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Pain Explained  
 
Pain… 

 Pain is complex and it 

involves communication 

between our brain and 

our body. 

 Pain’s function is to 

provide protection by ‘alarming’ us that 

something may be wrong. 

 Pain is influenced by context, our mood, 

sleep, activities, and previous experiences. It 

is not just a ‘tissue issue’.  

The processing of pain 

 Nerves are the communication system in our 

body. Think of them like multiple train tracks 

 The body detects information through these 

sensors on nerves 

 The information is sent to the spinal cord and 

then to the brain. The brain will then make a 

decision on how to react to the incoming 

information.  

 The brain processes this information in 

combination with other influences (mood, 

context, other body systems, past 

experiences) and decides how to react 

 For example: the pain experience from a bee 

sting will be different for someone who is 

afraid of bees versus someone who isn’t 

 

The danger detecting alarm system…  

Is it always accurate? 

 Pain can be produced even though the 

tissues are not damaged. 

 Sometimes people can experience very little 

pain despite a significant injury (For example, 

a soldier in a life or death situation). 

 Sometimes people can experience a lot of 

pain when there is minimal to no damage 

(Paper cut, migraines). 

 Sometimes there is pain in body parts that 

don’t even exist anymore (phantom limb pain 

from an amputation). 

 ‘Hurt’ does not always equal ‘harm’. Just 

because we continue to have pain does not 

mean we are re-injuring ourselves over and 

over again.  

Things that can influence  

the experience of pain (for better or worse) 

- Mood 

- Sleep 

- Beliefs 

- Environment 

- immune system 

- Hormones 

- Endocrine system 

- Diet 

- Situations 

- Previous experiences 
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Neuroplasticity 

 The nervous system has the ability to change. 

It is constantly changing and evolving. 

 Our nerves learn what they practice and can 

‘learn pain’ (increased sensitivity of the alarm). 

 The nervous system can increase the 

sensitivity of nerves, which leads to more pain. 

 If we introduce the right information to it we 

can also train it to become less sensitive, 

resulting in less pain. 

 The nervous system can decrease the 

sensitivity of nerves, which leads to less pain. 

Acute pain 

- Helps protect us and warns us of actual or 

potential tissue damage 

- Lasts less than 3 months 

- Allows for healing 

- Can usually find a cure – appendix 

rupture, broken bone, even the flu 

Chronic or persistent pain 

 Pain that has last longer than the normal time 

of healing. 

 A result of changes to the nervous system 

versus ongoing tissue damage. 

 Can begin with an acute injury or illness, but 

can also have no clear cause. 

How do I know if my nervous system is 

being too sensitive?  

 Pain can feel more severe than expected, as 

if it is: 

- Spreading or getting worse 

- You can feel pain to things that shouldn’t 

be painful (such as touch) 

- Pain that comes for no reason  

- Difficulty using muscles (giving out, 

decrease strength, poor coordination) 

- Inflammation, swelling, or redness without 

a cause 

- Pain that worsens with stress, poor sleep, 

mood changes, and expectations 

What can I do to make my 

nervous system less 

protective? 

 Learn about pain.  

Studies shows those who 

understand why they hurt 

often hurt less. 

 Start to identify potential 

triggers for your pain (poor sleep, diet, mood, 

thoughts, and beliefs). 

 Begin a gentle exercise program.  

Motion is lotion! 

 Learn mindfulness, meditation, and  

breathing techniques. 

 Learn techniques to calm the nervous 

system/alarm and take control. 

 Learn how to challenge the alarm so that 

over time you can do more with less pain. 

Information adapted with permission from Ottawa Pain Clinic Education Session Handout & Explain Pain by Butler and Moseley 
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