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INTRODUCTION

We have learned a lot about pain in the last few years. Some of this knowledge 
is very new and not commonly known. This booklet introduces some important 
WGMIRXM½G�½RHMRKW�EFSYX�LS[�TEMR�[SVOW��;LMPI�[I�[SR´X�JSGYW�SR�XVIEXQIRXW��[I�HS�
know that understanding how pain works is helpful for people with pain.

At the end of this booklet there is a list of useful resources for further information. 
It is also a good idea to visit a health professional who can help you relate this 
information to your particular situation. You can take some notes or underline things 
you want to talk about.
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ACUTE OR PERSISTENT PAIN

There is a big difference between ‘acute 
TEMR´�ERH�³TIVWMWXIRX�TEMR�´�IZIR�XLSYKL�
they might feel the same. 

Acute pain is short-term and tends to be 
more associated with damage or possible 
HEQEKI�XS�]SYV�FSH]��*SV�I\EQTPI��MJ�
you sprain your ankle it is likely you will 
feel pain associated with the bruising and 
swelling. This is acute pain. Usually it will 
settle as your body heals because the 
affected part no longer needs protecting. 
Healing usually takes less than three 
QSRXLW��IZIR�JSV�UYMXI�WIZIVI�MRNYVMIW�

Persistent pain lasts longer than acute 
pain and often does not�MRHMGEXI�SRKSMRK�HEQEKI��IZIR�XLSYKL�MX�QE]�JIIP�PMOI�MX��-R�
XLI�TEWX�[I�EWWYQIH�XLEX�XLMW�[EW�FIGEYWI�[I�LEH�RSX�LIEPIH�EJXIV�ER�MRNYV]��FYX�JSV�
QSWX�TISTPI�[I�RS[�ORS[�XLEX�XLMW�MW�YRPMOIP]��-RWXIEH��XLI�pain is less to do with 
injury in our bodies and more to do with our central nervous system��-X´W�PMOI�
the volume knob on our pain system has been left turned up like a radio stuck on 
´PSYH�´�4IVWMWXIRX�TEMR�GER�XEOI�SZIV�E�TIVWSR´W�PMJI�

-X´W�VIEPP]�MQTSVXERX�XS�YRHIVWXERH�XLEX�]SY�GER�³XYVR�XLI�ZSPYQI�HS[R´�EKEMR��FYX�MX�
SJXIR�XEOIW�IJJSVX�ERH�XMQI��-X�[SR´X�LETTIR�F]�MXWIPJ�ERH�]SY�RIIH�XS�FI�TEXMIRX�MR�
[SVOMRK�XS[EVHW�MX��8LIVETMWXW�GER�LIPT�XS�KYMHI�]SY�MR�XLMW�TVSGIWW��FYX�MR�XLI�IRH��
you have to take charge yourself.

You may have heard the term 
³GLVSRMG�TEMR�´��%�PSX�SJ�TISTPI�
think this means bad or severe 
TEMR��FYX�VIEPP]��MX�QIERW�TEMR�XLEX�
keeps on going for longer than 
we expect it to.

&IGEYWI�SJ�XLMW�GSRJYWMSR��LIEPXL�
professionals have chosen the 
[SVH�³TIVWMWXIRX´�MRWXIEH���-X´W�RSX�
UYMXI�EW�GEXGL]��FYX�MX�MW�E�QSVI�
accurate term.
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HOW DOES PAIN WORK?

NERVES AND BRAIN INTERACTION

-X�QE]�WIIQ�WXVERKI��FYX�TEMR�GER�FI�E�KSSH�XLMRK��;LIR�]SY�½VWX�MRNYVI�]SYVWIPJ��
acute pain can help you change what you are doing so you avoid further damage. 
;MXLSYX�EGYXI�TEMR��E�TIVWSR�QMKLX�OIIT�VYRRMRK�SR�ER�MRNYVIH�EROPI�SV�OIIT�STIRMRK�
up a healing wound.
 
