


Frida Kahlo, The Wounded Deer 



 
You are so brave and quiet,  
I forgot you are suffering. 
 
 
–Ernest Hemingway 



Pain is ______ 



•Suffering 

• Inevitable 

•Unpleasant 

•Emotional 

• Intensity 

•A message from your body 



Why is pain important? 



How big is this problem? 

We can save $2000/year  
in unneeded medical testing and procedures 
just by moving the needle from  
severe pain down to moderate pain 



How big is this problem? 

Persistent pain is twice as common as in 2000 
•3X as many MRIs 
•7X as many opioid prescriptions  



History of Pain 

•Poena: Roman goddess of punishment,  
sent when the gods were angry 
 
•Da Vinci was the first to suggest  
that the brain/spine are involved 
 
•Descartes assumed damage  pain 



Myth: 
Pain = tissue damage 
More pain = more damage  

 
Actually, there can be damage without pain  

and pain without damage. 



Damage Without Pain 
•Gradual compression of spinal discs, even herniation 

•Hypnosis used for surgery instead of anesthesia 
 

Soldiers report surprising experiences: 

•Getting hit by a bullet may not hurt at first 

•Having a limb amputated may not hurt until they 
realize the extent of their injury 

•Pain is lower when injury means a ticket home  



Pain Without Damage 

•Cases of mysterious ongoing pain 

•80% of persistent pain has no clear physical cause 

• Increase in pain after seeing X-ray images 

•Lorimer Moseley’s snake bite story 



1995 British Medical Journal 
 

A builder jumped down 
onto a 15 cm nail,  
just behind the steel toe. 

 



“Hegu” 

Large Intestine 4 



Three Principles of Pain 

1. All pain is real 

2. All pain is pain: 
•Acute pain 
•Persistent pain 
•Social/emotional pain 

3. All pain can change 



No Such Thing as a “Pain Signal” 

•Nociceptors 
•Respond to possible threats:  
•Temperature 
•Mechanical 
•Chemical 

•Nudge to act, move, or be careful 
•The brain decides how much pain is needed  
to motivate us to prevent damage 

Sometimes it overestimates! 



Modern Theories of Pain (1965-) 
•“Gates” can open/close to amplify/diminish signals 

•Regulation of the signal happens in many ways at 
many levels of the nervous system: 
neurotransmitters, more receptors, more sensitivity 
of receptors, etc. 

•Positive emotional experiences can counteract pain 
•Kissing a child’s wound 

•Sensations from movement and touch sometimes 
travel faster than nociception and drown out pain 



Factors That Influence Pain 

Brainstorm 



Factors That Influence Pain 
•Beliefs, fears, past trauma, self-image 

•Sense of personal agency vs. helplessness 

•Overall threat level 

•Context for the pain experience  
•Spiritual purpose like Sun Dance ritual 

•Life priorities and potential loss of those goals 

•Biochemical: nutrition, microbiome, sleep 

•Messages from media, culture, friends, doctors 



“My story is broken, 
can you help me fix it?”  
 
–Howard Brody, family doctor, biomedical ethicist 



Improving Therapy Outcomes 
•Expectations: “this person is a good therapist,” 
“this therapy is helpful for my problem” 

•Past experiences with treatments 

•The therapeutic bond 

•Therapist’s verbal cues are affirming/reassuring 

•Quality of touch feels safe and soothing 

•Environment feels clean, calm, safe 

 

 



Evaluating Risk vs. Benefit 
•NSAID’s (ibuprofen, aspirin, naproxen, etc.) carry risks for 

stomach, heart, stroke, bleeding, and more 

•Opioids: 2 weeks can cause constipation and dysbiosis 

•Medical imaging and tests can cause increased fear/threat 
level, and they can prompt unneeded treatments 

•Want to try an unproven therapy? Consider:  
• Financial investment 
•Potential health risks 
•Risks of postponing other useful treatments 



Language Matters 

• “My bad knee” 
• “I wish I could just get a new neck”  
• “I broke my back”  
• “Chronic” pain 
 
Doctors/practitioners, avoid saying: 
• “fibromyalgia patient” (person with…) 
• “You have the neck of an 80-year-old” 
• “This is the worst case I’ve ever seen” 

Frida Kahlo 
The Broken Column 



Eugenie Lee, “If Only” 



 
To have great pain is to have certainty;  
to hear that another person has pain  
is to have doubt. 

