Potsdam Fibromyalgia Support Group

[image: image4.wmf]Newsletter


March, 2012

Mindfulness Meditation and Pain
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The Buddhist quote “Pain may be inevitable but suffering is optional” may seem like a contradiction, but it is one of the key principles in using mindfulness meditation for pain management. To understand why pain and suffering are not inextricably linked, it helps to understand a bit about the nature of pain. Pain exists at several levels. First, there is nociception, the neurological response that occurs when we stress or damage body tissues; for example, if we burn a hand on the stove, nociceptor nerves transmit pain signals to the central nervous system. The second component of pain is perception, where we become consciously aware of pain. The third component is the emotional experience of pain; this emotional experience is usually negative and leads to suffering. Mindfulness meditation teaches that, with practice, we can choose how to think and feel about the nociceptive aspect of pain. That is, with practice, we can choose not to have a negative emotional reaction to pain.  

Research shows that mindfulness meditation decreases pain intensity, depression and anxiety while improving physical well-being and quality of life. Mindfulness became popularized in Western medicine more than 30 years ago when John Kabat-Zinn established the Stress Reduction Clinic at U-Mass Medical School. It was originally used to lower blood pressure and decrease risk of heart attacks.

So, what is it? Mindfulness is non-judgmental awareness of the present moment. This awareness may be of our thoughts, feelings, or experiences. A common form of mindfulness focuses on the sensation of breathing. Rather than trying to push thoughts out of your mind, as emphasized in some forms of meditation, mindfulness allows you to become aware of your thoughts without criticizing them as good or bad, right or wrong, desirable or undesirable. That’s where the acceptance comes in – accepting whatever experience, thought or feeling comes to you as simply being an experience, thought or feeling. 

People with severe pain might ask “Why would I want to become more aware of my pain?” People with pain typically either try to push thoughts of pain out of their minds, or get completely absorbed into the pain. Both of these responses have negative outcomes: suppressing pain tends to make the negative feelings come out in other ways (such as depression or anger) or make the pain come out worse, later. Becoming absorbed into the pain amplifies our perception and experience of pain. Becoming aware of the pain in a non-judgmental way is a neutral third option.

People with chronic pain tend to be physically and emotionally sensitive – that is, minor physical or psychological stressors cause a spiral in which pain becomes amplified. Thoughts such as “I can’t stand this any more” trigger anxiety, which makes pain worse. Becoming aware of this reaction can help you see how negative self-talk makes things worse; becoming aware is the first step in developing different habits of thought or emotional responses. Being non-judgmental allows you to become aware of your thoughts or emotions without criticizing yourself. 

Mindfulness meditation can be done in many different ways. Often, it involves sitting or lying down in a relaxed position. However, if you are too agitated to sit still, you can do a walking meditation. Start by becoming aware of your body sensations. As noted above, often it helps to begin by becoming aware of your breathing because, for most of us, breathing is a neutral experience. If your mind starts to drift, become aware of where it has drifted and bring your attention back to your breathing. Or become aware of changes in your pain as you start thinking about one thing or another. Be non-judgmental. For example, you might note “I was thinking about how messy the house has become, and my neck pain became worse.” Then bring your attention back to your breathing. 
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You can also do a body scan. Start at your feet, acknowledging any sensations or discomfort; just become aware of your feet. Then move on to the lower legs and do the same. If you get to a body part that gives you trouble, you may at first find your pain increases as you become aware of that body part. The increased pain is often due to stress or an emotional response; notice this change but don’t judge or criticize it. You may find it helpful to visualize breathing into the part of you that is painful. 

Mindfulness meditation is not easy, particularly if you are experiencing severe distress when you try. Severe pain or high doses of medication can keep you from getting the most out of your meditation practice. On the other hand, meditation can make your medications more effective and allow you to use less pain medication. With practice, most people notice that their pain and distress decreases. Sometimes, the pain does not go away, but it may not lead to as much suffering. Hence the saying: “Pain may be inevitable but suffering is optional.”

Resources:

· Veehof et al, Acceptance-based interventions for the treatment of chronic pain: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Pain. 2010;152(3):533-42.

· Wong et al. Comparing the effectiveness of mindfulness-based stress reduction and multidisciplinary intervention programs for chronic pain: a randomized comparative trial. Clin J Pain. 2011;27(8):724-34.
· Gardner-Nix J. The Mindfulness Solution to Pain. New Harbinger Publications, Oakland, CA, 2009.
· Kabat-Zinn J. Mindfulness Meditation for Pain Relief (CD), Sounds True, Boulder, CO, 2010.
· The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society has a good overview and instructions at: http://www.contemplativemind.org/practices/subnav/meditation.htm 
Risks of Multiple Medications: 


The Consumer Reports onHealth newsletter recently had an article about the risks associated with taking multiple medications (meds).  They found that at least half of people over age 57 took more than 5 meds. Of course, people with complex conditions such as FMS also often take multiple meds. The first concern they raised is of having an adverse reaction. While adverse reactions occur in only 13% of people taking 2 meds, such reactions occur in 82% of people taking 7 meds and in almost 100% of people taking 10 meds or more.  In their study, they found that 60% of people taking 5 or more meds took 1 that was unnecessary. 

So, what can you do to make sure all your medications are appropriate? Make a special appointment just to go over your prescription and over the counter (OTC) medications, supplements, and vitamins. Bring everything you take with you. Ask your health care provider the following questions:

1. Do I really need this drug? Is it still necessary? Does it duplicate anything else I take? Is it still appropriate? Is it known to be effective for my condition?

2. What should this drug do for me?

3. Will this drug interact with anything else I take?

4. Can I take a lower dose?

5. What side effects should I look for?

6. Are there non-drug alternatives? Sometimes diet or exercise can give the same benefits as meds. 
If you like looking things up yourself, you can check to see if any of your medications interact with one-another by entering all your meds and supplements into the software at www.drugs.com. 

 Resources:

· Consumer Reports onHealth. 2012;24(3).

Help PT Students Learn About FMS!

Physical Therapy students have their fibromyalgia lab on Friday, April 27th, 10:30-12:00. If you are able to come work with students, please contact Leslie at Lnrussek@clarkson.edu or 268-3761. It involves talking with them for about 1 hour and doing some PT tests for 30 minutes (things like range of motion, balance, etc.)
March Potsdam Meeting: 


The next meeting of the Potsdam Fibromyalgia Support Group will be Monday, March 26th, 6:30 pm (Note return to summer hours). This will be an open discussion: “The Role of Mindfulness Meditation in Pain Management.” The session will involve 2 short meditation activities. The group meets at Clarkson Hall, at 59 Main St. For information about meetings, contact CPH Physical Therapy Department at 261-5460. 
April Massena Meetings: 


The Massena Fibromyalgia Support will meet on Saturday, 4/14/12 at 1:30 in the Massena Hospital. The topic will be “Combating sleep disorders in fibromyalgia.” For more information about the Massena group, please contact facilitator Maxine Dodge, at 769-5778.  
This newsletter is a joint effort of Clarkson University and Canton-Potsdam Hospital. If you would prefer to receive these newsletters electronically, please send your email address to gilberta@clarkson.edu. You can access current and previous Potsdam Fibromyalgia Support Group Newsletters on our web site: www.people.clarkson.edu/~lnrussek/FMSG.  
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Pain may be inevitable, 
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