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Introduction
Chronic pain is more than just a symptom; it is a complex condition that affects 
every aspect of life. Chronic pain is a pervasive and often debilitating condition 
affecting roughly 20.9% of US adults, or 51.6 million people. It can stem from 
a variety of sources such as fibromyalgia, neuropathy, or it could not have an 
identifiable cause. This persistent pain can lead to physical limitations, emotional 
distress, and a significant reduction in quality of life.

PatientsLikeMe is here to share a comprehensive guide on chronic pain that is 
designed to provide you with: 

•	 An overview of what chronic pain is and how it differs from acute pain
•	 Common causes and types of chronic pain
•	 Detailed explanations of treatment options and management 		   	
	 strategies available and used by PatientsLikeMe members
•	 Resources for further support and information including how to connect 	
	 with others who understand what you are going through

Whether you have been newly diagnosed, have been living with the pain for years, 
or are supporting a loved one, this guide offers valuable insights and practical 
advice.

Chronic Pain Overview
Chronic pain can last for months, years, or your lifetime and it happens in all parts 
of the body. Unfortunately it interferes with daily life and can lead to anxiety or 
depression. The first step in this journey is to find the cause and treat it but if that 
is not possible a healthcare provider can help find you an effective approach 
through a combination of medications, therapies, and lifestyle changes.

Chronic pain can interfere with daily activities such as your social life, working, and 
personal care or the care of others. The pain can be so unbearable or debilitating 
that it leads to anxiety, depression and trouble sleeping – which may make the 
pain even worse. 

For pain to be classified as chronic pain:  

•	 It needs to have lasted over three months
•	 The pain comes and goes or is persistent anywhere in your body



Chronic Pain and Serotonin Connection
Serotonin is a neurotransmitter found 
in the brain and the gut. The body uses 
it to send messages between neurons, 
or nerve cells, throughout the body. The 
messages sent by this neurotransmitter 
are responsible for regulating mood and 
sleep, as well as appetite, digestion, and 
cognitive function.  

It is often referred to as the “happy chemical” because it contributes to 
feelings of well-being and happiness, the scientific name for serotonin is 
5-hydroxytryptamine (5-HT). It is mainly stored in a cluster of nuclei in the brain 
stem called Raphe nuclei. Serotonergic fibers are synthesized from the Raphe 
nuclei and are then released into certain parts of the brain and spinal cord to 
transmit messages related to mood and sleep, to the rest of the body.  

While serotonin is primarily stored in the brain, it is mainly produced by the gut. The 
gut produces about 95% of the serotonin in your body. Research has shown that 
serotonin plays an important role in communication between the gut and brain, 
and it’s functioning. Serotonin receptors in the gut are responsible for sending 
messages to the brain that signal nausea, bloating, pain, and fullness.  
 
The release of serotonin is triggered by activities like exercise, meditation, sunlight, 
and anything that brings you feelings of joy and happiness. When serotonin isn’t 
released during activities such as these, it could be a sign of low serotonin. Studies 
found that people with low levels of this powerful neurotransmitter are at higher 
risk for developing conditions like depression, anxiety, multiple sclerosis, and 
Parkinson’s disease.  

Studies show that serotonin has an impact on the ability to regulate pain. 
Researchers at John Hopkins have pinpointed two molecules involved in 
stimulating chronic pain: capsaicin and serotonin. In the study, researchers looked 
at the role of serotonin in TRPV1 (capsaicin receptor) and the trigeminal nerves, 
which is a branch of cranial nerves that extends from the face to the brain.  

They blocked the production of serotonin and found that TRPV1 activity nearly 
disappeared. This suggests that chronic pain causes serotonin to be released by 
the brain into the spinal cord. Here, it activates the trigeminal nerve and TRPV1, 
causing nerve cells, including non-pain-sensing nerve cells, to start responding to 
pain. Hyperactivity of the receptor causes nerves to fire more frequently and sends 
even more pain signals to the brain.  

Researchers suggest that by blocking the production and release of serotonin, they 
can effectively reduce pain.



Causes of Low Serotonin
Serotonin deficiency, or low serotonin, can have a wide range of effects on mental 
and physical health. This condition occurs when the body doesn’t produce enough 
serotonin on its own or it doesn’t use it efficiently. Because serotonin plays a major 
role in multiple systems in the body, low levels can cause a variety of symptoms, 
such as:

•	 Depressed mood 
•	 Anxiety
•	 Aggression
•	 Insomnia
•	 Trouble with memory 
•	 Poor digestion 
•	 Difficulty blood clotting 
•	 Changes in cardiac function 
•	 Changes in libido 

High serotonin levels can be equally as dangerous. When levels get too high, you 
could develop serotonin syndrome. This condition is usually caused by overuse of 
drugs and supplements, such as serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs), serotonin 
and norepinephrine reuptake inhibitors (SNRIs), pain and anti-migraine medica-
tions. While it is possible for just one medication to cause elevated serotonin levels, 
it most often occurs when people are taking multiple medications. 

