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Pain is complex!
Education is complex!

Communication is complex!
Clinical Practice is complex!
Human beings are complex!

“To encounter another human 
is to encounter another world.” Bullington (2003)
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Briggs, Carr & Whittaker (2011) pain 
education accounts for  

less than 1% of undergraduate 
healthcare programme hours.  



 
Distress 
Isolation 
Worry 

Uncertainty 
Expectation 
Confusion 

Apprehension 
Chaos 

Depression 
Anger 
Fear  

Frustration 
 

OUCH! 
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If we exchange the word “pain” for the word “distress”, the complex 
needs of people in pain, and the complex roles that we have as 

clinicians, come into sharp focus.  

Stewart, M (2016) Seeking 
order amidst the chaos: The 
role of metaphor within pain 
reconceptualisation. In van 
Rysewyk, S (Ed.). (2016) 
Meanings of Pain. Springer 
International Publishing. 
ISBN: 978-3-319-49022-9 



Talk of frustration in the narratives of 
people with chronic pain. 

Dow, Roche & Ziebland (2012) 

Communication may improve if the frustration of living with an invisible, 
debilitating condition that is hard to diagnose and treat is  

explicitly (and perhaps repeatedly) acknowledged  
by the health professional. 





“Pain erects a wall between us and the outside world. 
At the same time, it prevents us from breaching that 

wall by communicating the experience to 
others.” (Biro, 2010, p. 15). 
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The Scream by Edvard Munch 



Metaphors can break down or build up 
communication barriers 

Journeys (Reisfield & Wilson, 2004) 
Patient-generated (Loftus, 2011) 
Culturally relevant (Gurung, 2013)   

Battlefields (Wiggins, 2012)  
Mechanistic (Bennett & Hacker, 2003)  
Overly simplified (Paivio & Walsh,1993)   

Stewart, M. (2014) The road to pain reconceptualisation: Do metaphors help or 
hinder the journey? Journal of The Physiotherapy Pain Association. 36. 24-31.  
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HELP THEM TO  
TELL THEIR STORY 

HEALTHCARE COMMUNICATION IS OFTEN DIDACTIC,  
PATERNALISTIC & CLINICIAN LED  

Jones et al (2014) the main obstacle to achieving a more 
collaborative, empowering therapeutic relationship is the 

clinician’s compelling desire to treat and advise the patient.   



Want to help someone? Shut up & listen! 13 

Sirolli (1999) 

“Spoon feeding in the long run teaches us nothing but 
the shape of the spoon.” E.M. Forster 



“The surgeon described 
the injury to my muscle 
like parmesan cheese 

being grated against the 
bone. Just the thought of 
it hurt!” Steven Gerrard
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“The price of metaphor is eternal vigilance.” 
Rosenbleuth & Weiner 







 
Like drugs, 

words have the 
ability to change 
the way another 
person thinks 

and feels.   





Words to avoid Alternatives 

Chronic degenerative changes  Normal age changes  

Negative test results  Everything appears normal  

Instability  Needs more strength and control  

Don’t worry  Everything will be okay  

Bone on bone  Narrowing/tightness  

Tear  Pull 

Damage  Reparable harm  

Paraesthesia  Altered sensations  

Trapped nerve  Tight, but can be stretched  

Lordosis/kyphosis Normal curves in your back 

Bulge/herniation  Bump/swelling 

Disease  Condition 

Chronic  It may persist, but you can overcome it  

You are going to have to live with this  You may need to make some adjustments  

Words to avoid and alternative suggested terms to use in musculoskeletal rehabilitation. 
Adapted from Stewart, M, Loftus, S (2018) Sticks and Stones: The impact of language in musculoskeletal 

rehabilitation. Journal of Orthopaedic & Sport Physical Therapy. 48 (7) 519-522. 
 



Important considerations for language 
Stewart, M, Loftus, S (2018)  

1.  “What does it all mean to 
them?”  

2.  “How can I help them find 
positive meaning in this        
situation?”  

�  This involves the 
exploration of how 
language can impact social, 
psychological, biological 
and cultural factors. 
Puentedura & Louw (2012) 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Metaphors are more than just words 

 

�  Gallagher et al (2013). RCT 
found a greater 
understanding of pain biology 
(73% metaphors vs. 43% 
standard education).  

�  Shinebourne & Smith (2010) 
suggest patient generated 
metaphors offer a ‘safe 
bridge’ through which patients 
express emotions that are too 
distressing to communicate 
literally.  
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“It’s gone again!” 
www.knowpain.co.uk 



Patient generated metaphors 

 
 
 
 
 

Stewart, M (2016) Seeking order amidst the chaos: The role of metaphor within pain 
reconceptualisation. In van Rysewyk, S (Ed.). (2016) Meanings of Pain. Springer International 

Publishing. ISBN: 978-3-319-49022-9 





GET SERIOUSLY PLAYFUL! 



Eliciting patient-generated metaphors 

“I don’t have the 
vocabulary and I haven’t 

got the medical 
vocabulary.  I don’t have 

the jargon to explain 
what I’m feeling.”  

“I used to work in the 
dairy industry and we 

used refrigeration quite a 
lot, and if you listen to 

refrigeration going 
through pipes, that’s 

exactly the same feeling 
as I have in my feet; it’s a 

sort of bubbling.”  

Clarke et al (2012) 
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“Like guides, we walk at times ahead of our 
students, at times beside them, and at times 
we follow their lead. In sensing where to walk 

lies our art.” Daloz (1999) 

 



Can photographic images of pain improve 
communication in pain consultations? 

 Padfield et al. (2010). 

�  64 images given to patients 
in waiting rooms. 

�  86% related their pain to at 
least 1 image. 

�  67% found discussion of the 
image facilitated dialogue. 

�  82% HCPs reported improved 
communication. 

�  A consequential finding – 
patients & HCPs sat closer 
together. 
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How would you draw your pain? 

“If a picture paints a thousand words,  
a metaphor paints a thousand pictures.” Geary (2011) 
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Explore different 
learning possibilities 

Emphasis on 
learning process 

Nurtures critical & 
creative thinking 

Supportive 
environment 

Encourages 
collaboration 

& elicits 
discussion 

Carlisle et al., (2004) 

If your pain was a song, which song would it be? 

Guetin S, Ginies P, Siou 
DKA, et al. The effects of 
music intervention in the 
management of chronic pain: 
A single-blind, randomized, 
controlled trial. Clin J Pain 
2012;28(4):329–37.  

McCaffrey R, Freeman E. 
Effect of music on chronic 
osteoarthritis pain in older 
people. J Adv Nurs 2003;44(5):
517–24.  
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Puncture Repair by Elbow 

I leaned on you today 
I regularly hurt but never say 
I nearly wore the window through 
Where was air sea rescue? 
The cavalry with tea and sympathy 
You were there 
Puncture repair 
 
I leaned on you today 
I regularly hurt but never say 
You patched me up and sent me on my way 
I leaned on you today 



Take home messages 

1.  Be less of a transmitter 
& more of a receiver. 

2.  The answers to 
people’s problems lie in 
their words & thoughts, 
not ours. 

3.  People don’t care what 
you know until they 
know that you care.  



  Further Learning 



 
20% DISCOUNT  

FOR BCA 
MEMBERS WHEN 

ATTENDING A  
KNOW PAIN 

COURSE! 

Email: admin@knowpain.co.uk 





 
 

van Rysewyk, S (Ed.). (2016) Meanings of Pain. Springer 
International Publishing. ISBN: 978-3-319-49022-9 
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Further Learning 
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