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Managing Persistent Pain: 
Psychologists and Cognitive Behaviour Therapy (CBT) – patient 
information 
 
Most of us have experienced pain (such as a toothache or headache) that affects our 

ability to interact with our friends, family, work or play. In order to relieve our discomfort, 

enjoy our day, the company of others and be productive again we try different things to 

reduce or get rid of the pain. We might try pain medication, resting in a quiet place or 

treatment from a qualified health practitioner (for example, a dentist or physiotherapist). 

Once the pain is gone we usually feel enormously relieved, often tired and a little nervous 

that the pain might return. But after a good night’s sleep we almost forget that we had even 

had the experienced and get on with our lives as though the pain hadn’t occurred. 

 
But what happens if the pain doesn’t go away or comes and goes with or without warning 

over a long period of time? If we remember how the pain made us feel over a few hours or 

days – we couldn’t concentrate on anything other than the pain, we could only do part of 

the work we were planning to do or couldn’t work at all and had to rearrange our plans – 

imagine if we felt like this for months or years on end. We would understandably look for a 

‘fix’ to our problem so that we could get on with our life and might search for this in a book, 

on the internet, by visiting many doctors or other health professionals or by trying different 

medication or even injections or an operation.  

 
But what if we couldn’t find the ‘fix’ despite lots of appointments (and time and money!)? 

This is the situation that many people (and their families) with persistent pain find 

themselves in because persistent pain is very difficult to treat. Many people with persistent 

pain spend years of their lives searching for a fix so that they can get back on with the life 

they had dreamed of living before their pain intervened.  

 
Unfortunately there is no cure for persistent pain but there are ways that a person can 

regain control of their life (and their pain) and regain their ability to function 

productively in spite of persistent pain.  
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Persistent pain can be caused by a disease (ie arthritis). It can also continue after an 

‘acute’ episode of pain (meaning pain experienced as a result of an injury or operation 

once healing has occurred), the cause of which is not able to be found on an xray, 

ultrasound or MRI scan or found by a doctor following a thorough examination because the 

body has healed itself following the injury. Regardless of the physical cause of pain, 

research has revealed that other factors such as past experience, stress (leading to 

depression, anxiety, fear), mood, age, gender, and the social environment in which the 

pain occurs all contribute significantly to an ongoing pain experience.  

 

This can be very difficult to accept. Many people think that if they have had pain for a very 

long time then ‘surely there must be a problem with that part of the body that can be fixed’. 

‘Surely it means that the body hasn’t healed itself properly or a new problem has 

occurred’. Well, the answer to that is ‘not always’. When a doctor sees a patient for the first 

time with a pain problem they will take a thorough history from the patient and examine 

their body in order to work out if there is a physical problem causing the persistent pain. 

They might even order blood tests or scans in order to confirm their diagnosis. The doctor 

will then suggest treatment to assist the individual manage their pain better. This might 

include medications, starting an exercise program (such as pilates, hydrotherapy or 

walking), physiotherapy, a TENS machine trial or Cognitive Behavioural Therapy. 

 

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) recognises that pain symptoms have a big impact 

on a person’s life and its aim is to assist the individual to manage to cope with their pain 

better by gaining control over their pain rather than the pain controlling them. If a doctor 

determines that CBT will be a useful treatment they will make a referral to a Clinical 

Psychologist. This may lead to the person with persistent pain wondering if in fact their 

doctor believes that they are in pain. They might worry that their doctor thinks that they are 

overreacting or have an emotional problem particularly if they are able to be very clear 

about where their pain is, what they think the cause is and what makes it worse…they 

wouldn’t have a problem if their doctor could find the cause of their pain and fix it after all!  

 



 

CBT PATIENT INFORMATION  3 
PainMedSA 

In truth, a doctor who suggests CBT with a Clinical Psychologist is a doctor who 

recognises the enormous impact that persistent pain can have on a person’s day-to-day 

life and who believes that a person’s condition can in fact improve, that they can increase 

their daily function and improve the quality of their life...and that these changes can 

occur because the person themself can do something about their pain. This doctor 

will be aware that research has revealed that people can change the way they think 

(cognitive) and that assisting a person with persistent pain to do this and to develop 

strategies and take action (behavioural) will enable them to cope more effectively with the 

symptoms and challenges caused by their pain. They are aware that living with long term 

pain can cause feelings of anger, frustration, depression and upset, and that these feelings 

are a normal reaction to their suffering. They know that an experienced Clinical 

Psychologist can help the individual to learn to manage their physical pain and the 

emotional pain that occurs as a result of their physical suffering by assisting the person to 

develop skills to change their thoughts, behaviours and feelings which ultimately can 

positively affect not only their pain state but also other aspects of their life…unlike some 

medication, CBT has good side effects!  

 

CBT can also help a person to overcome their fear of provoking their pain as a result of 

their activity and can assist them to improve their mobility which helps improve their pain 

by reducing the stiffness and weakness that comes hand-in-hand with activity avoidance. 

CBT can also assist a person to carefully plan their tasks and daily activities so that they 

can do more and get back the sense of achievement and control that they feel has been 

taken away by their pain and which has ultimately affected their level of self esteem.  

 

CBT usually involves a series of appointments with a Clinical Psychologist to develop 

healthy thinking and strategies that the person can continue to practice on their own. 

People report varying degrees of benefit from CBT. Studies have shown that people who 

are able to alter the way they think about their pain with the help of CBT find that they no 

longer experience the level of distress and disability that they previously suffered. 