Some symptoms of serotonin syndrome include:

•	 Agitation or restlessness 
•	 Insomnia 
•	 Rapid heart rate 
•	 Dilated pupils 
•	 Headache 
•	 Loss of muscle coordination 
•	 Tremors 

There are no diagnostic criteria or definitive tests to identify if someone has irregu-
lar serotonin levels. To determine if levels are out of their normal range, doctors will 
take a full medical and psychological health history, ask about any medications 
you are taking and your current symptoms. Your doctor may run additional tests, 
like blood tests and CT scans, to rule out any other possible medical conditions.



Can Serotonin Levels be Altered? 

Serotonin is naturally produced by the body. But if you or your healthcare provider 
thinks you may have a serotonin deficiency, there are some natural ways you can 
boost your levels: 

•	 Sunlight: Vitamin D found in natural sunlight plays a primary role in the pro		
	 duction of serotonin, while bright light absorbed through the eyes increases 		
	 serotonin activity. It’s best to expose yourself to bright light from the sun early 		
	 in the morning and a few times throughout the day, if possible. If you live in 		
	 an area where it’s difficult to get natural sunlight, you can try light therapy to 		
	 make sure you are getting your daily dose of sunlight.
 
•	 Meditation: Research has found that serotonin levels in the brain increases 		
	 during meditation. It can also increase another neurotransmitter called 			
	 dopamine, which plays a role in how we feel pleasure, and can influence 		
	 serotonin synthesis. Just a few minutes of mediation a day can help 			 
	 increase serotonin and improve your mood and reduce pain.

•	 Exercise: Many studies found that exercise increases both serotonin 			 
	 production and release. Aerobic exercise, like walking, swimming or biking, 		
	 has been shown to have the greatest impact on serotonin. However, 			 
          it’s important to get the right amount of exercise for you. Too much 		           	
	 exercise or exercise that is too intense can have a negative effect 				  
	 on your overall mood.

•	 Diet and supplementation: Research suggests that a diet high in tryptophan 		
	 may help increase serotonin levels in the body. Tryptophan is an essential 		
	 amino acid in the body that serves as a precursor to serotonin production. 		
          Studies show that diets lower in Tryptophan can cause serotonin in the brain 		
	 to drop, but when Tryptophan-rich foods are increased, so are
	 serotonin levels.



Symptoms of Chronic Pain
People with chronic pain describe their pain in many ways, such as:
 
•	 Aching
•	 Burning
•	 Shooting
•	 Squeezing

Flare Ups

If you live with chronic pain, you already know that there are sometimes when the 
pain is significantly worse than others. These sudden episodes of increased pain 
are known as flare-ups. The cause of flare-ups can be as diverse as the cause of 
the chronic pain itself and can vary depending on what type of chronic pain you 
have. Triggers can include stress, weather changes, illness, and physical activity, 
among other causes. In many cases, there is no known cause- a flare-up can 
come spontaneously with little or no warning.

Practical Ways to Manage Chronic Pain Flare-Ups

There are many ways that a chronic pain flare-up can be managed. First and 
foremost, discuss the management of pain flare-ups ahead of time with your 
physician. If you already have a personalized plan, it can make your flare-up a lot 
less scary. Preparation can make the difference between trying to figure out what 
to do when you are already in pain and getting more immediate relief because 
you have a plan to follow. In addition, consider trying some of the following tactics:

•	 Compresses: Hot or cold compresses can sometimes provide relief of pain. 		
          Try holding a cold compress against the sore region for 15 minutes at a 			 
          time (always protecting skin from cold injury by putting a towel or 	  	   		
	 something similar between the ice pack and your skin). Cold can decrease 		
          inflammation and temporarily numb sore areas. Warm compresses in the 		
          form of heating pads can be used in a similar fashion. Heat can soothe	           	  	
          muscles and relieve tension.[1]

•	 Breathing: A natural response to being in pain can be to increase how fast 		
	 you are breathing. This hyperventilation can lead to a feeling of anxiety and 		
          produce dizziness as well as tingling in your hands and feet. In extreme 	          		
          situations, you can even develop carpopedal spasm, a temporary spasm of   	           	
          the muscles in your hands and feet that can be quite uncomfortable and 
	 make your hands and feet to move. To prevent this, consciously slow your 		
	 breathing down. Try pursed lip breathing, which is a technique where 			 

•	 Stabbing or Poking
•	 Stiffness
•	 Stinging
•	 Throbbing

https://www.patientslikeme.com/conditions/chronic-pain-syndrome
https://www.patientslikeme.com/blog/22826


	 you breathe in slowly through your nose for a count of 2, thenexhale slowly 		
	 through puckered lips for a count of 4. Doing this for several breaths can
	 help get your breathing under better control.

