
How to talk about pain 

Sharing our hurt with others is one of the most powerful ways of overcoming pain and stress. 

Even if it doesn’t take the pain away, just expressing our feelings can relieve tension and make 

adversity easier to bear. Talking about pain can be difficult: the person with pain may not want 

to burden their family and friends; family and friends may not know what to say. Either way, not 

talking about pain only makes things worse, so here are some guidelines for how to talk about 

pain. 

For the chronic pain sufferer: 

1. Tell someone how you are feeling. Having chronic pain can make you feel guilty, anxious and 

depressed; these are normal feelings which must be acknowledged and expressed. Not 

expressing your feelings often leads to a build-up of frustration, depression and anger. Expressing 

your feelings relieves tension and improves coping. Obviously you should be careful about who 

you tell and how; your feelings are personal and you do not want them to be mistreated by 

sharing them with the wrong person.  

2. Finding the words. Sometimes it’s hard to find the right words to describe pain and stress. If 

you are not accustomed to expressing your feelings, you may need to learn more words to 

describe how you are feeling. Some emotional intelligence websites or books have lists of feeling 

words, but this won’t show you how to connect the words with the feelings. A better technique 

is to observe people you know who are good at expressing themselves, or watch dramas or 

foreign movies. Being able to name what you are feeling is powerful: it leads to mastery over 

feelings.  

3. Know what you want. Try to be conscious of what you want out of expressing your feelings. It 

is human to need to share our pain—to feel that someone else understands us. Remember 

though that perfect understanding between two human beings is rare— particularly when it 

comes to suffering. The important thing is that even if the person you express yourself to doesn’t 

completely understand you, you have at least expressed yourself.  

4. Find the right balance. Naturally, you don’t need (or want) to talk about your pain all the 

time—that would be too depressing. The trick is to express your feelings enough to feel 

supported and not alone. This can be challenging, even for a good communicator; however, once 

you have built up an empathic relationship there will be many times when you won’t need to say 

anything—just a look is often enough to convey how you are feeling. 

5. Be patient. Because pain is invisible, well people around you will sometimes ‘forget’ that you 

are in pain and expect things of you that you cannot manage. Understand that it’s hard for others 

to be mindful of your needs all the time and that you will have to remind them of your condition 

from time to time. 

 



For family members: 

1. Learn to listen. Listening is one of the most helpful things you can do for a person in pain. 

Listening involves more than just hearing what is being said—a good listener listens with their 

heart too. Notice where the words resonate in your own body—this will give you a direct, non-

verbal connection with the person in pain.  

2. Listening is hard. It may not feel like you are doing anything, but by being a good listener you 

create a space for the pain sufferers’ feelings—sometimes a space that they are unable to give 

themselves. Listening is thus a very powerful communication tool.  

3. Pay attention. Listening is a full-brain activity—you can’t listen properly while you are doing 

something else. To listen properly, you must focus your attention completely on the person you 

are communicating with, listening with your whole heart and mind. Don’t feign interest if your 

attention is really on something else; better to ask them to wait until you are finished with what 

you are doing.  

4. Have an open mind. Don’t assume you know what the chronic pain sufferer in your life feels 

or is going through. Their reality is probably very different to yours. Avoid judging—in general, 

people do not go around pretending they are in pain to get sympathy—research shows that 

exaggerating or malingering are actually rare. Remember: “pain is whatever the experiencing 

person says it is, whenever the experiencing person says it does.”  

5. Demonstrate that you understand—or are at least trying. Repeating and summarizing what is 

said is a good way of showing that you are trying to understand. Just a simple ‘that sounds pretty 

frustrating’ shows the other person that you have listened and are in tune with their feelings. 


