
Four mental strategies for overcoming chronic pain 

Chronic pain or illness is hard to live with and may seem uncontrollable. But there are 

many different things you can do to alleviate pain. Here are four different ways of 

coping with chronic pain. Some strategies will suit you better than others, depending on 

how severe your pain is, how able you are to concentrate, and your personality. Some 

strategies aim to change your pain, some just aim to make it less noticeable. So just 

experiment and find what works for you, and make this a part of your pain control 

routine. 

1. Accept the pain (for people who are usually comfortable with accepting their 

feelings)  

Although it’s natural to want to avoid focusing on the pain, actually paying attention to 

the pain non-judgmentally in terms of its different qualities such as size, shape, whether 

its hot or cold etc., can change the way your perceive your pain.  

So take a moment to focus on your pain, looking past how it seems at first, and noticing 

whether its hot or cold, stabling or throbbing, its size, shape, if it had a color what color 

it would be  

This exercise is best for pain which is not too severe or overwhelming. Once you can 

accept the pain for what it is, you can apply strategies to alter or alleviate the pain 

(below). 

2. Alter the pain (for people with good imaginations)  

Once you have got a sense of the qualities of the pain, Imagine those pain sensations 

are something else; e.g; throbbing pain could be the engine of a ship, taking you away. 

Burning pain could be extinguished by imagining you are in a bath of ice-cold water. 

Pulsing pain could ebb away, like the tide receding on a beach.  

Comfortable place. Remember or imagine a comfortable place where you feel more 

relaxed and less tense and where the pain and discomfort are less. Or remember an 

enjoyable experience you had which involved feelings of comfort and well-being. 

3. Alleviate the pain (for people who respond more to physical stimulation)  

Use your breathing to create pain relief. Imagine that with every exhale you are 

breathing out a bit of the pain and that with every in-breath, you are breathing in 

comfort and relief… in (relaxation) … out (pain) in (relaxation) out (pain)... and so on  



When you hurt your body naturally stiffens up around the pain. This natural protective 

response actually exacerbates the pain through increased muscle tension and fear. Try 

sitting or lying in a position where the pain and the area around it feel supported. Once 

you have found a most comfortable, supportive position, gently and mindfully allow 

your body to sink into that position, let go of any areas of tension or tightness, knowing 

that you are safe and supported. You may want to tune into your breathing to facilitate 

this process, as above.  

For pain that is located on one particular side of the body, Contralateral stimulation is 

another powerful way of disrupting the pain signals in the brain (see separate sheet) 

4. Avoiding the pain (for people who find the above methods ineffective or who just 

want to make the pain less noticeable) 

Distraction. Distraction involves consciously diverting your attention onto something 

else that is pleasurable and interesting (e.g.; a hobby, listening to music, watching a 

boxed set of your favorite TV show, communing with nature, patting your dog etc.) Your 

distraction must be sufficiently interesting to hold your attention for at least a brief 

period of time, thereby providing a break from your pain. Because of the depression 

that often comes with chronic pain, you will probably not feel very motivated to do 

anything. This is understandable. For things to be different you just have to decide to 

give something a try.  

Avoiding the pain does not change it, but it reduces your exposure to the pain by 

reducing the amount of attention you give to it. It is a vital element of any pain 

management routine.  

Dissociation. Have you ever had the experience of feeling as though you were 

disconnected from your body? Maybe feeling spaced-out or separate from what was 

going on around you? Most people who experienced childhood adversity, such as 

physical or mental abuse, learn to do this naturally, as a survival strategy, but everybody 

dissociates sometimes. Try imagining that you can detach yourself from what is 

happening in your body and that your mind and your body can be separate.  

As with learning any new skill, learning to cope with pain requires a willingness to 

change plus time and effort. You have to find the energy to fight back, despite the pain 

and fatigue you may feel.  

Adapted from Brown & Fromm (1987) 