•	 Activity: Finding the right balance of activity is key when you are in the midst 		
	 of a chronic pain flare. You may not be able to be as active as usual during 		
	 a flare-up, and that is ok. Be kind to yourself! Try gentle stretches or yoga 		
	 instead. A short walk outside can sometimes lift your spirits while it warms 		
	 your muscles. Even a little activity can be helpful- while lying on the couch 		
	 may seem like the best option, some easy movement can actually be better 
	 for your pain. A physical therapist can also provide good options tailored to
	 your specific pain issues.

•	 Sleep: A good night’s sleep can be very healing. Try to stay on a regular sleep 		
	 schedule. Aim for at least 8 hours at night. Avoid long naps during the day 		
	 as they will keep you from getting good sleep at night. Staying on a regular 		
	 sleep schedule is best for your overall health.

•	 Treat Related Conditions: Often mental health issues, such as depression 		
	 and anxiety, can worsen the effects of chronic pain. Through a channel like 		
	 cognitive behavioral therapy, with a licensed mental health professional, 
	 you can decrease these symptoms and improve your quality of life.

•	 Medication: Some people are on specific medications for their chronic pain. 		
	 Discuss with your doctor whether there are any medication options to help 		
	 with your symptoms.

•	 Massage: This can be a great way to reduce stress and relieve tension. 			 
	 People worldwide turn to massages to manage back and neck pain, and
	 massage therapy has been proven to lessen pain and muscle tightness
	 while improving the immune system.

•	 Mind-Body Techniques: Techniques like cognitive behavioral therapy, 			 
	 meditation, and guided imagery can help you manage pain and reduce
	 stress, which often accompanies chronic pain. These techniques don’t
	 eliminate pain but rather change your perception of it and how you respond
	 to it. This can promote relaxation and may help you cope better.

•	 Eliminate negative substances: The two big ones here are smoking and 		
	 drinking. Smoking is dangerous and unhealthy and should be cut out of your
	 life completely if possible. If you are having a hard time quitting, there are 		
	 resources that can help! Drinking should be done in moderation, as over
	 time excessive alcohol use can cause nerve damage, which can worsen
	 the effects of chronic pain.

•	 Stay Connected to Your Support System: It can be easy to retreat within 		



	 oneself when dealing with an injury or illness. Time alone is important, but
	 support from family and friends can be the greatest ally in the effort to find
	 relief from chronic pain. Stay connected, ask for help, and talk about how you 		
	 are feeling.
 
•	 Distraction: The value of distracting yourself from pain cannot be 				 
	 underestimated. Do you have a favorite movie? Fire it up and let your mind
	 escape for a couple of hours. Or lose yourself in a book that you’ve been
	 looking forward to reading. Music can also be soothing and uplifting. The key
	 is to find something you enjoy, that is not too taxing on your body, and
	 allow yourself to get swept away.

•	 Alternative therapies: Massage and acupuncture are two alternative 			 
	 therapies that may provide relief. You can discuss with your doctor whether
	 these would be options for your chronic pain flare.

•	 Stay Grounded, Set Moderate Goals: There is no one solution for curing or 		
	 alleviating chronic pain. Keeping a level head and setting reasonable
	 expectations about your progress and development will keep you from
	 getting frustrated. Take each day one step at a time, and don’t overreach
	 when setting goals for yourself.

Remember that managing chronic pain often involves a combination of strategies, 
and what works best can vary from person to person. Your healthcare provider can 
help tailor a plan that addresses your specific needs and circumstances.

Here are some tips PatientLikeMe members are talking about:

I have all kinds of chronic pain especially in my back and chronic daily migraines. I 
have found doing two things help me. First: guided imagery meditations for pain on 

YouTube. Second: doing Gentle movement throughout the day like light stretching or 
sitting yoga (chair yoga w/ Sarah Starr on YouTube) or (Gentle movement/Tai chi/

yoga/meditations w/ Paul Eugene on YouTube) are two people I like!!

I was diagnosed w Fibromyalgia several years ago. Ginger Turmeric tea helps w 
pain. Naproxen sometimes. What helped most was probiotics and magnesium from 
Plexus. Their pink drink helps too. I can do more now and am not ever in bed in pain 

anymore! I still have pain & fatigue some days but NOT like before.



Planning ahead with a few ideas about what you will do when you have a flare-
up is a good idea. Remember, not every method you try will work for every flare of 
pain, so try to have a few different ideas in mind. It’s important to be patient and 

persistent in finding the right approach for managing your chronic pain flare-ups.

I like going to the swimming pool and 
swim backwards. It helps me because 

I suffer from back pain.

I have found that the herbal 
supplements ButterBurr and feverfew 
help. The biggest help is drinking red 

kratom tea.

Causes of Chronic Pain
When people think of pain, they frequently imagine injuries like fractures or burns 
or pain from illnesses like strep throat or appendicitis. This type of pain is known as 
acute pain, meaning it comes on fairly quickly and is expected to resolve after the 
underlying problem goes away.

