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What is Chronic Pain?      
2015 KAFCE Lesson

Written by: Edith McClain, KAFCE State EPC

Leaders:  Refer to Hearth Fire Series # 53 “Someone’s Asking:  What is Chronic Pain? Hurting that Doesn’t Go Away”

Members’ Handout

Introduction:

How many times have you said, “Oh, my aching back,” “I just ache all over” or “I sure wish this headache would go away!”  With chronic pain, signals of pain remain active in the nervous system for weeks, months, or even years.  This can take both a physical and emotional toll on a person.
This lesson is intended to assist individuals with the understanding of chronic pain and assist with the management of that pain.
Educational Goals:

Learn how to identify chronic pain.

Learn the difference between chronic pain and acute pain.

Learn how to talk with your doctor about treatment options. 

Community Action:
Host a panel discussion including physicians, physical therapist, and/or dietician.  This would be considered an Anti-pain Team.

Set up a display booth at Health and County Fairs.

Create a brochure on the tips and tools for living with chronic pain.

Write news articles on this subject.

Share lesson materials with others and then lead them to share also.

Do you have Acute Pain or Chronic Pain?

Acute pain is your nervous system’s way of alerting you to an injury or other damage to your body’s tissue.  Acute pain gets your attention so you take care of yourself fast.
Chronic pain is hurting and persistent pain that doesn’t go away.  What does chronic pain feel like?  Sensations of chronic pain may feel like one or more of the following:  soreness, stiffness, stinging or tingling sensations, throbbing, tightness, or a vice-like pain.
Most people with chronic pain experience more than one of these feelings.  Pain is not a symptom that exists alone.  Stress and lack of sleep make chronic pain worse.
Chronic pain can:

· Impact your ability to work, and therefore, your financial security.
· Limit family activities and social life.

· Limit the fun things like hobbies or recreational activities.

· Harm your self-esteem and feeling of self-worth. 

The fact that pain is subjective and complicated means that you are to take charge of your own care and treatment.
Let’s consider how to visit with your doctor so you can get on with your life, hopefully pain-free or with limit amount of pain.

How to talk with your doctor.  Things to do to prepare for the visit with your doctor:
· Carefully describe your pain, including the following:

· When did this pain start?

· How did it start?

· Where is the pain site?

· How do you rate the pain’s intensity, with 0 being no pain and 10 being unbearable?

· Would you describe the pain as throbbing, tingling, aching or electrical?
· What makes the pain better?

· What makes it worse?

· How do you deal with the pain now?

· Record your medical history.

· Are there any related family history with similar pain?

· List all medications, nerve blocks, physical therapy, and all other interventions used in the past to manage your pain.  Include medication dosage size, frequency and time(s) of the day they are taken.   Also list other current medications, over-the-counter supplements and vitamins.  Bring any actual X-rays, CT, MRI, or other scans, not just the radiologist reports.
· Make a written list of questions:

· What do you believe is the cause of the pain?

· What strategies might help relieve the pain?

· What are the pros and cons of each approach?

· What are the side effects that might occur?

· What is the long-term outlook?

· What are my responsibilities?

· What are the doctor’s responsibilities?

· Make a list of your goals.  Spend some time thinking about what you actually hope to achieve.  Are you seeking complete relief of pain?  Are you hoping to be able to work, or ride a bike? The more specific you can be, the more precise your doctor can be in developing a plan of care to accomplish these goals.
· Bring a friend or family member to the doctor’s office.  A second set of ears is very important when complex medical information might be discussed especially if you have a vision, hearing impairment or a memory loss.  

· Mentally prepare for the visit.  Seeing a doctor for chronic pain is an occasion often filled with hope and optimism for a possible cure.  And yet, relaying the history of your pain and attempts at finding relief can be emotional.  Don’t be surprised if tears or frustration and sadness start to flow.
Don’t forget general wellness.

Everyone should have an annual physical examinations and, depending upon your age and risk factors, diagnostic tests.  Ask your doctor about age appropriate screenings for early detection of cancer, heart disease, hearing and vision loss, and other conditions.

This may seem like an enormous amount of work simply to prepare for a doctor’s visit.

However, effective pain management requires a strong working relationship between you and your doctor.  The more information provided, and active participation as an Anti-pain Team member, the stronger your relationship will be and the better the long-term results.

After the visit with the doctor, keep a detailed diary.  This will be very helpful for any follow-up appointment.

Tips for living with chronic pain.

· Learning deep breathing or meditation will help the body relax, which eases pain.
· Reduce stress in your life.  Stress intensifies chronic pain. Feelings like depression, anxiety, and anger can increase the body’s sensitivity to pain.

· Boost chronic pain relief with natural endorphins from exercise.  Endorphins are brain chemicals that help improve your mood while also blocking pain signals.  Exercise has another pain-reducing effect—it strengthens muscles helping prevent re-injury and further pain.

· Cut back on alcohol intake.  Pain makes sleep difficult and alcohol makes sleep problems worse.  Mixing alcohol and acetaminophen can cause acute liver failure. Mixing alcohol and aspirin increases risk for gastric bleeding.  If you are taking any pain medications, talk with your doctor or pharmacist about any possible reactions. 
· Don’t smoke.  Smoking can worsen painful circulation problems and increase risks of heart disease and cancer.
· Track you pain level and activities every day.  Write it down and take this detailed diary to your next doctor visit.

· Get a massage for chronic pain relief.  Massage can help reduce stress and relieve tension especially in the back and neck.

· Eat a healthy diet.  A well-balanced diet aides your digestive process, reduces risk of heart disease, and helps keep weight under control.  A healthful diet is a powerful part of pain management strategy.  Fruits, vegetables, whole grains and healthful unsaturated fats help build strong bones and muscles, and, in some cases, can even fight pain.  A wholesome diet also helps prevent pain aggravating weight gain and boosts energy level and mood so you can cope more comfortably.  Most people with chronic pain fear exercise.  But unused muscles feel more pain than toned flexible ones.  As you build strength, your pain can decrease. 
· Find a distraction from the pain activity that keeps you busy and is enjoyable.  You might not be able to avoid pain, but you can take control of your life. 
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