 
–Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain:  
The Making and Unmaking of the World 



Movement is Key 

•Movement dials down pain 

•10% increase in capacity per week, max 

•Noisy joints are normal 

• It’s normal to be a bit sore or tired afterward 

•Being tired prompts good sleep, which reduces pain 

• The cycle of change includes some flare-ups 

“I create myself through what I do” – Jean-Paul Sarte 



Self-Talk: Ankle Circles 
Circle one ankle. Focus on all the little 
crackles and pops. Try to grind any  
rough spots smooth.  

Now with the other ankle, draw  
smooth, fluid circles in the air.  
Imagine the smooth cartilage on  
every surface of the joints, with  
plenty of fluid greasing the motion.  

Compare.  

Now redo the first ankle with the fluid 
motion exercise to balance it. 



Making a Movement Plan 

•What are your life goals? 
What do you love? What lights you up?  
Gardening, dancing, swimming, travel, playing 
with grandkids, horses, guitar…. 

•What physical capacities are needed for those 
activities? 

•Train specific movements to build those capacities 



Making a Movement Plan 

Practitioners can help create a doable plan with 
meaningful goals. 

Practitioners can ask:  

•What have you tried?  

•What has your experience been?  

•What didn’t work and why? 



Wall Sit 



Self-Talk 
During 

Exercise  

• “My brain is sending a pain message, but I don’t need to stop.” 

• Discomfort is just an early-warning-sign; nothing is wrong 

• Talk to the body part that is complaining:  
“I hear you, I know you want me to pay attention.  
I'm taking care of my safety. This activity is totally safe.”  



Taking Breaks Consciously 

• Instead of “I can’t do it anymore,” 
“I’m choosing to take a break.” 

•Keep breaks short.  
Take shorter breaks more 
frequently. 

• Take a break for the nervous 
system, not just a physical break. 
Give the brain and the eyes a rest.  
 



Each Part Can Rest 
A Meditation 



Each Part Can Rest 
A Meditation 
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Each Part Can Rest 
A Meditation 



Awe, gratitude, & connection 



Navigating  
The Nervous System 

 
 
 
 
 

Karin Edwards 
Certified Advanced Rolfer® 
www.portlandrolfer.com 

 



Self-Care for the Nervous System 
A Movement Exploration 



Jaw Therapy at Home 



Pain Resources 
• Karin Edwards: www.portlandrolfer.com/events.html for classes. Links page for nervous system, movement & personal growth.  

• Book: Explain Pain by David Butler and Lorimer Moseley. 

• Video: Tame the Beast, 5 minutes, animated, good for older kids and adults. www.tamethebeast.org/ 

• Video: It’s Not About the Nail, humor, 2 minutes. www.youtube.com/watch?v=-4EDhdAHrOg 

• Web: Blog of former firefighter. “Making sense of pain through science and stories.” www.mycuppajo.com/language 

• Podcast: “Pain Reframed,” with two physical therapists. https://www.ispinstitute.com/pain-reframed-podcast/ 

• Audio: Holosync (“The Dive” & “Immersion”, binaural, use headphones). https://www.centerpointe.com/ 
Find apps for your phone by searching for “binaural,” “pink noise,” and “sleep.” 

• Audio: Kim Eng's Meditations for a New Earth, Disc 2. 13-minute track called "A Meditation for Dissolving The Pain-Body.“  

• Book: Dissolving Pain: Simple Brain-Training Exercises for Overcoming Chronic Pain by Les Fehmi (“Open Focus”).  

• Art by Frida Kahlo: www.ranker.com/list/dark-origins-of-frida-kahlo-paintings/erin-wisti 

• Art by Eugenie Lee: www.eugenielee.myportfolio.com/2dimensional 

• Free class: Dr. Kevin Cuccaro’s online 90-minute “The Pain Class” aimed for practitioners but useful for anyone. 
www.straightshothealth.thinkific.com/courses/the-pain-class 
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