Chronic pain is defined as pain lasting longer than three months. An illness or 
injury may have triggered it- perhaps a bad fracture resulting in a nerve injury or a 
slipped disc in your back. But if the discomfort persists beyond three months, this 
would be considered chronic pain. Any part of the body can experience chronic 
pain, and over 25% of adults in the US have experienced chronic pain.

So what causes chronic pain? Sometimes, the answer to this question is obvious, 
but other times it is unclear. Some of the most common causes include:

•	 Fibromyalgia
•	 Irritable bowel syndrome
•	 Migraines
•	 Neck pain
•	 Neuropathy
•	 TMJ Syndrome
•	 Trigeminal neuralgi

•	 Arthritis
•	 Back pain
•	 Cancer
•	 Chronic pain at the site of 
	 a prior injury
•	 Complex regional pain syndrome
•	 Endometriosis



Psychogenic Pain

Additional Causes of Chronic Pain

These are just a few of the many possible causes. Sometimes it is clear what is 
triggering the chronic pain- progressive arthritis or metastatic cancer for example. 
The illness or injury may have healed in other cases, but the pain remains. In still 
other cases, there may not have been any physical trigger.

This is called psychogenic pain and is thought to be related to low levels of 
endorphins in the blood (endorphins are the hormones that trigger positive 
feelings.)  People with high levels of stress, depression, and anxiety are more likely 
to experience psychogenic pain.

The development of chronic pain can be 
influenced by various risk factors, including 
older age, underlying medical conditions 
such as arthritis or neurological disorders, 
and previous injuries or surgeries that have 
led to continued discomfort. Genetics likely 
play a role too. Psychological factors like 
depression and anxiety can increase pain 
perception, and certain lifestyle elements 
such as an unhealthy diet, poor sleep, not 
enough exercise, and obesity also increase 
the risk.

The reason someone develops chronic pain 
may not be clear- but what is clear is that 
getting out of a cycle of chronic pain can 
be difficult. When someone is experiencing 
chronic pain, it may understandably cause 
them to feel depressed and irritable. The 
pain may also impact their ability to sleep. 
Lack of sleep can lead to more irritability, 
depression, and pain. This vicious cycle can 
make an already difficult condition feel that 
much worse. 

Sometimes doctors suggest that people suffering from chronic pain consider 
medications for depression or anxiety, knowing that these conditions can go hand-
in-hand. This doesn’t mean that the pain is “all in their head”; rather, it is a way to 
acknowledge the many ways chronic pain can affect a person’s life.



Tender Points
Living with chronic pain can be a daily struggle, affecting every aspect of life. For 
many people, this pain is not just a general ache but occurs in specific areas 
known as tender points. These pain sites can vary in location and intensity. They 
cause discomfort and make even simple tasks challenging. 

Tender points or trigger points are localized areas of increased sensitivity or pain in 
specific body regions. These points are often identified by healthcare professionals 
through physical examination. When pressure is applied to these areas, individuals 
may experience heightened pain or discomfort compared to surrounding tissues.



Why Do They Occur?

The exact cause of these spots is not fully understood, but they are commonly 
associated with conditions such as fibromyalgia, chronic fatigue syndrome, and 
myofascial pain syndrome. In fibromyalgia, tender points are a hallmark feature, 
with at least 11 of 18 specific points typically being sensitive upon palpation.
Several factors contribute to their development.

1.	 Central Sensitization: Individuals with chronic pain conditions often 			 
	 experience central sensitization, where the central nervous system becomes 		
	 hypersensitive to pain signals. This heightened sensitivity can cause even 		
	 mild pressure to trigger significant pain in tender areas.

2.	 Muscle Dysfunction: Dysfunction in muscles and surrounding tissues can 		
	 lead to the formation of tender points. In conditions like fibromyalgia, 			 
	 abnormalities in muscle metabolism and function contribute to widespread 		
	 pain and tenderness.

3.	 Psychological Factors: Emotional stress, anxiety, and depression can 			 
	 exacerbate pain sensitivity and contribute to the perception of tenderness in 		
	 specific areas.

4.	 Sleep Disturbances: Poor sleep quality or insufficient sleep can worsen pain 		
	 symptoms and increase sensitivity to tender points.

Managing Tender Point Pain
While tender points can be challenging to deal with, there are various strategies for 
effectively managing them and improving quality of life:

1.	 Medication: Over-the-counter pain relievers, such as acetaminophen or 		
	 ibuprofen, may provide temporary relief from tender point pain. In some 		
	 cases, healthcare providers may prescribe medications like muscle relaxants 	
	 or antidepressants to help manage symptoms.

2.	 Physical Therapy: Gentle stretching exercises, low-impact aerobic activities, 		
	 and techniques such as massage therapy or myofascial release
	 can help reduce muscle tension and alleviate tender point discomfort.

3.	 Stress Management: Practicing relaxation techniques such as deep 			 
	 breathing, meditation, or yoga can help reduce stress levels and ease
	 muscle tension. This potentially decreases the severity of tender point pain.