;LIR�[I�MRNYVI�SYVWIPZIW��JSV�I\EQTPI��WXYF�E�XSI��SYV�RIVZIW�GEVV]�PSXW�SJ�
information to the brain to make it take notice. In our body there are millions of 
RIVZIW�ERH�XLI]�GSRWXERXP]�MRXIVEGX�[MXL�IEGL�SXLIV��-X´W�RSX�E�SRI�[E]�WXVIIX���WMKREPW�
KS�YT�ERH�HS[R�EPP�XLI�XMQI��8LIVI´W�E�VIEP�FY^^�SJ�GLEXXIV�MR�IZIV]�HMVIGXMSR�
 

THE BRAIN PRODUCES PAIN

8LIR�XLIVI´W�]SYV�FVEMR���XLI�FMKKIWX�FYRGL�SJ�RIVZI�GIPPW�MR�XLI�FSH]��8LI�FVEMR�MW�
really important when it comes to understanding pain. It may surprise you to learn 
that all pain, no matter where or how it is felt, is produced by the brain. When 
]SY�MRNYVI�]SYVWIPJ��XLI�RIVZIW�MR�]SYV�FSH]�GER�SRP]�XIPP�]SYV�FVEMR�XLEX�³WSQIXLMRK�
LEW�LETTIRIH�´�-X�MW�]SYV�FVEMR��ERH�RSX�]SYV�XSI�XLEX�MRXIVTVIXW�XLMW�ERH�WE]W�XS�]SY�
³LI]��XLMW�LYVXW�´�

&IJSVI�]SYV�FVEMR�XIPPW�]SY�³LIVI�MW�TEMR�´�MX�QYWX�½VWX�GSQFMRI�E�LIET�SJ�MRJSVQEXMSR��
ERH�XLIR�XV]�XS�QEOI�E�WIRWMFPI�MRXIVTVIXEXMSR�SJ�MX�EPP��=SYV�RIVZIW�NYWX�WE]�XS�]SYV�
FVEMR�³HERKIV�¯�WSQIXLMRK�MW�LETTIRMRK�XS�]SYV�XSI�´�=SYV�FVEMR�XLIR�[IMKLW�YT�QER]�
aspects of your immediate environment as well as other life factors such as what you 
HS�JSV�E�NSF��]SYV�TIVWSREP�SV�GYPXYVEP�FIPMIJW��[LIXLIV�]SY´ZI�MRNYVIH�]SYV�XSI�MR�XLI�
TEWX�SV�[LEX�]SY�EVI�TPERRMRK�XS�HS�MR�XLI�JYXYVI��3RP]�EJXIV�WSVXMRK�XLVSYKL�EPP�SJ�
XLMW��[MPP�MX�XIPP�]SY�[LIXLIV�]SYV�XSI�LYVXW�SV�RSX��-X�HSIW�XLMW�MRGVIHMFP]�UYMGOP]�ERH�
well before we are aware of anything.

=SY´PP�WII�[L]�EPP�XLMW�MW�MQTSVXERX�JSV�]SY�EW�[I�QSZI�JYVXLIV�MRXS�XLMW�FSSOPIX�
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Think of the brain as a parent refereeing arguments between young kids. As 
E�TEVIRX�]SY�VIGIMZI�MRJSVQEXMSR�EPP�XLI�XMQI��³1YQQ]��LI�WREXGLIH�JVSQ�QI�
©�RS�-�HMHR´X�©�FYX�MX´W�QMRI�©�Q]�XYQQ]�LYVXW�©�EVI�[I�XLIVI�]IX�©�FYX�
MX´W�RSX�JEMV�´�3FZMSYWP]�]SY�HSR´X�VIWTSRH�XS�IZIV]XLMRK�MR�XLI�WEQI�[E]��8LI�
GSRWXERX�GLEXXIV�RIIHW�XS�FI�MRXIVTVIXIH�FEWIH�SR�XLI�GLMPH´W�XSRI�SJ�ZSMGI��XLIMV�
TIVWSREPMX]��XLIMV�IRZMVSRQIRX��XLI�[SVHW�XLI]�YWI��]SYV�TEVIRXMRK�WX]PI�ERH�
LS[�FYW]�]SY�EVI�EX�XLI�XMQI��7SQIXMQIW�]SY´PP�MRXIVTVIX�E�XSHHPIV´W�GV]�EW�NYWX�
³[LMRKMRK�´�7SQIXMQIW�]SY´PP�MRXIVTVIX�XLIMV�GV]�EW�³TEMR�´�-R�E�WMQMPEV�[E]��XLI�FVEMR�
MRXIVTVIXW�XLI�³GLEXXIV´�JVSQ�]SYV�RIVZIW�ERH�SXLIV�JEGXSVW�MR�]SYV�PMJI�XS�HIGMHI�
whether or not you will feel pain. 

