
 

For people with chronic pain, flexibility and
persistence can protect well-being
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Chronic pain affects around one in five people and is considered
"chronic" when it persists beyond the expected healing time, typically
three months or longer.

Along with physical problems, chronic pain can impact a person's daily
activities, employment, lifestyle and mental health.
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https://academic.oup.com/painmedicine/article/14/9/1346/1878427
https://journals.lww.com/pain/Abstract/2022/02000/Prevalence_of_chronic_pain_among_adults_in_the.31.aspx
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/physical+problems/
https://academic.oup.com/fampra/article/34/6/656/3748262
https://www.ochsnerjournal.org/content/17/2/173.abstract


 

Doing things you love and having goals are fundamental for well-being
because they give meaning and purpose. But pain can make doing the
activities you enjoy psychologically, physically and/or emotionally very 
challenging.

Our new research shows the way a person with chronic pain responds to
not being able to participate in the activities or goals they value can can
impact their mental well-being—even more so than their pain levels.

Pain intensity vs. interference

We surveyed more than 300 people living chronic pain (that wasn't
related to cancer) about their mental well-being, "pain intensity" and how
much pain interfered with the everyday pursuits and activities that
mattered to them.

(We differentiated chronic pain from cancer pain due to the differing
prognoses and treatments available, and the unique psychological and
social factors associated with cancer pain, such as concern about death.)

We found pain that disrupted daily life activities, rather than the
intensity of the pain, posed the biggest threat to a person's mental well-
being.

When pain interferes with a person's engagement in meaningful daily
activities, it causes distress and decreases well-being.

The research suggests it's possible for people to find ways to maintain
their mental well-being, even when their pain intensity is high, so long as
they're able to maintain aspects of life that are important to them, such
as relationships and work.
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0165178116318108
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2015-14817-002
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0304395908004181
https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/20/2/1278
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/327410714_Goal_Adjustment_and_Well-Being_The_Role_of_Optimism_in_Patients_with_Chronic_Pain
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1034/j.1399-6576.2001.450906.x
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/2049463718824857
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/pain+intensity/
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 People with pain find other ways of doing things

We found personal motivational traits—specifically, goal flexibility
(adjusting goals in response to changing circumstances and setbacks) and
tenacity (persistently striving to achieve a desired goal under difficult
circumstances)—were associated with increases in mental well-being for
people living with chronic pain.

Although flexibility and persistence were both associated with increased
mental well-being, the capacity to flexibly adjust to setbacks or obstacles
had the most significant positive effect in maintaining one's mental well-
being.

Flexibility appears to act as a protective factor against the impacts of
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https://sciencex.com/help/ai-disclaimer/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/difficult+circumstances/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/difficult+circumstances/


 

pain interference on mental well-being, to a greater extent than personal
tenacity or persistence.

There is often more than one way to modify or adapt an activity when
difficulties arise. A walk on the beach with friends, for instance, may be
adjusted to meeting at the beach for coffee to fulfill the same goal or
value: social connectedness.

Focusing on people's strengths rather than deficits

Psychological processes that can help people to live well in the face of
long-term pain have long been overlooked. Research has traditionally
focused on unhelpful thought processes that perpetuate or exacerbate
mental distress. For example, pain catastrophizing and repeated negative 
self-criticism.

Pain management and mental health are multi-faceted. Previous research
has shown pain management should take into account physical factors
(age, sleep, injury, disease) and social factors (employment, social
support, economic factors).

Our findings add to this body of knowledge. For those living with pain,
reappraising and adjusting meaningful life activities and goals, when
needed, in response to setbacks or life challenges can help maintain
mental well-being.

These findings can inform the development of psychological supports
for people with chronic pain. In turn, these supports could identify 
internal strengths, resources, positive coping strategies, self-efficacy,
hope and well-being—and promote psychological strengths rather than
deficits.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.2147/JPR.S64730
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2015-14817-002
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/21283147/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/mental+health/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0007091219302272
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/social+factors/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/social+support/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/social+support/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/chronic+pain/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4590174/
https://theconversation.com
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