4.	 Sleep Hygiene: Establishing a regular sleep schedule and creating a relaxing 		
	 bedtime routine can improve sleep quality and reduce pain sensitivity
	 associated with tender points.

5.	 Nutrition and Hydration: Maintaining a balanced diet is essential! Fruits, 		
	 vegetables, lean proteins, and whole grains can support overall health. They
	 also help to alleviate inflammation associated with tender points. Staying
	 hydrated is essential for optimal muscle function and pain management.

6.	 Supportive Therapies: Alternative therapies such as acupuncture, 			 
	 acupressure, or hydrotherapy may offer additional relief for some individuals 		
	 experiencing tender point pain.

Living with tender points and chronic pain can be challenging! However, it is 
important to remember that you are not alone. Seeking support from healthcare 
professionals, joining support groups, and connecting with others who understand 
your experiences can give you valuable encouragement and resources for 
managing your condition. Adopt an approach that addresses physical, emotional, 
and lifestyle factors. With this, you can take steps toward managing pain and 
improving your overall well-being.

Management of Chronic Pain

If you are living with chronic pain, every day is a battle. Affecting more than just 
your body, it can stop you from doing the things in life you enjoy. 

Pain is the body’s way of telling us that something is not quite right. Starting in the 
receptor nerve cells beneath the skin and in organs, the receptor cells send mes-
sages along nerves that travel to the spinal cord and up to the brain when there is 
a problem.

Identify Your Triggers
Outside of physical injury, there are four common factors that magnify the 
experience of pain.
 
1.	 Stressful experiences: Any experience that may cause you stress may cause 		
	 your muscles to tense or spasm, which increases pain. When you feel 			 
	 stressed, levels of the hormone cortisol rise. This can cause inflammation 
	 and pain over time.



2.	 Mental health issues: Anxiety, depression, and other mood disorders 			 
	 commonly occur at the same time as chronic pain. Mental and emotional 		
	 pain can manifest as physical pain.

3.	 Decreased ability to do the things you enjoy: The pain can be so excruciating 		
	 that you may not feel like doing the things you once did, especially 
	 activities such as running, biking, etc.
 
4.	 Overexertion or under exertion: The lack of movement or too much too fast 		
	 can amplify your pain. It is important that you keep moving but don’t 			 
	 push yourself. 

These four triggers cover a lot of ground, so dealing with them all can be difficult. 
Understanding that they can exacerbate your symptoms, and having a system 
in place for dealing with them as they arise, can help a tremendous amount with 
finding relief from chronic pain.

Natural pain relief
Here are a few natural ways to ease chronic pain that have been tried and tested 
by many individuals. By adopting a holistic approach to wellness, we can manage 
chronic pain more effectively and enhance our overall well-being.

1.	 Movement is Key. Regular exercise can work wonders for managing chronic 		
	 pain. Tailoring exercise to your abilities is crucial to prevent injuries 
	 and discomfort. Low-impact activities like yoga, tai chi, or swimming 			 
	 can improve flexibility, reduce inflammation, and stimulate the release of 		
	 endorphins—our body’s natural painkillers. By engaging in these activities, 
	 not only will existing aches and pains ease, but future injuries may also 
	 be prevented.

2.	 Embrace the Healing Power of Nature. Connecting with nature can have 		
	 profound effects on our physical and emotional well-being. Spending time 		
	 outdoors, whether it’s taking a leisurely walk in a park or simply sitting 			 
	 under a tree, can significantly alleviate stress and improve overall 				 
	 health. The soothing presence of nature can be a balm for chronic 			 
	 pain, offering a respite from daily struggles and providing a much-needed 		
	 sense of calm and tranquility.

3.	 The Power of Nutrition. A balanced diet rich in anti-inflammatory foods can 		
	 play a crucial role in managing chronic pain. Incorporating fresh fruits,
	 vegetables, whole grains, and healthy fats into your meals can reduce 			 
	 inflammation and support your body’s healing process. Additionally, certain 		
	 foods, such as fatty fish rich in omega-3 fatty acids, may have
	 natural pain-relieving properties.



4.	 Mind-Body Techniques. The mind-body connection plays a significant 			 
	 role in how we experience and manage pain. Mindfulness meditation, deep 		
	 breathing exercises, and guided imagery are valuable tools for individuals
	 dealing with chronic pain. By practicing these techniques, it’s possible to 		
	 relax, reduce tension, and shift focus away from the pain. Over time, this can 		
	 help improve pain tolerance and overall well-being.

5.	 Seek Support. Chronic pain can often lead to feelings of isolation and despair. 	
	 Seeking support from others who understand your journey can provide
	 emotional relief and foster a sense of community. Engaging in support
	 groups or talking to individuals facing similar challenges can be empowering 	
	 and reassuring. Together, you can exchange experiences, coping strategies,
	 and triumphs, making the burden of chronic pain easier to bear.