the volume can 
change here

or here

or here

1

2

3
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WHY PAIN REMAINS

NERVES CAN GET SENSITIVE

;LIR�E�TIVWSR�½VWX�LYVXW�XLIQWIPZIW��MX�MW�RSVQEP�XS�I\TIVMIRGI�WSVIRIWW�FSXL�RIEV�
XLI�EVIE�SJ�MRNYV]�ERH�MR�SXLIV�EVIEW�EVSYRH�XLI�EGXYEP�MRNYV]�WMXI��*SV�I\EQTPI��EJXIV�
WXYFFMRK�]SYV�XSI��]SY�QE]�JIIP�TEMRW�WTVIEHMRK�SZIV�XLI�VIWX�SJ�]SYV�JSSX�SV�IZIR�YT�
]SYV�GEPJ��[IPP�FI]SRH�ER]�EVIEW�XLEX�[IVI�HEQEKIH�

-R�XLMW�WGIREVMS��XLI�ZSPYQI�EVSYRH�XLEX�EVIE�MW�temporarily turned up. This is 
absolutely normal and helpful EX�½VWX. This increased pain can remind us to slow down 
ERH�EZSMH�HSMRK�QSVI�MRNYV]�EW�[I�LIEP��9WYEPP]��XLMW�TEMR�WIXXPIW�HS[R�VETMHP]�EW�[I�
get back to normal habits and activities. 

-R�WSQI�WMXYEXMSRW��TEMR�GER�LERK�EVSYRH�JSV�PSRKIV�XLER�MW�LIPTJYP��6IQIQFIV�[I�GEPP�
XLMW�TIVWMWXIRX�TEMR�ERH�MX�MW�SJXIR�VIPEXIH�XS�I\XVE�WIRWMXMZMX]��8LI�³FY^^�SJ�GLEXXIV´�
EQSRKWX�SYV�RIVZSYW�W]WXIQ�WXEVXW�XS�WIX�YT�WIPJ�VIMRJSVGMRK�³JIIHFEGO�PSSTW�´

2IVZIW�HS�E�PSX�QSVI�XLER�NYWX�WIRH�QIWWEKIW�EVSYRH�XLI�FSH]��All of the nerves 
in our body, including the spinal cord and brain, change in response to what 
we do and the world around us���-QTSVXERXP]��RIVZIW�GSRXMRYSYWP]�GLERKI�LS[�
³WIRWMXMZI´�XLI]�EVI�MR�VIWTSRWI�XS�[LEX�MW�KSMRK�SR�EVSYRH�XLIQ��PMOI�XYVRMRK�XLI�
volume up or down on a radio. Sometimes this can lead to big changes in pain levels 
without immediately obvious reasons.
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WHY PAIN REMAINS

MYTH: PERSISTENT PAIN EQUALS ONGOING DAMAGE  

It often feels like persistent pain is due to ongoing or recurrent damage to your body. 
,S[IZIV��TEMR�XLEX�VIQEMRW�EJXIV�XLVII�QSRXLW�SJXIR�LEW�QSVI�XS�HS�[MXL�GLERKIW�MR�
the nervous system. A lot of persistent pain could be described as ‘unhelpful changes 
MR�XLI�RIVZSYW�W]WXIQ�´�8LI�SVMKMREP�MRNYV]�[MPP�LEZI�LIEPIH�EW�QYGL�EW�MX�GER�ERH�
EPXLSYKL�]SY�QE]�WXMPP�FI�KIXXMRK�WSQI�WMKREPW�JVSQ�WXMJJ�NSMRXW�SV�TSSV�QYWGPI�GSRXVSP��
XLI�FMKKIWX�TVSFPIQ�MW�SJXIR�XLI�³MRGVIEWIH�ZSPYQI�´�8LMW�QE]�GSQI�EW�E�WYVTVMWI�XS�
QER]��]IX�XLI�VIWIEVGL�XIPPW�YW�XLMW�UYMXI�GPIEVP]��8LI�RIVZSYW�W]WXIQ�FIGSQIW�QSVI�
sensitive.

;LMPI�TIVWMWXIRX�TEMR�QE]�JIIP�E�PSX�PMOI�EGYXI�TEMR��MX�XIRHW�XS�EGX�HMJJIVIRXP]��=SYV�
RIVZSYW�W]WXIQ�VIWTSRHW�XS�RSVQEP�QIWWEKIW�WYGL�EW�XSYGL��GSPH�SV�QSZIQIRX�EW�
MJ�XLI]�EVI�HERKIVSYW��8LI�ZSPYQI�WXE]W�XYVRIH�YT�PSRK�EJXIV�XLI�MRNYV]�LEW�LIEPIH��
%�PMXXPI�FMX�SJ�XLMW�³MRTYX´�GER�PIEH�XS�PSX�SJ�TEMR��7SQIXLMRK�XLEX�QMKLX�RSX�LEZI�LYVX�
WXEVXW�XS��SV�WSQIXLMRK�XLEX�QMKLX�LEZI�LYVX�NYWX�E�FMX��WXEVXW�XS�LYVX�E�[LSPI�PSX��
8LIWI�EVI�EPP�WMKRW�XLEX�XLI�TVSFPIQ�MW�GLERKMRK�JVSQ�SRI�SJ�TL]WMGEP�MRNYV]�XS�XLEX�SJ�E�
³XYVRIH�YT´�RIVZSYW�W]WXIQ�

Bob hurt his back and it hurt to bend. He was told that bending was bad for his 
FEGO��)MKLX�QSRXLW�PEXIV��&SF�WXMPP�[EPOW�WXMJ¾]�ERH�WPS[P]�ERH�QSZIW�MR�WXVERKI�
ways to avoid bending.

8LI�MRXIVIWXMRK�XLMRK�MW�XLEX�&SF´W�FEGO�LEW�LIEPIH��,MW�FVEMR�MW�WXYGO�MR�ER�
YRLIPTJYP�QSZIQIRX�TEXXIVR�XLEX�WE]W�³MX´W�RSX�WEJI�XS�FIRH�´�

-X´PP�XEOI�XMQI�ERH�HIXIVQMREXMSR�]IX�F]�TVEGXMGMRK�RSVQEP�QSZIQIRXW��&SF�GER�
retrain his body and brain to allow him to bend normally again.
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CHANGES IN THE BRAIN 

PATTERNS FORMED BY THE BRAIN 

;LIR�XLI�RIVZSYW�W]WXIQ�MW�WIRWMXMWIH��MX�MW�GSQQSR�XS�I\TIVMIRGI�TEMR�[MXL�
IZIV]HE]�QSZIQIRXW�WYGL�EW�[EPOMRK��FIRHMRK�SV�X[MWXMRK��-R�WSQI�GEWIW��IZIR�NYWX�
thinking about a particular movement or activity can trigger pain. Why does this 
happen and what causes these changes?

8LI�FVEMR�MW�QEHI�YT�SJ�HMJJIVIRX�TEVXW��
each with different main functions. The 
TEVXW�EVI�EQE^MRKP]�MRXIVGSRRIGXIH�ERH�
work as a team. Even seemingly unrelated 
TEVXW�WYGL�EW�XLSWI�VIPEXIH�XS�WQIPP��
movement or feeling emotions can form 
GSRRIGXMSRW��*SV�I\EQTPI��QER]�TISTPI�
know about the power of smell or music 
to evoke memories. If you regularly walk 
past the local bakery while listening to 
QYWMG��]SYV�JEZSYVMXI�WSRKW�QMKLX�FIGSQI�
associated with the smell of fresh bread. 
-J�XLMW�FIGSQIW�E�VIEPP]�WXVSRK�EWWSGMEXMSR��
NYWX�LIEVMRK�8LI�&IEXPIW�QE]�QEOI�]SY�
HIWTIVEXI�JSV�E�JVIWL�GVSMWWERX�

-R�XLI�WEQI�[E]��[LIR�E�TIVWSR�VITIEXW�E�TEVXMGYPEV�QSZIQIRX�SV�EGXMZMX]�SR�E�
VIKYPEV�FEWMW��XLI�FVEMR�GVIEXIW�E�TEXXIVR�SJ�RIVZI�GSRRIGXMSRW��-J�E�QSZIQIRX�MW�
painful for long enough the brain will strengthen the connection between movement 
ERH�TEMR��-X´W�PMOI�]SYV�FVEMR�LEW�NSMRIH�XLI�HSXW�FIX[IIR��WE]��XLI�RSVQEP�WIRWEXMSRW�
GSQMRK�JVSQ�]SYV�FEGO��XLI�QSZIQIRX�SJ�FIRHMRK��XLI�QIQSV]�SJ�MRNYV]�ERH�XLI�
I\TIVMIRGI�SJ�TEMR��8LMW�YRLIPTJYP�TEXXIVR�GER�XLIR�FIGSQI�WIRWMXMWIH�SV�³XYVRIH�YT�´�
3RGI�WIRWMXMWIH��NYWX�TVITEVMRK�XS�HS�XLEX�QSZIQIRX�QE]�FI�IRSYKL�XS�GEYWI�XLI�
pattern to kick in and for you to feel pain. The body has healed as much as it’s 
going to, but the movement still hurts.

