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Acceptance And Commitment
Therapy For Chronic Pain

Understanding a
New Approach to
Persistent Pain

Living with chronic pain is an all-
consuming experience that extends
far beyond the physical sensation.
It  infiltrates  sleep,  relationships,
work, and the very sense of self.
Traditional  medical  approaches
often  focus  on  eliminating  or
reducing  pain,  yet  for  millions,
complete  relief  remains  elusive.
This  is  where  Acceptance  And
Commitment  Therapy  For
Chronic  Pain  offers  a  radically
different path. Rather than waging
a war against  pain,  ACT teaches
individuals  to  change  their
relationship  with  pain,  allowing
them to live a rich and meaningful
life  even  when  discomfort  is
present. This therapeutic approach
is  gaining  recognition  as  an
evidence-based  psychological
intervention that empowers people
to stop struggling with their pain
and start engaging with what truly
matters.

What is Acceptance
and Commitment
Therapy?

Acceptance  and  Commitment

Therapy (ACT, pronounced as the
word "act") is a form of cognitive-
behavioral  therapy  developed  in
t h e  l a t e  2 0 t h  c e n t u r y  b y
psychologist  Steven  Hayes.  It
belongs to the "third wave" of CBT
and  is  grounded  in  a  behavioral
analysis of language and cognition
known  as  Relat ional  Frame
Theory.  ACT  does  not  aim  to
eliminate  difficult  thoughts  or
feelings.  Instead,  it  encourages
psychological  flexibility—the
ability to stay in contact with the
present  moment  and  change  or
persist in behavior when doing so
serves valued ends.  For someone
suffering from persistent pain, this
means learning to make room for
pain  sensations  without  being
controlled  by  them.

The core premise of  Acceptance
And Commitment Therapy For
Chronic  Pain  is  that  pain  is
inevitable,  but  suffering  is
optional. Suffering arises from our
attempts  to  avoid,  suppress,  or
contro l  unwanted  internal
experiences. ACT provides a toolkit
of  six  interrelated processes  that
foster psychological flexibility and
help  individuals  break  free  from
t h e  c y c l e  o f  p a i n - r e l a t e d
avoidance.

The Six Core Processes of



ACT

Acceptance: Embracing
unwanted thoughts and
sensations without trying to
change or eliminate them.
Cognitive Defusion:
Learning to observe thoughts
as mere words and pictures,
rather than literal truths.
Being Present: Maintaining
flexible attention to the here
and now with openness and
curiosity.
Self-as-Context: Accessing a
transcendent sense of self
that is separate from
thoughts, feelings, and pain.
Values: Identifying what
truly matters in life—the
directions we want to move
toward.
Committed Action: Taking
concrete steps guided by
values, even when pain or
discomfort arises.

How ACT Differs
from Traditional
Pain Management

Convent ional  chronic  pain
treatments  often  emphasize  pain
r e d u c t i o n ,  m e d i c a t i o n
management ,  and  act iv i ty
limitation.  While  these  can  be
h e l p f u l ,  t h e y  s o m e t i m e s
inadvertently  reinforce  the  idea
that life can only begin once pain
is gone. This "pain first" mindset
leads  to  a  narrowing  of  l i fe
activities and persistent suffering.
Acceptance  And  Commitment
Therapy For Chronic Pain  flips
this  paradigm.  Instead  of  asking
"How can I  get rid of  my pain?"

ACT asks "What kind of life do I
want to live, and how can I move
toward it even with pain present?"

ACT also diverges from traditional
cognitive  therapy  (CBT)  in  its
relationship with thoughts. Where
older  CBT  models  a imed  to
challenge  and  replace  irrational
thoughts,  ACT  invites  individuals
to  notice  their  thoughts  without
debate.  For  example,  a  patient
with  chronic  back  pain  might
think, "I’m useless because I can't
work."  CBT  might  challenge  this
logically ("You are not useless, you
have  value"),  while  ACT  would
s imply  not ice  the  thought ,
recognize  it  as  a  story  the  mind
tells,  and  then  choose  a  value-
based  action  anyway—perhaps
spending  time  with  family.  This
subtle  shift  can  be  profoundly
liberating for those who have spent
years fighting their own minds.

