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When a patient suffers from chronic pain and disability there

are different ways of approaching the problem. One

approach is to focus on the patient’s environment and

opportunities for overt behavior change (Fordyce, 1976). A

second approach is to seek direct change in thoughts,

beliefs, emotions, or sensations (e.g. Turk et al., 1983). This

latter approach is sensible and is concordant with the stated

aims of most chronic pain sufferers seeking treatment.

Recent developments within Psychology suggest a third

approach, an approach that builds on the successes of the

first two approaches, appreciates the importance of both

overt and covert aspects of the pain experience, but may

lead to treatment for chronic pain that differs substantially

from treatments in the past.

It may be useful to frame the treatment of chronic pain

practically, as a problem of acceptance and change.

Somewhat paradoxically, there may be occasions when

helpful change in the quality of a patient’s life can only

occur when some aspects of the problem are accepted as

they are. Change efforts may then be directed away from

struggles that keep the person stuck, such as with unwanted

thoughts, feelings, or sensations, toward situations that yield

overall better results, such as a course of action that is

personally meaningful and satisfying.

1. The problem with control

Most treatment methods for chronic pain aim to reduce

pain. Even methods designed to improve patient functioning

are often applied with a rationale that the return to normal

functioning should lead to pain reduction. When patients

with chronic pain are referred for psychological services, it

is often, although not always, with the implicit under-

standing that this is for the purpose of learning behavioral

and cognitive methods for reducing the experience of pain.

Pain control is, of course, useful when it can be achieved

and when it leads to an overall improvement in long-term

functioning for the patient. However, efforts to control pain

can be problematic under some circumstances: when they

(a) dominate the patient’s life and do not succeed, (b) lead to

unwanted side effects or complications, and (c) move the

pain sufferer increasingly away from the things that are

important to them, such as health, work, friends, and family.

The pain control agenda can lead to extended rest,

avoidance of activity, medication consumption, repeated

medical consultations or procedures, and retirement from

work. In some situations it may be difficult for a person with

chronic pain to devote their efforts equally to pain control

and to valued aspects of their life at the same time. If efforts

to control pain dominate, quality of living may be sacrificed.

A problem with attempts at direct control over private

experiences such as emotions, thoughts, and physical

sensations, is that they sometimes exacerbate the problem

(Hayes et al., 1996, 1999a). Studies of thought suppression

(e.g. Wegner et al., 1987) and studies including exposure to

transient pain (Cioffi and Holloway, 1993) demonstrate this

fact. It appears that one result of trying not to have a thought

or sensation is paradoxically to increase contact with the

experience one is trying not to experience. Similarly,

experimental data show that attempting to control pain

leads to less pain tolerance, compared with conditions in

which attempting to control the pain is not undertaken

(Gutierrez et al., in press; Hayes et al., 1999b).

Many of the problems of chronic pain may emerge from

unhelpful attempts to control or avoid experiences of pain.

Excessive avoidance of chronic pain is clearly associated

with greater suffering and disability (Asmundson et al.,

1999; Bortz, 1984; McCracken et al., 1996). Attempting to
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control pain may be especially unhelpful in the context of

pain experiences that are particularly intense (Jensen and

Karoly, 1991). Perceived control over effects of pain on life

functioning is more strongly associated with functioning

than perceived control over pain itself (Tan et al., 2003).

Other data show that patients who report greater struggling

to control pain also report greater pain, distress, and

disability (McCracken et al., under review). Results from

studies of pain-related anxiety and fear (Crombez et al.,

1999; Vlaeyen et al., 1995), and the popularly accepted fear-

avoidance model of chronic pain (Vlaeyen and Linton,

2000) attest to the disutility of avoidance as a chronic pain

management strategy.

2. Acceptance and behavior change

The alternative to control and avoidance of experiences

evaluated as unwanted is to have them as they are or accept

them. There is now an accumulating scientific base for

acceptance-based approaches to human suffering and

behavior change (e.g. Hayes et al., 1996, 1999a, 2001).

Notions of acceptance and change have been incorpo-

rated into a number of behavioral and cognitive therapies.

These include mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR,

Kabat-Zinn, 1990) and acceptance and commitment therapy

(ACT, Hayes et al., 1999a). MBSR is a group stress

management program that trains participants (often patients

with chronic medical conditions) in mindfulness meditation,

a method involving moment-to-moment observation and

acceptance of the continually changing reality of the

present, allowing one to respond effectively to situations

without getting caught up in judgmental or emotional

reactions. ACT is a therapy designed to treat a broad array

of psychological problems. It focuses on acceptance of

thoughts and feelings that have been occasions for unhelpful

responses in the past. Acceptance methods are combined

with work on personal values, behavioral commitments, and

traditional behavior change strategies to help patients live a

fuller life. Other therapies incorporating acceptance include

dialectical behavior therapy for borderline personality

disorder (Linehan, 1993), integrative behavioral couples

therapy (Jacobson et al., 2000), and mindfulness-based

cognitive therapy for depression (Teasdale et al., 2000,

2003).