It is said that at the end of her 
JEQSYW�GEVIIV�MR�FEPPIX��1EVKSX�
*SRXI]R´W�EVXLVMXMG�JIIX�LYVX�[LIR�
WLI�NYWX�looked at her shoes. 
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Jane hurt her back nearly a year ago. It was excruciating at the time and led to 
LIV�UYMXXMRK�LIV�NSF�ERH�WSGMEP�RIXFEPP�XIEQ��7MRGI�XLIR�XLI�TEMR�LEW�RIZIV�VIEPP]�
KSRI�E[E]��6IGIRXP]��XLI�TEMR�LEW�WXEVXIH�XS�QSZI�ERH�WTVIEH�YT�LIV�FEGO�ERH�
MRXS�LIV�RIGO��-X´W�LEVH�XS�TMR�HS[R�[LEX�QEOIW�MX�[SVWI��%PP�WSVXW�SJ�IZIV]HE]�
QSZIQIRXW�EVI�TEMRJYP��-X´W�EPQSWX�PMOI�MX�LEW�E�QMRH�SJ�MXW�S[R��7SQIXMQIW�.ERI�
feels pain when only touched lightly. Her back is worse when the weather is cold. 
7SQIXMQIW�NYWX�thinking about bending or putting out the washing can make her 
JIIP�[SVWI��,IV�FEGO�LEW�LIEPIH��FYX�RS[�WLI�LEW�E�³ZSPYQI�GSRXVSP´�TVSFPIQ�

seems to
have healed

but it
still hurts
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WHOLE-OF-LIFE FACTORS AFFECT PAIN

7S�JEV�[I�LEZI�XEPOIH�E�PSX�EFSYX�RIVZIW�ERH�XLI�FVEMR��FYX�IZIV]�W]WXIQ�XLEX�OIITW�
our bodies running can get involved in producing and responding to pain. The way 
E�TIVWSR�I\TIVMIRGIW�TEMR�MW�MR¾YIRGIH�F]�E�PSX�SJ�JEGXSVW��;I�EVI�WSGMEP��WTMVMXYEP��
TL]WMGEP�ERH�QIRXEP�FIMRKW��4IVWMWXIRX�TEMR�MW�E�[LSPI�SJ�PMJI�TVSFPIQ��WS�IJJIGXMZI�
QEREKIQIRX�RIIHW�XS�XEOI�E�[LSPI�SJ�PMJI�ETTVSEGL��4YX�WMQTP]��XLI�[E]�[I�
I\TIVMIRGI�TEMR�MW�LMKLP]�MR¾YIRGIH�F]�SYV�SZIVEPP�[IPP�FIMRK�
  
Most of us can recognise stressful or emotional situations that have affected our pain. 
-X�QMKLX�LEZI�FIIR�XMVIHRIWW�JSPPS[MRK�XSS�PMXXPI�WPIIT��ER�EVKYQIRX�[MXL�SYV�WTSYWI�SV�
OMHW��E�VSYKL�HE]�EX�[SVO��ER\MIX]�EFSYX�TE]MRK�SZIVHYI�FMPPW�SV�KVMIJ�SZIV�XLI�HIEXL�
SJ�E�JVMIRH��3YV�XLSYKLXW��FIPMIJW�ERH�IRZMVSRQIRX�GER�EPWS�QEOI�YW�WYWGITXMFPI�XS�E�
turned-up nervous system and therefore more prone to persistent pain. Although we 
know clearly that pain is not�E�³GSRWGMSYW�HIGMWMSR �́�[I�EPWS�ORS[�XLEX�SYV�GSRWGMSYW�
decisions and actions can make a huge impact on our pain.

6IWIEVGL�TSMRXW�XS�E�RYQFIV�SJ�JEGXSVW�XLEX�MR¾YIRGI�TIVWMWXIRX�TEMR�WYGL�EW�

• LS[�WGEVIH��WXVIWWIH�SV�[SVVMIH�E�TIVWSR�MW�EX�XLI�XMQI�SJ�MRNYV]��
• [LEX�XLI�MRNYV]�QIERW�XS�E�TIVWSR��[LEX�XLI]�FIPMIZI�LEW�LETTIRIH�XS�XLIQ�
• LS[�PSRK�E�TIVWSR�EZSMHW�XLIMV�RSVQEP�EGXMZMXMIW��
• E�TIVWSR´W�JEQMP]�LMWXSV]��

-R�SXLIV�[SVHW��personal beliefs and environmental factors can make a big 
difference to how we experience pain and how likely it is that pain will persist.