The Six Core
Processes Applied to
Chronic Pain

When  applied  to  the  context  of
persistent pain, each ACT process
takes on specific meaning. Below
we  explore  how  these  processes
transform the lived experience of
chronic pain.

Acceptance: Making Room
for Discomfort

Acceptance in ACT does not mean
resignation or giving up. It  is  an
active,  conscious  choice  to  allow
unpleasant  sensations  to  exist
without  struggling  against  them.
For  someone  with  chronic  pain,
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acceptance  means  noticing  the
sharp  ache  in  the  knee  and
breathing  into  it,  rather  than
t e n s i n g  u p ,  t a k i n g  e x t r a
medication, or avoiding movement.
Studies  show  that  acceptance
correlates  with  lower  pain
intensi ty  rat ings,  reduced
disability,  and  improved  mood.
This  process  is  often  taught
through mindfulness exercises that
help  patients  observe  sensations
with curiosity rather than aversion.

Cognitive Defusion:
Untangling from Pain
Stories

The  mind  is  a  storyteller,  and
chronic  pain  narratives  can  be
particularly sticky: "This pain will
never get better," "I am broken," "I
can't  do  anything."  Cognitive
de fus ion  techn iques  he lp
individuals step back and see these
thoughts  for  what  they  are—just
words  and  images.  A  common
defusion  exercise  is  to  repeat  a
painful thought in a silly voice or
to label it: "I notice I am having the
thought  that  I  am  broken."  By
loosening the grip of these stories,
patients discover that thoughts do
not have to dictate behavior. They
can  have  the  thought  "I  can't
move" and still  choose to  take a
gentle walk.

Being Present: Grounding
in the Moment

Chronic pain often pulls attention
into the past (when the pain was
worse) or the future (fear of flare-
ups).  Cultivating  present-moment
awareness  helps  patients  break
free  from  this  t ime-travel .

Mindfulness-based  ACT  exercises
encourage focusing on the breath,
the feeling of the floor beneath the
feet,  or  the  sounds  in  the  room.
This  anchoring  in  the  "now"
reduces  the  emotional  charge  of
pain  and  creates  a  space  for
choice.  When  fully  present,  a
person can notice that the current
moment  might  be  manageable,
even  if  pain  is  present.

Self-as-Context: You Are
Not Your Pain

Many  people  with  chronic  pain
develop  an  identity  fused  with
their  condition:  "I  am  a  pain
patient."  ACT  introduces  the
concept  of  the  observing  self—a
stable, consistent perspective from
which  thoughts,  feelings,  and
sensations can be noticed. This is
the  sky,  and  the  pain  is  just  a
passing  cloud.  Through  exercises
like the "observer self" meditation,
individuals can access a sense of
self  that  remains  whole  and
unchanging,  regardless  of  the
pain's intensity. This shift reduces
the suffering associated with pain
by dismantling the narrative that
pain defines one's entire being.

Values: Defining What
Matters

Values  are  the  compass  for
meaningful  action.  In the context
of Acceptance And Commitment
Therapy  For  Chronic  Pain,
values clarification helps patients
identify life domains they want to
invest  in:  family,  friendship,
creativity,  health,  spirituality,  or
learning. These values become the
motivat ion  for  change.  For



example,  a  patient  who  values
being a good parent might commit
to  reading  a  story  to  their  child
every  evening,  even  i f  they
experience  pain  while  sitting.
Values-based  living  provides  a
powerful  alternative  to  pain-
focused  avoidance.

Committed Action: Taking
Small, Purposeful Steps

Without  action,  values  remain
abstract dreams. Committed action
involves  set t ing  concrete ,
achievable  goals  that  align  with
values.  A  person  who  values
physical  well-being might  commit
to five minutes of stretching daily,
regardless  of  pain  fluctuations.
A C T  e m p h a s i z e s  f l e x i b l e
persistence—adjusting goals based
on  circumstances  but  never
abandoning  the  value-based
direction.  Over  time,  these  small
steps accumulate, rebuilding a life
that  had  been  dismantled  by
chronic  pain.