3. Acceptance of chronic pain

Our first published study on acceptance of pain included

160 patients seeking treatment of chronic pain. We showed

that greater acceptance of pain was associated with lower

reports of pain, less pain-related anxiety and avoidance, less

depression and disability, and better work status. The

significant relations between acceptance and measures of

functioning were independent of pain intensity

(McCracken, 1998).

The primary measure of acceptance of chronic pain has

been the chronic pain acceptance questionnaire (CPAQ,

Geiser, 1992), a measure originally derived from the

acceptance and action questionnaire (Hayes et al., in

press). Recent analyses showed that scores from the

CPAQ are made up of two components, (a) activity

engagement and (b) pain willingness (McCracken, 1999,

2004). These components in turn entail pursuit of valued life

activities regardless of pain and a relative absence of

attempts to reduce or avoid the experience of pain.

In a subsequent study ðN ¼ 190Þ acceptance of pain

successfully discriminated patients who were functioning

well with chronic pain from those labeled as ‘dysfunc-

tional’. Acceptance scores successfully classified cases even

after influences of pain severity, depression, and pain-

related anxiety were taken into account (McCracken et al.,

1999). In a follow-up study of patients from the same center

ðN ¼ 230Þ we compared the relative usefulness of a single

measure of acceptance of chronic pain with six subscales

from the coping strategies questionnaire (excluding the

catastrophizing subscale; CSQ, Rosenstiel and Keefe, 1983)

for predicting patient functioning. A series of analyses

demonstrated that the acceptance score reliably accounted

for more variance compared with combined coping scores,

in pain, disability, depression, pain-related anxiety, uptime,

and work status. Acceptance accounted for roughly twice as

much variance as coping variables in these measures

(McCracken and Eccleston, 2003). Acceptance of chronic

pain also has been associated with better mental well-being

(Viane et al., 2003), with fewer health care visits for pain,

and fewer classes of prescribed analgesic medications

(McCracken et al., 2004).

4. Results from other approaches incorporating

acceptance

Today there are data from a range of treatment

approaches that incorporate acceptance. For example,

Baer (2003) recently identified 21 studies of mindfulness-

based interventions and evaluated them with meta-analysis.

The studies included addressed a number of patient groups:

chronic pain sufferers, patients with anxiety, depression, or

eating disorders, and patients with other medical problems.

She found a mean post-treatment effect size of 0.74.

