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Pain is the most primal of human experiences; the rude shock of being born is  
our first encounter with intense discomfort. Yet pain -- especially pain that  
doesn't let up -- remains largely a medical mystery.  
 
We know the basic outline:  
When we twist an ankle, for example, signals shoot through our central nervous  
system to our brain, which in turn lets us know we've experienced an injury and  
we should respond. But one person's experience of the same pain stimulus can be  
completely different from another's, and medical experts aren't sure why. And  
when it comes to chronic pain -- defined as persistent hurting that lasts six or  
more months -- doctors often find successful treatment elusive. 
 
Chronic pain is big business: More than 86 million Americans suffer from it,  
costing upward of $90 billion annually in lost workdays, legal expenses, drugs  
and medical procedures. The most common forms of chronic pain are headaches,  
backaches, arthritis and residual sports- or car-accident injuries. 
 
The gender divide in pain experience is a particular problem in a medical  
culture that often treats women less proactively for pain than men. Studies show  
that many health-care providers believe women have a higher pain tolerance than  
men, resulting in boys and men getting more effective doses of painkillers.  
Also, women are more likely to be diagnosed with histrionic disorder --  
suggesting that women's pain is less "real," and only in the sufferer's mind. 
 
In truth, from what understanding there is of the pain experience, all pain is  
in the mind. "We don't necessarily know where pain comes from, but we do know it  
can amplify in the central nervous system -- and it's not always representative  
of tissue damage," says James N. Dillard, M.D., D.C., author of The Chronic Pain  
Solution (Bantam, 2002).  
 
Doctors have long recognized that someone who has had a limb amputated can still feel 
phantom pain in the missing appendage. A case of the brain and central nervous system 
misfiring, this phenomenon may be similar to what happens when pain becomes chronic. 
 
However, the good news is that even chronic pain is treatable. "Because the  
process is so complex, we can attack it from many directions," Dillard says. So,  
while you may worry you have no choice but to stay on pain medication, there are  
affordable, effective ways to manage and decrease your pain yourself. Here are a  
few of these alternatives: 
 



Self-hypnosis 
 
Hypnosis has proven to be a medically solid method for alleviating pain. A  
recent Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center/Harvard Medical School study of 241  
patients undergoing minor surgery found that those who used self-hypnosis needed  
less pain medication and left the recovery room faster than those who did not.  
 
Even the National Institutes of Health has issued a report noting that hypnosis  
can be effective in treating chronic cancer pain. According to Bruce Eimer,  
Ph.D., a Philadelphia-based psychologist, hypnotherapist and author of Hypnotize  
Yourself Out of Pain Now! (New Harbinger Publications, 2002), pain operates  
through the unconscious mind -- where your body signals your brain with no help  
from you -- so it's best to treat pain directly through the subconscious. 
 
Here's how self-hypnosis works: The patient enters a trancelike state, in which  
pain-reducing suggestions can penetrate without the interference of the  
conscious brain. (Because you're not quite sleeping, you can awake from the  
trance simply by opening your eyes.) 
 
Elmer suggests going to a certified hypnotherapist first for a lesson in  
self-hypnosis. (Visit the American Society of Clinical Hypnosis online at  
www.asch.net  for a referral.) 
 
You try it: 
 
Sit in a comfortable chair with your feet on the floor. Tell yourself, "I can  
interrupt unpleasant feelings by breathing slowly and deeply." Recite the  
sentence over and over. It will percolate while you're hypnotized. Then focus on  
a nearby object and tell yourself that your eyelids are getting heavy and that  
when they close, you'll be in a state of self-hypnosis. As you focus on your  
breathing, you go deeper into a state of relaxation. When you want to come out,  
count from one to five and "wake up." 
 
Mindfulness meditation 
 
While hypnosis helps guide your conscious mind away from your pain, mindfulness  
meditation actually directs your awareness to it -- and helps you manage it from  
that point of focus. "It makes you more grounded in the present moment, which  
puts pain in its proper perspective because you're paying attention to the full  
range of stimulation in your environment," says Patrick D. Randolph, Ph.D., a  
meditation instructor and psychologist in Lubbock, Texas.  
 
When Randolph was director of the Pain Management Center at Texas Tech University 
Health Sciences Center, he conducted a study wherein 78 chronic-pain sufferers 
meditated six days a week for eight weeks. A full 80 percent reported an increase in their  



ability to deal with pain, and 79 percent said they had a decrease in the depression and 
anxiety that frequently accompany chronic pain. 
 
You try it 
Simply sit and focus on your breathing, feeling the rise and fall of your belly  
as you breathe slowly and deeply. When your attention wanders, bring it back to  
the rhythmic breath. Stay with the breathing meditation for five or 10 minutes,  
then move on to focus the breath directly in and out of where your pain is  
centered. Imagine the incoming breath cooling and cleansing your pain, and let  
the outgoing breath release it. Try this every day for a half-hour. 
 
Yoga 
 
In addition to building an adaptive mindset, yoga seems to boost the production  
of endorphins, neurotransmitters that suppress pain sensations. It also improves  
physical flexibility, so the body can operate more smoothly. These two factors  
can help you feel better and thus manage pain more effectively. In fact, a study  
from the Cleveland Clinic followed 18 chronic pain sufferers for a month. They  
did 90 minutes of Iyengar yoga three times a week, resulting in lowered pain  
severity and less need for medication, along with a boost in mood. 
 
You try it 
 
Here's a good balancing posture to get you started: 
 
Spread a mat or towel on the floor. Get on all fours and exhale. As you inhale,  
lift your right arm and left leg, so they're both straight and parallel to the  
floor. Keep neck straight, eyes gazing slightly ahead of you at a point on the  
floor, your back in a neutral position. On the exhale, lower your arm and leg.  
On the inhale, try the left arm and right leg. Repeat three times on each side.  
If you find you can't balance with both an arm and a leg off the ground, begin  
by extending only an arm or a leg at a time and gradually work up to extending  
both. 
 
To continue in your yoga practice, take a class, pick up a beginner's book or  
video, or try a yoga vacation. 
 
How Exercise Helps Relieve Pain 
 
When you're hurting, the last place you feel like going is to the gym, but  
regular, gentle exercise can be a surprisingly effective pain fighter. In a  
study of eight people with chronic lower-back pain, Martin Hoffman, M.D.,  
professor of physical medicine and rehabilitation at the Medical College of  
Wisconsin and the Veterans Affairs Medical Center in Milwaukee, found that pain  
perception decreased for 30 minutes after a half-hour ride on a stationary bike.  
 



Exercise suppresses pain for a number of reasons: 
 
* As in people who are not in pain, exercise improves or maintains  
cardiovascular fitness, so that your heart, lungs and circulatory system  
continue to function properly. If you are able to lift weights, resistance  
training will help you maintain your muscle tone and keep your metabolism from  
slowing. 
 
* It may boost endorphins, which are natural opiates produced in the brain that  
help block pain signals. 
 
* It may alleviate sleep problems and may reduce depression and anxiety -- the  
ugly side effects of ongoing pain. 
 
* It stabilizes and quiets the nervous system. Much like a lone car on the  
highway at 3 in the morning, pain impulses have a fast, straight shot to your  
brain if there's nothing else stimulating (that is, clogging up) the nervous  
system. "But by barraging [your nervous system] with normal sensations like  
exercise, you're adding more cars to the highway, which slows the pain down and  
closes the pain gate," explains James N. Dillard, M.D., D.C. 
 


