is clearly
caused by something outside of yourself. However, pain and ache suggest a more internal

reason for the unpleasant physical feeling. Here are two examples:

Be careful on that ladder, you might hurt yourself if you fall — used as a verb
He was badly hurt in the train crash — used as an adjective

When it’ s used as a noun, hurt usually refers to some emotional pain. For example:

When he told her he wanted a divorce she could hear a lot of hurt in his voice.

As you can see, the five words we have discussed here are similar in their general meaning

but are quite different in their specific use. | hope it’s bit clearer for you now and that my

explanations haven't hurt your head!

Amy Lightfoot started out doing a degree in psychology in 1995 and quickly became
interested in the processes involved in learning languages. She now has a Trinity CertTESOL,
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DELTA and MA in English Language Teaching. She has taught English and worked on
teacher training projectsin the UK, Portugal, India, Afghanistan and Bhutan. Sheis currently
working as a freelance materials writer and language trainer in Somerset, England.
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