6.	 Heat and Cold Therapy. Applying heat or cold to the affected area can offer 		
	 immediate relief from chronic pain and reduce inflammation. Experiment
	 with warm baths, heating pads, or ice packs to find which method works best
	 for you. Heat therapy can help relax muscles and improve blood circulation,
	 while cold therapy can numb the area and decrease swelling. These simple 		
	 techniques can be easily incorporated into your pain management routine.
	 Ask your doctor about temperature-controlled holistic pain relief methods, 		
	 such as cryotherapy and saunas. They can be valuable additions to your 		
	 natural pain management arsenal. Cryotherapy involves exposing the body 		
	 to extremely cold temperatures, which can help reduce inflammation
	 and numb pain in targeted areas and is very popular even among premier 		
	 athletes. On the other hand, saunas use dry heat to promote relaxation, ease 		
	 muscle tension, and improve blood circulation, providing relief from
	 chronic pain.

While there might not be a one-size-fits-all cure for chronic pain, embracing 
a holistic approach to wellness can significantly improve your quality of life. By 
incorporating natural methods like regular exercise, spending time in nature, 
maintaining a healthy diet, practicing mind-body techniques, seeking support, 
and utilizing heat and cold therapy, you can find effective alternatives to manage 
chronic pain.

Remember, it’s essential to consult with a healthcare professional before making 
significant changes to your pain management approach. By taking charge of 
our well-being and exploring the beauty of natural pain management, we can 
empower ourselves and others on the journey towards a healthier, pain-free life.



The Five A’s Framework
The 5 A’s of Chronic Pain is a framework designed to help healthcare professionals 
address and manage pain effectively. The 5 A’s stand for: Analgesia, Activity, 
Adverse effects, Aberrant behaviors, and Affect. Each A represents a crucial aspect 
of chronic pain management. This monitoring tool helps assess pain when on 
analgesic therapy.

     Analgesia

Analgesia refers to the relief of pain. In the context of chronic pain management, 
it involves finding the most appropriate and effective ways to alleviate pain. 
This could include medications, physical therapy, alternative treatments, or a 
combination of approaches tailored to the individual’s needs. Analgesics are a 
class of medications specifically designed to relieve pain.

     Activity

Activities of daily living (ADLs) encompass routine tasks such as bathing, dressing, 
eating, and mobility. In chronic pain management, it’s essential to assess how pain 
affects a person’s ability to perform these activities. Adapting and optimizing ADLs 
can improve overall quality of life for individuals with chronic pain.

     Adverse effects

When managing pain, healthcare providers must carefully weigh the benefits of 
pain relief against the potential adverse effects and side effects of medications or 
treatments. It involves constant monitoring and adjustment to minimize negative 
consequences while ensuring effective pain management.

     Aberrant Behavior

Aberrant drug-related behaviors refer to any unexpected or problematic behaviors 
related to the use of pain medications. This could include misuse, non-compliance, 
or signs of addiction. Identifying and addressing these behaviors is crucial to 
ensure the safe and responsible use of pain medications.

     Affect

Affect refers to the emotional and psychological aspects of pain. It involves 
assessing the impact of pain on a person’s mental well-being, including mood, 
stress, anxiety, and depression. Addressing these emotional aspects is integral to a 
holistic approach to chronic pain management.



Using the 5 A’s
The 5 A’s framework is a versatile approach that can be adapted to various types 
of chronic pain, regardless of the underlying causes. It provides a systematic 
way to assess and manage pain that can be tailored to individual needs and 
circumstances.

The 5 A’s framework is not exclusive to healthcare professionals. Individuals with 
chronic pain and their caregivers can use this framework as a guide for effective 
self-management. It encourages open communication with healthcare providers, 
self-assessment of daily activities, monitoring for adverse effects, and addressing 
emotional well-being.

Treatments

What are PatientsLikeMe members reporting as their treatment for chronic pain?
 
-	 Gabapentin
-	 Duloxetine
-	 Hydrocodone 
-	 Acetaminophen
-	 Pregabalin
-	 Buprenorphine
-	 Curable
-	 Hydroxyzine
-	 Physical Therapy

Be sure to ask your doctor about the best treatment options for your specific 
condition.

-	 Venlafaxine
-	 Acetaminophen 
	 (Paracetamol)
-	 Bupropion
-	 Cannabidiol
-	 Cyclobenzaprine
-	 Medical Marijuana
-	 Meloxicam
-	 Naltrexone



1.	 What is the best way to keep track of pain?

2.	 What are the best possible treatment options for me?

3.	 What pain management options are the safest and most helpful?

4.	 Will lifestyle changes help?

5.	 Are alternative therapies effective?

6.	 What medications will help? What side effects do they have?

7.	 Will insurance cover treatment?

8.	 Will surgery be necessary now or in the future? If so, then what kind of 			 
	 surgery?

9.	 How frequent are mandatory doctor visits?

10.	 How to manage truly intense chronic pain without narcotics?

11.	 What are some non-addictive medications I can use for pain?

12.	 How can I improve my energy levels?

13.	 What at home exercises should I be doing at home for the pain?

FAQ

Living With Chronic Pain- Coping Methods
Living with chronic pain is a daily challenge that can be physically and emotionally 
draining. When the pain becomes overwhelming, it’s essential to have a toolkit of 
strategies to help you navigate these tough moments. Here are some practical tips 
for coping with chronic pain when it feels like it is too much to bear.