THE LINK BETWEEN EMOTIONS AND PAIN

Remember how we described nerves as electrical-chemical computers that send 
QIWWEKIW�YT�ERH�HS[R�XLI�FSH]#�;LIR�XLI�FSH]�MW�MRNYVIH��MX�VIPIEWIW�GLIQMGEPW�XLEX�
OMGO�WXEVX�QIWWEKIW�MR�XLI�RIVZIW��8LI�REXYVEP�GLIQMGEPW�GSRRIGXIH�[MXL�XMVIHRIWW��
WXVIWW��ER\MIX]�SV�HITVIWWMSR�EVI�ZIV]�WMQMPEV�XS�XLI�GLIQMGEPW�YWIH�XS�GSQQYRMGEXI�
HERKIV�SV�HEQEKI��-R�E�WIRWMXMWIH��XYVRIH�YT�RIVZSYW�W]WXIQ��GLIQMGEPW�VIPIEWIH�F]�
PS[�QSSHW�ERH�EWWSGMEXIH�JIIPMRKW�GER�³XYVR�YT�XLI�ZSPYQI´�IZIR�QSVI�ERH�QEOI�SYV�
pain worse.

Thankfully it works the other way too. The natural chemicals associated with 
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LETTMRIWW��JYR�SV�WEXMWJEGXMSR�EGX�XS�XYVR�XLI�ZSPYQI�HS[R��8LMW�MW�E�TS[IVJYP�W]WXIQ�
which some people have likened to a “medicine cabinet in the brain.” By doing things 
[LMGL�EVI�IRNS]EFPI�ERH�QIERMRKJYP�]SY�GER�WXEVX�XS�LEVRIWW�XLMW�

THE DOWNWARD SPIRAL

The interconnection of all these factors can start a vicious cycle. Pain can cause low 
moods and low moods can increase experiences of pain. Pain can lead to avoiding 
QSZIQIRX�ERH�EGXMZMX]��PIEHMRK�XS�[IEORIWW��WXMJJRIWW�ERH�XMVIHRIWW��[LMGL�PIEH�XS�
MRGVIEWIH�TEMR��8LIVI´W�RS�QSVI�HEQEKI�MR�XLI�FSH]��FYX�FIGEYWI�SJ�XLMW�ZMGMSYW�G]GPI��
your pain and ability to cope and stay active all get worse over time.

&YX�XLIVI�MW�KSSH�RI[W��3RGI�]SY�YRHIVWXERH�ERH�EGGITX�XLMW��XLIVI�EVI�PSXW�SJ�XLMRKW�
you can do to turn the pain volume down again and start living a full life. A good 
WXEVXMRK�TSMRX�MW�XS�WXST�XLMROMRK�³Q]�FSH]�MW�HEQEKIH�ERH�RIIHW�½\MRK´�ERH�MRWXIEH��
seek a whole-of-life solution to manage your pain. 

‘volume high’ ‘volume low’

manage
life stresssees friends

& family

normal
activity &
movement

making
plans

better
sleepstrong

muscles

run-down
immune
system

avoiding
activity &
friends

weak
muscles poor

sleep

scared
of moving

scared
of pain

overwhelmed
by life stress
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TURNING DOWN THE VOLUME ON PERSISTENT PAIN 

THE UPWARD SPIRAL

2S[�XLEX�]SY�FIXXIV�YRHIVWXERH�TEMR��]SY�GER�WXEVX�XS�XYVR�XLI�TEMR�ZSPYQI�HS[R�
ERH�VIKEMR�GSRXVSP�SJ�]SYV�PMJI��-X�SJXIR�XEOIW�XMQI�ERH�IJJSVX�FYX�MX�MW�TSWWMFPI�

8LI�½VWX�WXIT�MW�XS�YRHIVWXERH�XLEX�]SYV�TEMR�MW�RSX�GEYWMRK�HEQEKI��3YV�TL]WMGEP�
[IPP�FIMRK��GYPXYVEP�FIPMIJW��WSGMEP�IRZMVSRQIRX��LIEPXL�FIPMIJW�ERH�QIRXEP�LIEPXL�EPP�
GSRXVMFYXI�XS�SYV�I\TIVMIRGI�SJ�TEMR��;I�ORS[�XLEX�TEMR�MW�RSX�E�³GSRWGMSYW�HIGMWMSR�´�
FYX�[LIR�[I�GSRWGMSYWP]�FIKMR�XS�EHHVIWW�XLIWI�JEGXSVW��[I�GER�WXEVX�XS�XYVR�XLI�
ZSPYQI�HS[R��;LIR�E�TIVWSR�WXEVXW�XS�QEOI�TSWMXMZI�GLERKIW�MR�XLIMV�PMJI��³LETT]�
GLIQMGEPW´�WYGL�EW�IRHSVTLMRW�EVI�VIPIEWIH��3RI�WQEPP�KEMR�PIEHW�XS�ERSXLIV��With 
LQFUHDVHG�DFWLYLW\�DQG�LQFUHDVHG�FRQ¼GHQFH��SHRSOH�H[SHULHQFH�OHVV�SDLQ��
which in turn, leads to further positive changes. Examples of activities that 
VIPIEWI�JIIP�KSSH�GLIQMGEPW�EVI�ETTVSTVMEXI�I\IVGMWI��HSMRK�XLMRKW�XLEX�]SY�IRNS]��
helping others or working towards goals which are meaningful to you.