Evidence and
Research on ACT for
Chronic Pain

A  growing  body  of  research
supports the effectiveness of ACT
for  chronic  pain  conditions,
including  fibromyalgia,  low  back
pain,  arthritis,  and  neuropathic
pain.  A  2021  meta-analysis
published  in  the  Journal  of  Pain
found  that  ACT  led  to  moderate
improvements in pain interference,
depression,  and  quality  of  life
compared to usual care or waiting
lists.  Notably,  these  gains  were
maintained at follow-up periods of

six  months  or  longer.  Another
s t u d y  s h o w e d  t h a t  A C T
participants  reported  less  pain-
related  anxiety  and  greater
engagement in daily activities.

One of the strengths of ACT is its
applicability  across  diverse
populations.  Whether  pain  stems
from  an  injury,  autoimmune
disease,  or  nerve  damage,  the
principles  of  psychological
f lexibil ity  remain  relevant.
Hospi ta ls  and  pa in  c l in ics
increasingly  integrate  ACT  into
multidisciplinary  programs
alongside  physical  therapy,
medication,  and  occupational
therapy.  The  approach  is  also
delivered effectively online or via
group  sess ions ,  mak ing  i t
accessible  to  those  who  cannot
attend in-person appointments.

Importantly, ACT does not promise
a  life  without  pain.  Instead,  it
promises a life that includes pain
but is no longer dominated by it.
F o r  m a n y ,  t h i s  s h i f t  i s
transformative.

Practical ACT
Techniques for
Chronic Pain

Here are several simple techniques
that  patients  and  clinicians  can
begin using today:

The "Pain Dump" Exercise:1.
Write down all pain-related
thoughts on paper, then
crumple and throw away the
paper (a defusion exercise).
Mindful Breathing for2.
Acceptance: Inhale,



Acceptance And Commitment Therapy For Chronic Pain

Downloaded from tracker.dreammachineusa.org by Ashley & Powers • Books are a
uniquely portable magic. • Page 5

imagining that the breath
expands around the pain.
Exhale softly, releasing
tension. Repeat for three
minutes.
Values Card Sort: Use a3.
deck of values cards (or an
online tool) to rank what is
most important: friendship,
independence, adventure,
etc. Then set one small action
for the week aligned with the
top value.
The "Yes, And" Approach:4.
When pain demands
attention, say "Yes, I notice
you, and I am going to take a
slow walk anyway." This
integrates acceptance with
committed action.
Leaves on a Stream: Sit5.
quietly and imagine placing
each pain-related thought on
a leaf floating down a stream.
Watch it drift away.

These  techniques  are  most
effective when practiced regularly,
ideally  with  the  guidance  of  a
trained  ACT  therapist.  Many  are
also  available  through  self-help
books  and  smartphone  apps.

Integrating ACT into
a Multidisciplinary
Pain Program

While  ACT  can  be  used  as  a
standalone therapy, it is often most
powerful  when  combined  with
other treatments. A comprehensive
chronic  pain  program  might
include:

Physical therapy to improve
movement and strength.

Medical management (e.g.,
medication, injections) as
needed.
Occupational therapy to
adapt daily activities.
ACT-based psychological
support to address coping
and mindset.
Peer support groups for
shared learning.

In such a program, ACT serves as
the  psychological  backbone,
helping patients make the most of
other treatments.  For example,  a
patient learning graded exercise in
physical therapy can use ACT skills
to  accept  discomfort  and  stay
committed  to  the  exercise  plan.
The  therapy  also  reduces  the
emotional  reactivity  that  often
leads  to  catastrophizing  and
healthcare-overuse.

Conclusion: A Life
Worth Living, Even
with Pain

Chronic  pain  challenges  every
aspect of existence, but it does not
have  to  erase  meaning  and  joy.
Acceptance  And  Commitment
Therapy For Chronic Pain offers
a  compassionate,  evidence-based
pathway  to  reclaim  a  l i fe  of
p u r p o s e .  B y  e m b r a c i n g
acceptance,  defusing  from
unhelpful  thoughts,  staying
present,  connecting  with  values,
and  taking  committed  action,
people with chronic pain can break
free from the exhausting cycle of
avoidance and struggle. The goal is
not  to  conquer  pain,  but  to  live
fully alongside it. For anyone tired
of fighting and ready to live, ACT



provides the tools to take that first step forward.