Questions To Ask Your Doctor

Pain management is a complex matter and it is hard to figure out things on your 
own. A good pain management doctor can make all the difference. Many people 
feel intimidated to ask questions when they are visiting with their doctor. They may 
feel embarrasses or worried about their pain being dismissed or downplayed. 
Asking the right questions can help you and your doctor find the best course of 
treatment based on your needs. 



1.	 Deep Breathing and Relaxation Techniques
	 Living with chronic pain can be mentally and physically exhausting. Incorpo		
	 rating deep breathing exercises and relaxation techniques into your daily 
	 routine can provide relief. Diaphragmatic breathing is a simple yet effective 		
	 practice. By focusing on breathing deeply from your diaphragm, you allow 		
	 our abdomen to expand with each inhalation, promoting a sense of calm.
	 Another helpful technique is Progressive Muscle Relaxation (PMR), where you 		
	 systematically tense and then relax different muscle groups, releasing the
	 physical tension often associated with chronic pain.

2.	 Gentle Exercise and Stretching
	 Contrary to common belief, staying physically active is often beneficial 			 
	 for managing chronic pain. Engaging in low-impact activities like walking 		
	 can improve circulation, release endorphins (the body’s natural painkillers),
	 and prevent stiffness. Practices such as yoga or Tai Chi combine gentle 			
	 movements with mindfulness, promoting flexibility and reducing muscle
	 tension without overexertion.

3.	 Heat and Cold Therapy
	 Temperature therapy, through the application of heat or cold, can offer relief 		
	 from chronic pain. Heat packs or warm compresses applied to the affected
	 area increase blood flow, relax muscles, and can be especially soothing for 		
	 certain types of pain. On the other hand, cold packs reduce inflammation 		
	 and numb the area, providing a numbing effect that can alleviate discomfort.

4.	 Mind-Body Practices
	 Mindfulness-based practices like yoga and Tai Chi not only offer physical
	 benefits but also contribute to mental well-being. Yoga, with its combination 		
	 of physical postures, breath control, and meditation, has been shown to help 		
	 individuals manage chronic pain. Similarly, Tai Chi, an ancient Chinese
	 martial art, focuses on slow, deliberate movements that enhance balance, 		
	 flexibility, and mental calmness. Mindfulness practices, particularly
	 mindfulness meditation, encourage individuals to be present in the 			 
	 moment without judgment. This approach helps in observing and accepting
	 pain without becoming overwhelmed by it. Cultivating mindfulness can
	 change one’s relationship with pain and foster a sense of resilience.

5.	 Pacing and Planning
	 Effective time management is crucial for those with chronic pain. Activity
	 pacing involves breaking down tasks into smaller, manageable segments, 		
	 interspersed with breaks. This approach prevents overexertion and allows 		
	 individuals to accomplish daily activities without worsening pain.
	 Creating a daily schedule that includes periods of rest and prioritizing
	 essential tasks helps maintain a balance between activity and rest.



6.	 Distraction Techniques
	 Distraction can be a powerful tool for managing overwhelming pain. 			 
	 Engaging in activities that capture your attention, such as reading or listening
	 to audiobooks, provides an effective way to shift focus away from pain 			 
	 signals. Creative hobbies like drawing, painting, or crafting not only distract 		
	 the mind but also allow for the expression of emotions through artistic outlets.

7.	 Professional Support
	 Collaborating with healthcare professionals is essential for comprehensive
	 pain management. Consulting with a pain management specialist can lead 		
	 to a tailored plan that may include medications, injections, or other
	 interventions. Physical therapists can devise exercise plans to improve 			 
	 mobility and reduce pain, enhancing overall well-being.

8.	 Prioritize Self-Care
	 Self-care is a fundamental aspect of managing chronic pain. Quality sleep
	 is crucial for pain management, so establishing a consistent sleep routine
	 and creating a comfortable sleep environment is essential. A balanced diet,
	 rich in anti-inflammatory foods like fruits, vegetables, and omega-3 fatty
	 acids, supports overall health and can positively impact pain levels.

Getting Sleep with Chronic Pain

People who suffer from chronic pain know firsthand how difficult it can be to get 
a good night’s sleep. Sleep and pain _____ as patients have often reported their 
painful symptoms are somewhat alleviated after a good night of rest. However, the 
type of pain you feel can dictate your sleeping position.

•	 Those with hip, knee or shoulder pain may need to avoid sleeping on their 		
	 side.