Sometimes it is helpful to seek the guidance of a health professional to help you make 
XLIWI�GLERKIW��(MJJIVIRX�TVSJIWWMSREPW�QE]�LIPT�MR�HMJJIVIRX�[E]W��*SV�I\EQTPI��MJ�TSSV�
VIPEXMSRWLMTW�SV�WXVIWW�LEZI�GSRXVMFYXIH�XS�]SYV�TEMR��XLIR�WIIOMRK�EWWMWXERGI�JVSQ�E�
counsellor or psychologist may be helpful. If you have been too frightened to move or 
LEZI�FIGSQI�ZIV]�[IEO�FIGEYWI�SJ�XLI�TEMR��XLIR�E�TL]WMSXLIVETMWX�[MXL�TIVWMWXIRX�
pain experience can assist you.
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PRACTICAL TIPS TO TURN THE VOLUME DOWN

��-2'6)%7-2+�+)2)6%0�%'8-:-8=

4ISTPI�[MXL�TIVWMWXIRX�TEMR�SJXIR�WXVYKKPI�XS�WXE]�½X�ERH�EGXMZI��-X�MW�GSQQSR�JSV�
TISTPI�[MXL�TEMR�XS�HS�PIWW�SZIV�XMQI��8LMW�GER�PIEH�XS�QYWGPI�[IEORIWW��WXMJJRIWW�ERH�
low moods. This then leads to more pain. 

By gradually increasing activity you can reverse this negative cycle of inactivity and 
TEMR��;LIR�]SY�HS�E�FMX�QSVI�EGXMZMX]�SR�E�VIKYPEV�FEWMW��]SYV�FSH]�VIPIEWIW�JIIP�
good chemicals which can improve your mood.  Muscle strength and endurance 
MRGVIEWIW��8LMROMRK�MQTVSZIW�EW�FPSSH�¾S[�XS�XLI�FVEMR�MRGVIEWIW��8LMW�GER�PIEH�XS�
MRGVIEWIH�GSR½HIRGI�XS�HS�E�FMX�QSVI�EKEMR��-R�XLMW�[E]��E�RIKEXMZI�G]GPI�GER�FI�
VIZIVWIH�XLVSYKL�WQEPP��TSWMXMZI�HEMP]�GLERKIW���

;LIR�]SY�½VWX�MRGVIEWI�]SYV�EGXMZMX]��MX�MW�PMOIP]�]SY�[MPP�WXMPP�JIIP�TEMR��8LEX´W�SOE]��
Remember that pain is not the same as damage. A gradual increase in activity helps 
]SY�XS�JIIP�MR�GSRXVSP�SJ�]SYV�TEMR��EW�[IPP�EW�MRGVIEWI�]SYV�½XRIWW�ERH�WIRWI�SJ�[IPP�
FIMRK��;MXL�TVEGXMGI��]SY�GER�WXEVX�XS�QSZI�RSVQEPP]�EKEMR��[MXL�PIWW�ERH�PIWW�TEMR�
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PRACTICAL TIPS TO TURN THE VOLUME DOWN

��;36/-2+�83;%6(7�4)6732%0�+3%07

Another way to turn the volume down is to start focussing on personal goals 
LQVWHDG�RI�RQ�KRZ�WR�²¼[³�WKH�SDLQ. When people work towards goals that are 
MQTSVXERX�XS�XLIQ��XLI]�½RH�XLEX�XLIMV�TEMR�PIEZIW�GIRXVI�WXEKI��;SVOMRK�XS[EVHW�
KSEPW�QE]�RSX�XEOI�XLI�TEMR�E[E]��FYX�GER�LIPT�]SY�XS�MRGVIEWI�MR�GSR½HIRGI�ERH�
IRNS]�PMJI�QSVI��

;LIR�WIXXMRK�KSEPW��XLMRO�EFSYX�WSQIXLMRK�]SY�[SYPH�PMOI�XS�FI�EFPI�XS�HS��-X�RIIHW�
to be realistic and important to you. A realistic goal might be to walk to the shops 
ERH�FEGO�[MXLMR�XLVII�QSRXLW��SV�½RMWL�[EWLMRK�XLI�HMWLIW�[MXLSYX�WMXXMRK�HS[R��%R�
YRVIEPMWXMG�KSEP�QMKLX�FI�VYRRMRK�MR�E�QEVEXLSR�MR�XLVII�QSRXLW´�XMQI�
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.MPP�[ERXIH�XS�WTIRH�QSVI�XMQI�[MXL�LIV�OMHW�FYX�HMHR´X�ORS[�MJ�WLI�GSYPH��7S�
she started by going to the park with them and sitting on the bench while they 
played. A week or so later she started walking around chatting to them as they 
were on the swings and the next week she gave them a push or two. She was a 
FMX�WSVI�EJXIV�XLEX�FYX�ORI[�XLEX�WLI�LEHR´X�HSRI�ER]�HEQEKI��7S�XLI�RI\X�[IIO�
WLI�TYWLIH�XLIQ�EKEMR�ERH�HMHR´X�LEZI�ER]�TVSFPIQW�EJXIV[EVHW��%�[LMPI�PEXIV�.MPP�
WXEVXIH�XIEGLMRK�XLIQ�E�FMX�SJ�WSGGIV�ERH�RS[�WLI´W�[SRHIVMRK�MJ�WLI�QMKLX�WXEVX�
to kick it around a bit herself…  

.MPP´W�HSMRK�QSVI��7LI�LEW�FIXXIV�GSRXVSP�SZIV�LIV�TEMR��%RH�LIV�OMHW�PSZI�MX�
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PRACTICAL TIPS TO TURN THE VOLUME DOWN

��8,-2/-2+�(-**)6)280=�%&398�4%-2

8LI�[E]�]SY�XLMRO�EFSYX�TEMR�MW�ZIV]�MQTSVXERX��6IQIQFIV�XLEX�EPP�TEMR��RS�QEXXIV�
[LIVI�MX�MW�JIPX��MW�TVSHYGIH�F]�XLI�FVEMR��8LI�VIWIEVGL�WLS[W�XLEX�MJ�]SY�YRHIVWXERH�
]SYV�TEMR�QSVI��XLIR�]SY�GER�JIIP�QSVI�MR�GSRXVSP��QEOI�FIXXIV�HIGMWMSRW�ERH�
experience less pain. 

8LI�KSSH�RI[W�MW�XLEX�F]�LEZMRK�NYWX�VIEH�ERH�YRHIVWXSSH�XLMW�FSSOPIX�]SY�LEZI�
QEHI�E�WXIT�MR�XLI�VMKLX�HMVIGXMSR��=SY�LEZI�XEOIR�XLI�½VWX�WXIT�XS�XYVRMRK�HS[R�XLI�
volume on your persistent pain. 
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POINTS TO REMEMBER
• Persistent pain is different to acute pain. Persistent pain is not a trustworthy 

indicator of damage. 

• 4IVWMWXIRX�TEMR�MRZSPZIW�XLI�RIVZSYW�W]WXIQ�ERH�ER�³MRGVIEWIH�ZSPYQI�´� 

• 8LMW�HSIWR´X�QIER�XLEX�TEMR�MW�E�GSRWGMSYW�HIGMWMSR��FYX�[I�HS�ORS[�XLEX�
conscious decisions and thoughts can turn the volume up or down. 

• The brain is interconnected and forms patterns. Sometimes the brain 
connects pain with movement so that it hurts to move or even think about 
moving. 

• ;LSPI�SJ�PMJI�JEGXSVW�WYGL�EW�IQSXMSRW��FIPMIJW�ERH�IRZMVSRQIRX�EJJIGX�TEMR�
and need to be addressed to turn down the volume effectively. 

• ±9RLETT]²�GLIQMGEPW�EVI�VIPIEWIH�[LIR�TISTPI�EVI�XMVIH��WXVIWWIH��ER\MSYW�
SV�HITVIWWIH��8LIWI�GLIQMGEPW�EVI�WMQMPEV�XS�³HERKIV´�ERH�³HEQEKI´�QIWWEKIW�
ERH�XLI]�MR¾YIRGI�XLI�WIRWMXMZMX]�SJ�XLI�RIVZSYW�W]WXIQ�� 

• =SY�GER�VIKEMR�GSRXVSP�ERH�FIKMR�XLI�TSWMXMZI�G]GPI�F]�MRGVIEWMRK�EGXMZMX]��
working towards personal goals and thinking differently about your pain.  

• A health professional trained in persistent pain management can be helpful as 
you work through these changes to turn down the volume on your pain.
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