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Who am I? 

I am a:  

• physiotherapist working with people with chronic pain 

 

• practitioner researcher, a clinician with an interest in chronic pain 

 

• insider, my perspectives immersed in and of the culture 

 

• Masters Of Gestalt Therapy (BGI 2015) 

 

• I notice the difficulties I and other physiotherapists have working 
with people with chronic pain. PHD candidate SCU. 

 





Phenomenology 

 
 

  

‘Human perception is primarily 
directed toward how intentions are 
expressed in other human beings 
(early attachment then to others as 
use-objects) rather than towards 
objects of nature or their sensory 
qualities’ 
Merleu-Ponty 1963, pp166 



• Indication of  threat 

 

 Actual damage or 

the feeling of 

damage 

 

 Sensory & 

emotional 

experience  

 

  

What is pain? 



The experience of pain… 

The experience of chronic pain: 

• is an interactive process 

 

• We do not simply feel pain 

 

• It emerges from our thoughts 

 

• Feelings 

 

• Behaviours as well as our environment 

 



objective or subjective ? 





Chronic pain is …….a dynamic process 

It is a dynamic process of psychological  

 

construction within an equally dynamic process of life 

 

activities, as the individual navigates the demands of 

 

the social world, demands imposed by the body, and 

 

 provisions for help and support.  
• (McCracken, 2013) 

 



\ 

Chronic pain is: 

• Widespread 

• Leads to healthcare consumption 
and disability 

• Medical model inadequate 

• Environmental factors significant 

• Cannot be fully explained by 
events in the tissues alone 

• Unresolved stress and 
interpersonal factors significant 
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Resonance exercise 

• Hearing a story 

• Presence 

• Contact 

• Resonance 

• Rules 





Pain is Danger Embodied 

• Implicit evaluation of danger to body tissue and the 
need for protective behaviour. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
• Moseley, Butler. 2015 



Pain as a multidimensional experience 

Biomedical 

• pain as sensation conveying damage  

• Third person perspective 

Bio-
psychosocial  

• pain as psycho/emotional/contextual, a disease, conveying 
distress, output of the brain 

• Second person perspective 

Lived 
experience  

• pain as an individual experience conveying struggle and suffering 

• Right side phenomena often out of awareness until felt in the body 

• First person perspective 







Activation of neural nets for pain experience 





Interoceptive sampling 

• C fibres sample 30 x second entire life, information 
transfer, DATA and INFORMATION 

• 9 places in conscious brain associated with chronic 
pain  

• In non chronic pain person 5% processing time used 

• In person with chronic pain 15-20% processing  

• DATA transformed into KNOWLEDGE and PERCEPTION 

 
• Craig, 2003. Moskowitz, M, 2013 

 







Body to Right processing   

• Goes into right limbic system for processing 

• Non verbal 

• Metaphorical  

• Felt sense 

• Implicit below consciousness 

• Gaze and voice stabilise neural circuitry 

• 4 second sampling of the environment looking for support 

• Are you still with me ? 

 
• Flor etal, 2013, Seigal, 2012 



Chronic pain and the hippocampus 

Chronic pain patients exhibit learning and emotional 
changes 

 

Deficits in: 

• Working memory 

• Emotional decision-making 

• Classical conditioning tasks 

• Elevated anxiety and depression 

 
• Edayathumangalam, R.2012 Pain Research Forum 

 



What disrupts the Processing of a pain experience ? 







Pain elicits care part of seeking behaviour 
reaching towards the other 



Distress 

• Affects both patient and clinician 

• Internal system upset and autonomic stress 

• Dysregulation of complex systems for homeostasis 

• Any external danger represents potential threat to body in the 
form of damage  

• Activates previously learned attachment styles 

• Reveals the inner working models of self and enacts the usual 
relationships to self and others and the environment formed in 
the early years of life. 

• (Bowlby, 1969) 







Transformation of pain 

• Step 1 reassure 

• Step 2 stabilise 

• Step 3 increase 

function and engagement, 

safe emergency 

• Step 4 transformational , 

adaptive and responsive,  

for growth 

Reassure and 
stabilise 

Learning to 
modulate 

dysregulation  

Functional 
engagement 

with 
Pleasure 

Dysregulation 
no longer 
disruptive, 

easily stabilised 



Emotional awareness and staying present 
with what is…………………….. 

 

• Emotions are more than potential data…..they are the 
energy and life of my practice. 

• Coulehan 1995 





Contact and withdrawal 





Therapist fear of pain 



 We are an inseparable part 

of our patients’ experience 

of pain. Pain is relational 

and intersubjective; what 

we do, say and feel matters.  

 (Oak, S. 2015) 



We directly affect 

the patient’s pain 

experience; can 

impede the 

patient’s own 

coping skills, 

reinforce (and 

create) disability 

and pain 

persistence 
(Oak, S. 2015) 



Resonance circuits 

• Limbic system, deepest structures of the brain 

• Laminar 1 to thalamocortical homeostatic afferent pathway 

• Middle insular and right (non-dominant) anterior insular 

• Anterior cingulate cortex 

• Emotional awareness 

 
• Craig etal, 2003, Seigal 2012, Domasio,1993 
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Integration and coherence in the 
therapist first then the client 

• Heightened awareness 

• Curiosity 

• Vivid dreams 

• Flashes of awareness 

• Intuitive insights  

• Increases in bodily  

sensations 

• Flows of feeling 

• Shifts in perception 
• Seigal, 2012 
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Thank-you 
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No one who achieves success does so 

without acknowledging the help of 

others.  
 

 
(Alfred North Whitehead mathematician philosopher) 