•	 Those sensitive to pressure build up in the lower back may need to avoid 		
	 sleeping on the back or stomach. There are mattresses and pillows
	 designed to cushion these pressure points!

•	 If your condition attacks the nerves and you feel numbness or tingling on 		
	 your extremities while you sleep, you may need to frequently switch positions.
	 You would really benefit from a responsive mattress which means it makes 		
	 movement easier unlike a memory foam mattress that holds their shape
	 longer. They are typically made of latex foam and reflex foam. 



I can’t take sleep aids any longer as the side affects are really bad for me OR they just 
don’t work. For now, I do a lot of stretching, try to walk 10-15 minutes a day, and rest a lot. If 
I can’t sleep, I work really hard not to let my anxiety take over, because then it just all gets 
worse.

Physical pain wakes me up and emotional 
pain keeps me up... If I don’t feel it would be 
safe to dip into the meds there is a sleep 
video I found on my phone... different levels 
of rain, wind and thunder that help me 
back to sleep.

I use a lavender bed spray or a diffuser 
with lavender to help me relax. I also use 
Blue Emu and Penetrex. When I wake up 
I use one of the creams and spray my 
bed again. Sometimes I listen to rain and 
thunder on my iPhone

Ice, ice, ice. It works better than anything 
you can ingest with no side effects. Do 
it BEFORE you go to bed. The pain relief 
should last a good 4-5 hours. Also 
Voltaren topical gel.

Currently I’m taking lyrica and tramadol  
for pain and sleeping tablets and some 
anti inflammatories. I can’t stay on the 
sleeping tablets or anti inflammatories for 
longer than a week but oh my word they 
really do work!!

“ Rather than meditating which requires focus and attention, I find getting busy doing 
something I enjoy allows me to push the pain back in my brain, my focus is on the task at 
hand and not on my pain.
 
I think it is the focus on doing something that takes me away from the pain. It may be 
working on the cars, building computers or anything that requires my attention. When my 
focus is not on the pain it subsides during the time I am “busy”.
 
It has helped me deal with chronic pain, even severe pain when necessary. I don’t ignore 
pain, pain is a signal something is wrong, a new pain should be dealt with immediate-
ly. With so much pain in so many places it is hard to realize something new is going on. I 
never know if it is Fibro, arthritis, myofacial pain or peripheral neuropathy, which has be-
come among the worst pain I have.
 
It will be with me for life, I won’t let it own me, I make pain “live with me”.”

PatientsLikeMe members have a few suggestions as to 
how theyget sleep with chronic pain.



Is Chronic Pain A Disability
Chronic pain can certainly feel like a disabling condition, and for many people, it 
is. It can interfere with a person’s ability to work, engage with society, and function 
throughout the day. In fact, the Americans with Disabilities Act states that someone 
can be considered disabled if they have a “physical or mental impairment that 
substantially limits one or more major life activities,” which certainly could include 
chronic pain. This means those with chronic pain should receive protections 
against discrimination and have equal access to employment opportunities and 
public services. This legal recognition is an important means of protecting people’s 
rights.

However, the question of whether chronic pain is a disability becomes more 
complex when things like Social Security Administration benefits are considered. 
Chronic pain itself is not on the official “Listing of Impairments” that would 
qualify someone to receive Social Security benefits. There needs to be a different 
“approved” diagnosis that is causing chronic pain to receive benefits. This is 
partly due to the subjective nature of pain and the fact that pain is impossible 
to measure. This subjectivity has led some to argue that chronic pain should not 
be automatically classified as a disability, as it might be challenging to establish 
consistent rules to decide what would qualify as chronic pain.

The other argument against calling chronic pain a disability is that labeling it this 
way could make those who suffer from it feel helpless. It is felt to be preferable 
to empower those with chronic pain to take control of the management of their 
symptoms and engage with society rather than frame them as disabled.

Whether chronic pain is considered a disability or not does not diminish the fact 
that it impacts the lives of millions of people per year. Finding a treatment plan 
that manages its physical, mental, and social aspects can help reduce the impact 
chronic pain can have on your life.



Conclusion
Living with chronic pain is a challenging and often isolating experience. 
However, understanding the nature of chronic pain and exploring the various 
treatment options can significantly enhance your ability to manage it effectively. 
PatientsLikeMe hopes this guide continues to provide you with the knowledge and 
resources necessary to take control of your pain and improve your quality of life.

Remember, you are not alone in this journey. 
PatientsLikeMe puts you in control of your health, providing you the tools and 
community support you need to manage your wellness journey effectively. Join 
others who share their experiences and insights, offering you invaluable advice 
and encouragement.

Track your symptoms, treatments, and outcomes with ease, enabling you to 
make informed decisions about your health and communicate better with your 
healthcare team. Moreover, evaluate the effectiveness of treatments based on 
comprehensive patients data, helping you choose the best options for your health. 
Embrace a proactive approach to your well-being with PatientsLikeMe.


