
                                  

Managing Chronic Physical Pain 

 
All of us experience physical pain in our lives.  A “stubbed” toe, a pulled muscle, paper 
cut, etc. all result in that “ouch!” feeling.  Sometimes the pain is so short lived that we 
barely give it much thought beyond the initial experience.  Some pain is more persistent 
and aggravating.  Sometimes we will seek medical attention for the discomfort.  But 
usually we assess the discomfort as likely to be temporary and decide to move on in our 
thoughts to other things.  For the most part pain, as we experience it, falls into the short 
term or temporary discomfort catagory.  And, consequently our emotional experience 
with the sensing of physical pain tends to be manageable.  Maybe we experience some 
mild to moderate transient aggravation and anxiety but not much more than that.  After 
all, we fully expect to pain to go away eventually and it typically does. 
 
It is exactly this expectation of the transient nature of pain that makes the management of 
chronic physical pain so difficult for those who experience it.  Despite this expectation 
the pain does not resolve and then another strategy is needed to manage how you deal 
with it.  Chronic pain is typically defined as pain lasting more than 6 months. Within that 
time frame and perhaps beyond most people begin to view the pain itself as the primary 
issue (no longer just a symptom of the original health concern).  This change in thinking 
is helpful to the extent that the person now realizes that the original health concern will 
not resolve to the point of eliminating the pain and thus the focus needs to be on their 
management of the pain itself.  Typically the first attempts at management involve 
medication. 
 
It is well established that chronic physical pain can be reduced with the use of certain 
medications.  However there is ample evidence of these medications limitations and risks.  
Commonly, medication is viewed by the treatment community as being only one piece of 
a broader strategy to manage chronic physical pain.  Unfortunately many pain sufferers 
end up being overly optimistic about the anticipated benefits of pain medication and end 
up being disappointed.  And, sometimes worse than disappointed, they begin to feel 
defeated. 
 
A common strategy that chronic pain sufferers employ is to limit their exposure to 
situations in which they think they are likely to experience more pain.  This aversion and 
avoidance to these situations is natural and to some degree adaptive.  But often these 
natural responses are “over done” to the point of unhealthy avoidance.  Unhealthy to the 
extent that the need for social contact and physical activity is no longer being 
met…….both of which are necessary for a sense of overall happiness and wellbeing.  
Usually treatment providers will strongly recommend that the chronic pain sufferer 
engage in activities (both social and physical) despite any mild to moderate pain 
discomfort they might experience.  So, in addition to pain medication, social interaction 
and physical activity are also prescribed. 
 



The last piece of the chronic physical pain treatment puzzle involves the pain sufferer’s 
thinking process.  Commonly and quite understandably those who experience chronic 
pain become overly focused on the pain and begin to view their life through the lenses of 
their pain experience.  Rather than viewing the pain as a challenge to aggressively work 
on with a sense of confidence, often those who have this experience internalize it in such 
a way as to end up in a state of fearfulness and hopelessness.  Those who feel defeated 
often have a sense of being victimized in their relationship with their pain.  This sense of 
being a victim can sometimes lead to a broader state of depression, which further 
debilitates the person if left untreated.  The good news is that this emotional experience 
can be managed fairly effectively with Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) combined 
with various forms of relaxation training.  This combined approach helps the pain 
sufferer to become more aware of their relationship to pain and their response to it 
emotionally, behaviorally, and physically.  And, it helps them develop strategies to more 
effectively cope with their pain experience. 
 
Given the use of these 3 strategies (medication, social/physical activity, and 
CBT/relaxation training) most chronic physical pain sufferer’s can reduce the severity of 
the pain they experience and feel more confident about their ability to enjoy their lives. 
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