
1 Managing Your Pain Participant Workbook 

2020 Kaiser Permanente, Northern California. 
The Permanente Medical Group, Inc. all rights reserved. 

Health Engagement Consulting Services. 00110-010 (Rev. 03/20)  

Lesson 1: Biopsychosocial cycle of pain 
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Lesson 1: Stress and Relaxation Responses 
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Lesson 1: Stress Response: Fight, 
Flight, or Freeze 
Your body’s pain signals alert you to actual or 
possible danger and help you avoid harm. For 
example, if you accidently touch a hot stove, 
you quickly pull back your hand so you don’t 
get burned. The quick signal that triggers your 
automatic reaction is called acute pain. 

When there’s a clear threat or harm and a way 
to escape, pain signals work great. But chronic 
pain is different. We can’t escape sensations 
when they come from inside our body. Chronic 
pain is a pattern of reactions your body learned, 
originally from an injury, illness, or other trauma. 
This pattern can get activated even when you’re 
in no actual danger. 

Chronic pain can make you feel worse by: 

• Increasing or restricting your breathing. 

• Increasing muscle tension. 

• Infaming muscles and other body areas. 

• Raising your heart rate. 

These reactions are our body’s automatic “fght” 
reaction. 

The stress reaction system. Humans are 
wired to react to stressors in 3 ways: acting 
aggressively (fght), running away (fight), or 
getting very still and quiet (freeze). These 
reactions can be triggered whether the 
danger is real or is something we perceive as 
dangerous. 

Chronic stress. In today’s busy world we often 
don’t get to calm down after dealing with a 
stressor. Our stress reaction system evolved 
to help us take action in a crisis. But without 
time to recover afterward, our body stays 
activated. Stress reaction hormones and related 
physical effects build up in our body over 
time. Eventually our immune system and other 
body functions get weaker. This increases our 
risks for illness, accidents, and chronic medical 
problems. 

The freeze reaction. Like fght or fight, “freeze” 
is a natural reaction to stressors. For example, a 
deer caught in the headlights freezes to fgure 
out the threat and then act. Humans instinctively 
freeze when fght or fight aren’t possible. In 
today’s world, people often experience “freeze” 
as depression, anxiety, or feeling overwhelmed. 

The relaxation response. Fortunately, our 
body also has a “relaxation response.” We can 
learn how to turn down our pain and stress 
response alarms. For many of us, the relaxation 
response isn’t automatic. But we can learn it and 
strengthen it with regular practice over time. 

The relaxation response causes body changes 
that reverse stress reactions. This includes your: 

• Heart rate slows down. 

• Blood pressure lowers. 

• Breathing gets slower and deeper. 

• Muscles relax. 

• Stomach calms down. 
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Lesson 1: Creating a Slow Zone 
for Stress Management 
Slowing down for a few minutes is a good way 
to disconnect from the day’s stresses and time 
pressures. Try these suggestions and fnd out 
what works for you. 

Do just one thing for 10 or 15 minutes. This 
could be washing dishes, driving somewhere, 
putting groceries away, handwriting a note to 
a friend, or other simple daily tasks. Think and 
move deliberately. Focus your attention lightly 
on the task and away from distractions. 

Take a few minutes for transitions. Sit in your 
car for 5 minutes after you park, to give yourself 
time to “arrive.” Let your phone ring more than 
one time before answering. 

Drive 5 to 10 m.p.h. slower. Drive with the 
pace of traffc rather than pushing to go faster. 
Pay more attention to your surroundings. Switch 
off the news station and tune in to slower, 
calmer music. 

Go for a 10- to 15-minute slow walk. Walk to 
enjoy walking, rather than to get somewhere. 
Use all your senses. Hear, see, smell, and touch 
pleasant elements along the way. Notice how 
you feel. 

Take time for gratitude and appreciation. 
Think of people, experiences, and other things 
you appreciate. You may even decide to start a 
gratitude journal. When you can, express your 
gratitude to people you care about. 

Mindful eating. Take a minute to relax and 
refect before you eat. Put away your phone and 
other distractions, and turn off the TV. Take a 
deep breath (or several) and let go of the day’s 
stressors. In mindful eating, you slow down and 
really pay attention to what you’re eating. You 
engage all your senses — sight, smell, hearing, 
touch and taste — to savor every bite. Mindful 
eating can help you: 

• Boost enjoyment. 

• Change your relationship with food. 

• Become more conscious of how much 
you’re eating. 

• Eat slower. 

Take a moment before each bite to refect 
on your food. Where did it come from? What 
people worked to bring it to you? Also try 
putting the fork down between each bite or 
use a metronome to pace yourself. Try these 
mindful tips: 

• Concentrate on the color of the food. 

• Inhale the aroma. 

• Take small bites and chew slowly. 

• Notice the textures of what you’re eating. 

• Savor the favor. 

• Swallow and enjoy the lingering aftertaste. 
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Lesson 1: Factors That Change 
the Pain Experience 
Factors That Decrease 
Pain Sensitivity (check all that apply) 

Structural 
❏ Surgery (sometimes) 
❏ 

Chemical 
❏ Medications 
❏ Nutrition (such as balanced meals, 

anti-infammatory foods) 
❏ Stay hydrated (drink water/other fuids) 
❏ 

Behavioral / Physical 
❏ Pacing 
❏ Adequate sleep 
❏ Healthy movement, exercise, and posture 
❏ Relaxation, meditation, and spirituality 
❏ Humor and pleasant activities 
❏ Applying heat and cold to relieve pain 
❏ Massage, acupuncture, and acupressure 
❏ 

Thoughts and Emotions 
❏ Neutral or balanced thoughts and emotions 
❏ Acceptance, gratitude, and compassion 

for self and others 
❏ Awareness of emotions 
❏ Focus on strengths and abilities 
❏ 

Social 
❏ Assertive communication 
❏ Positive social support and relationships 
❏ Pets 
❏ 

Factors That Increase 
Pain Sensitivity (check all that apply) 

Structural 
❏ Surgery (sometimes) 
❏ Trauma (such as broken bones, cuts) 
❏ Medical conditions 
❏ 

Chemical 
❏ Caffeine and other stimulants, nicotine 
❏ Drug and alcohol use and overuse 
❏ Unhealthy diet (such as skipping meals) 
❏ 

Behavioral / Physical 
❏ Overdoing physical activity 
❏ Inactivity or underdoing activity 
❏ Poor or too little sleep 
❏ Lack of self-care 
❏ 

Thoughts and Emotions 
❏ Unhelpful thoughts and emotions 
❏ Anger, depression, anxiety, and 

stress reactivity 
❏ Avoiding emotions 
❏ Focus on pain 
❏ 

Social 
❏ Diffcult relationships 
❏ Legal suits or other problems 
❏ Social isolation 
❏ 
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 Lesson 1: Neuroplasticity and Tai Chi: 
Moving Meditation 

Neuroplasticity 
• The brain’s ability to rewire itself 

by forming new connections. 

• You can retrain your brain. 

Tai Chi 
• Develop awareness of movement. 

• Integrate breath work with movement. 

• Inhale as arms rise, exhale as arms return. 

• Pair positive statements with movements. 

Rise and Fall Single Hand Circle 

“Be here now.” “I am safe.” 
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