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Pain in perspective

Pain hurts. No matter what spin you put on it, pain is 
hard to tolerate and live with, especially if it is chronic. 
Most people have experienced some form of pain, but 
it is the persistent pain or pain that comes in bouts of 
acute intensity that can leave you feeling exhausted and 
despairing.

Taking control

Persistent pain wears you down to the point where you 
feel you have little control over your life. Chronic pain is 
pervasive as it seeps into all areas of your life and affects 
them in different ways, mostly negatively. Mindfulness 
makes no claim to change your life, although it can be 
life-changing. It is an invaluable resource that can be 
developed to provide you with a sense of balance and 
calm to draw on when life feels destructive and over-
whelming, or just simply horrid. It can also enable you to 
be fully present in all moments whether they be of hap-
piness and peace or of dread.
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By taking the time to do the practices and by paying 
attention to your life, you will find that you can gain 
greater perspective on your pain and situation, make 
sense of what may seem senseless and consider choices 
that will bring about a feeling of well-being and balance. 
Importantly, this will help you to separate your physical 
pain from the emotional and psychological pain that is 
worsening your situation.

When we are in pain, it is difficult imaging being 
without pain, and for some people this may never be a 
reality. Feelings of emotional distress often develop over 
a long period of time and for different reasons. Giving 
yourself the time to be mindful of your body, and the 
experience it is having, can help you to control your 
stress and emotional reaction to the pain, which in turn 
can improve your emotional, psychological and physical 
state.

Pain hurts

Pain is defined as an uncomfortable feeling and/or an 
unpleasant sensation in the body that can be distressing. 
It is common for us to believe that pain is a reaction to 
an injury or a signal to us that something is wrong, either 
from external damage, such as stubbing a toe, or from an 
internal cause, such as back pain caused by overexertion 
or pain generated from disease. All forms of pain indicate 
that you should take notice.
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Pain can appear suddenly or develop slowly. However, 
the extent to which people can tolerate the same intensity 
of pain depends very much on the individual, as each 
person has his or her own level of pain perception (the 
point at which the stimulus begins to hurt) and pain toler-
ance threshold (the point at which the person acts to stop 
the pain). Some people cannot bear paper cuts, whereas 
others can break a bone and seem to find the pain toler-
able. These differences are associated with factors such as 
ethnicity, gender, genetics and general variations within 
any group.

You are not alone

●● Pain is the most common reason people seek medical 
help.1

●● In the UK, 5 million people develop chronic pain every 
year.1

●● Only two-thirds of them will recover.1

●● An estimated 11 per cent of adults and 8 per cent of 
children suffer severe pain.2

●● Around 14 million people in the UK are estimated to 
suffer from all forms of chronic pain, with 13 million 
workdays lost to the economy each year.3

●● In 2015, around 9.3 million workdays were lost because 
of work-related musculoskeletal disorders.4

●● Pain issues in the UK are estimated to cost around £10 
billion each year.5
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●● Pain in adolescents alone costs the UK £4 billion a 
year.5

●● In the USA, 100 million people suffer from chronic 
pain.6

●● The cost to the US economy from this is estimated to 
be around $600 billion a year.6

●● Low back pain is now regarded as the leading cause of 
disability worldwide.7

●● Pain in general can be so severe that 16 per cent of 
those suffering from chronic pain say that they have 
wanted to die because of it.1

●● It is estimated that at least 1 million people in the UK 
are living with pain that could be better managed than 
it currently is.5

The topic of pain and its management is so widespread 
and diverse that there is a call to regard it as a public 
health issue, as well as to have it recognized as a long-
term condition in its own right, separate from being 
secondary to a disease, disorder or syndrome.5

Awareness of posture

Take a moment to consider your posture as you sit and 
read this book, walk around the house or go about your 
daily routine. When you feel distressed or low in mood, 
you may have a tendency to slump in a chair, move more 
slowly, look down and have a hunched posture. If you are 
anxious, you may sit on the edge of a chair, move quickly 
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and restlessly, fiddle nervously with objects or be unable 
to sit still for any length of time.

Emotional pain can often affect your posture in the 
same way as physical pain, leading you to adopt defen-
sive or tense positions. On the other hand, when you are 
confident and calm, your shoulders will be held back, 
you will stand up straight and look ahead while walking 
purposefully, or sit comfortably in a chair in an upright, 
open and relaxed manner.

Research8 has shown not only that your emotions 
affect your posture, but also that your posture can affect 
your emotions. By adjusting your posture, you can lift 
your mood, reduce aches and pains, improve blood flow 
around the body and increase your energy levels.

Mindfulness practice: Adjusting Posture

●● Sit in a chair in a slumped and hunched position for two 
minutes. Become aware of your breathing and observe any 
sensations that come to mind. Can you feel any aches and 
pains? How is it affecting your breathing? What emotions can 
you identify?

●● Now sit up straighter with your shoulders back. Your posture 
should be open and relaxed; try to soften your facial muscles 
and jaw, and nurture a feeling of confidence and calm. As you 
continue to focus on your breathing, notice any changes that 
occur either physically or emotionally. Do you feel more alert, 
more confident or less anxious? If no changes occur, that is fine 
too.
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●● Make a mental note of your experience, and throughout the 
day become aware of your posture when you feel anxious or 
distressed. At these times, gently and kindly adjust it if you are 
hunched, on the edge of your seat or sitting restlessly. Take 
a moment to think how these small changes may affect your 
physical and emotional well-being. 

Pain is like a bully that dominates your thoughts, activi-
ties, mood and life. Mindfulness offers an opportunity to 
face the bully and manage the pain. It helps you to gain 
a perspective on what is happening to your life because 
of the pain and how you can work with, and go beyond, 
it. This won’t cure or remove your pain, but it certainly 
can be enormously supportive and helpful. Perhaps the 
key element is that it affects and shifts your relationship 
to your pain.
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