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USING YOUR MIND 
TO CONTROL YOUR PAIN  

Did you 
know? 

 

The International Association 
for the Study of Pain (IASP) 
defines pain as “an unpleasant 
sensory and emotional 
experience associated with 
actual or potential tissue 
damage or described in terms 
of such damage.” This means 
that pain is highly subjective, 
and it is informed by a mix of 
past experiences, our current 
emotional state, and future 
expectations. 

 

 

A modern technology called 
“functional MRI” shows 
activity in the brain as it is 
working. Studies using these 
images indicate that people 
who practice mindfulness may 
still feel pain, but not the 
unpleasantness of the 
sensation. Instead of blocking 
the sensation itself, 
mindfulness prevents 
identifying the feeling as 
"painful." 

 
MIND-BODY 

THERAPY  

Does it work? 

Pain is one of the most common reasons for seeking medical care. Chronic 
pain affects 20% (that’s 1 in 5!) of adults in the United States. Mounting 
research shows that mind-body techniques can help reduce the pain of several 
muscle and nerve-related chronic conditions, including arthritis, fibromyalgia, 
and spinal stenosis, and provide patients with long-lasting pain management 
skills. 

Practicing mind-body techniques, such as relaxation, meditation and 
mindfulness, changes the size of specific brain regions that regulate emotion 
and control pain.  

Although these techniques may or may not stop pain entirely, they may reduce 
pain intensity and unpleasantness. Mind-body techniques can be helpful when 
trying to change to a lower dose or lower strength pain medication. 

How does it work? 
Researchers have found that the brains of people who meditate respond 
differently to pain. Pain is rooted in the nervous system and involves both the 
body and the brain, or mind. Mind-body therapies may have the capacity to 
alleviate pain by changing the way our mind perceives it. 

Naturally, when we first experience a sensation of pain, we begin to judge it as 
“bad” and start to find ways to escape the pain. The judgment in our mind 
inflates the pain, making the experience of it much worse than the sensory 
experience alone. 

Mind-body techniques help control attention, regulate emotions and create 
self-awareness. The increased perception and awareness make a person feel 
every sensation, including pain, but in a more objective manner. Instead of 
trying to avoid the pain, the pain is accepted and observed. With this practice, 
the brain is more likely to respond calmly to a painful stimulus instead of 
having a hasty emotional reaction, such as hurt, pain and anger. In effect, mind
-body techniques enable you to live better with the pain, by robbing pain of 
the power to generate dread and depression, which intensify the pain. 
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TECHNIQUES FOR PAIN RELIEF  
Practicing a combination of mind-body skills may increase the effectiveness of pain relief. If 
you'd like to practice mindfulness techniques, start by setting aside some time each day and 
begin gradually, starting with 5 to 10 minutes once or twice a day. You can gradually build up 
to 20 minutes or even an hour. 

BODY SCAN  
Stress reduction expert Jon Kabat-Zinn recommends the body scan exercise as the best mind-body 
technique for addressing pain conditions. The goal of the body scan is not to relieve the pain completely, 
but to objectively observe it, get to know it and learn from it, so you can manage it. 

• Lie on your back or in any comfortable, outstretched position. 

• Close your eyes and focus on your breathing, and feel your belly 
expanding gently when you inhale and receding when you exhale. 

• Focus on your left foot. Feel any and all sensations in this area, including 
pain. Try to sink a little more into the floor every time you exhale. 

• When your mind wanders, observe where it has gone and gently return 
your focus to the foot without judging yourself. 

• If you notice pain in that area, acknowledge it and any thoughts or 
emotions that accompany it, and gently breathe through it. See if by carefully observing the 
discomfort, you can help your body to relax. Don't expect the pain to disappear completely; just 
watch it with a mindful but non-judging mind. 

• Gradually, let go of the focus on your left foot completely—even if any pain there hasn't gone away 
or has intensified—and move on to the left ankle and repeat the process. Slowly and patiently, 
proceed this way throughout the body. 
 

Slow Deep Breathing 
Inhale slowly and deeply, hold for a few seconds, and exhale slowly. To help you focus, you can use a 
word or phrase to guide you. For example, you may want to breathe in "peace" and breathe out 
"tension." There are also several apps for smartphones and tablets that use sound and images to help 
you maintain breathing rhythms. 

Yoga and Tai Chi 
Yoga and tai chi are mind-body exercises that combine breath control, meditation, and movements to 
stretch and strengthen muscles. Mindfulness techniques are often part of these practices. The practices 
can be modified to accommodate for strength and experience, as well as any health conditions. Videos 
and apps can help you get started.  

Movement based mind-body exercises like yoga and tai chi have been shown to be effective at improving 
both pain and function of the body. Pain can trigger the “fight-or-flight” response of our nervous system. 
These practices create a "tend-and-befriend" or "rest-and-digest" response instead, promoting greater 
pain tolerance. 

 

Sources: Harvard Health, Mindful.org, CDC, Psychology Today 