Preliminary studies of mindfulness meditation for

chronic pain have shown positive results in non-random-

ized, uncontrolled trials (Kabat-Zinn, 1982; Kabat-Zinn

et al., 1985). Results from the 10-week program of

mindfulness treatment with 90 chronic pain sufferers

showed significant improvements in pain, body image,

activity, mood, and medication consumption (Kabat-Zinn

et al., 1985). Post-treatment changes were generally large

including 58% reduction in pain, 30% improvement in

L.M. McCracken et al. / Pain 109 (2004) 4–7 5

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/51311137_Learning_to_live_with_the_pain_Acceptance_of_pain_predicts_adjustment_in_persons_with_chronic_pain?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/13093010_Pain-Related_Fear_Is_More_Disabling_Than_Pain_Itself_Evidence_On_The_Role_Of_Pain-Related_Fear_In_Chronic_Back_Pain_Disability?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/13093010_Pain-Related_Fear_Is_More_Disabling_Than_Pain_Itself_Evidence_On_The_Role_Of_Pain-Related_Fear_In_Chronic_Back_Pain_Disability?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/19263491_The_Clinical_Use_of_Mindfulness_Meditation_for_the_Self-Regulation_of_Chronic_Pain?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/19263491_The_Clinical_Use_of_Mindfulness_Meditation_for_the_Self-Regulation_of_Chronic_Pain?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/19263491_The_Clinical_Use_of_Mindfulness_Meditation_for_the_Self-Regulation_of_Chronic_Pain?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/19263491_The_Clinical_Use_of_Mindfulness_Meditation_for_the_Self-Regulation_of_Chronic_Pain?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/12534678_Fear-avoidance_and_its_consequences_in_chronic_musculoskeletal_pain_A_state_of_the_art?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/12534678_Fear-avoidance_and_its_consequences_in_chronic_musculoskeletal_pain_A_state_of_the_art?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/12355725_Prevention_of_relapserecurrence_in_major_depression_by_Mindfulness-based_Cognitive_Therapy?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/9038315_Acceptance_of_pain_is_an_independent_predictor_of_mental_well-being_in_patients_with_chronic_pain_Empirical_evidence_and_reappraisal?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/11745882_Relational_Frame_Theory_A_Post-Skinnerian_Account_of_Human_Language_and_Cognition?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/245683513_The_Cognitive_Behavioural_Treatment_of_Borderline_Personality_Disorder?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/222266916_The_Use_of_Coping_Strategies_in_Chronic_Low-Back-Pain_Patients_-_Relationship_to_Patient_Characteristics_and_Current_Adjustment?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/232572077_Experiential_avoidance_and_behavioral_disorders_A_functional_dimensional_approach_to_diagnosis_and_treatment?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/9089783_Coping_or_acceptance_What_to_do_about_chronic_pain?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/12536895_Integrative_Behavioral_Couple_Therapy_an_acceptance-based_promising_new_treatment_for_couple_discord?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/14544002_Fear_Of_MovementReInjury_In_Chronic_Low_Back_Pain_And_Its_Relation_To_Behavioral_Performance?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/16157498_An_Outpatient_Program_in_Behavioral_Medicine_for_Chronic_Pain_Patients_Based_on_the_Practice_of_Mindfulness_Meditation_Theoretical_Considerations_and_Preliminary_Results?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/13093005_Behavioral_dimensions_of_adjustment_in_persons_with_chronic_pain_Pain-related_anxiety_and_acceptance?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/13093005_Behavioral_dimensions_of_adjustment_in_persons_with_chronic_pain_Pain-related_anxiety_and_acceptance?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227715445_Mindfulness_Training_as_a_Clinical_Intervention_A_Conceptual_and_Empirical_Review?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/8926346_Accepfctance_of_chronic_pain_Component_analysis_and_a_revised_assessment_method?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/8926346_Accepfctance_of_chronic_pain_Component_analysis_and_a_revised_assessment_method?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/9003936_Measuring_control_appraisals_in_chronic_pain?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/272159767_Acceptance_and_Commitment_Therapy_An_Experiential_Approach_to_Behavior_Change?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/272159767_Acceptance_and_Commitment_Therapy_An_Experiential_Approach_to_Behavior_Change?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/297388518_Behavioral_constituents_of_chronic_pain_acceptance_Results_from_factor_analysis_of_the_Chronic_Pain_Acceptance_Questionnaire?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/285600717_Full_Catastrophe_Living_Using_the_Wisdom_of_Your_Body_and_Mind_to_Face_Stress_Pain_and_Illness_By_Jon_Kabat-Zinn?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/284420757_Experiential_avoidance_and_behavioral_disordersA_functional_dimensional_approach_to_diagnosis_and_treatment?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-a6aac5c7d34f7938c707e59e1811f55e-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzg2MjEzMzY7QVM6MTAyMDA3MDUwMzQyNDExQDE0MDEzMzE3ODUyNjY=


activity, and 55% improvement in mood. The majority of

improvements were maintained at 15-month follow-up.

Other data show promising results from randomized

trials of acceptance-based treatments for depression (Teas-

dale et al., 2000, 2002; Zettle and Rains, 1989), borderline

personality and parasuicidal behavior (Linehan, 1993),

symptoms of stress in cancer patients (Speca et al., 2000),

problems of work-related stress (Bond and Bunce,

2000), marital distress (Jacobson et al., 2000), and

schizophrenia (Bach and Hayes, 2002).

5. Potential misunderstandings of acceptance

The term ‘acceptance’ can create misunderstanding

(Risdon et al., 2003). Acceptance does not include resigning

oneself to all experiences of suffering. It does include facing

some suffering so that an ultimately healthy course of action

can be followed. Acceptance may not be appropriate in

situations where pain and adversity are easy to control and

where that control yields successful living. Acceptance is

appropriate when the choice to face pain is the most

effective means of moving in the direction that patients most

value. Acceptance is not a global act of resignation or

quitting. It is acknowledging reality and quitting efforts that

are not working so that workable efforts can be pursued and

meaningful goals achieved. Acceptance does not include

judging pain as a positive experience, or as an experience

that one can manage (as with self-efficacy). It is about not

needing to think in positive terms before acting in ways that

constitute healthy functioning (Hayes et al., 1999a).

Within an acceptance approach patients learn to be more

aware of the whole reality of a situation and not just their

thoughts and feelings. In turn they see thoughts and feelings

as transient experiences that do not necessarily reflect

reality, or serve as the best guides for action. From this

standpoint patients are able to make useful choices, choices

influenced by results and not simply by feelings or thoughts.

The framework around acceptance is pragmatic; it expands

the control agenda to include acceptance and control, each

for use when it works most effectively in the service of

living a better life. Acceptance is not necessarily incompa-

tible with other pain management strategies and is certainly

not incompatible with medical management of an under-

lying disease. Acceptance is not a one-time decision but a

matter of moment-to-moment choices.

Acceptance-based treatment is not the answer for all

chronic pain. It is a treatment approach for persons with

chronic pain who engage in significant avoidance, for whom

attempted control and has become the problem and not the

answer, or who are otherwise suffering from excessive

entanglement with thoughts about what their pain means.

With acceptance, occasions of pain and distress provide

choices. Where such occasions might, in the past, have

invariably led to avoidance, they can provide the choice for

the patient to have pain present while they do what they

value in life.

6. Summary

Research and clinical developments over the past 20

years are beginning to shed new light on thoughts,

sensations, emotions, their role in influencing behavior,

and the particular ways in which private experiences

contribute to human suffering (e.g. Hayes et al., 2001).

This has led to different approaches to treating a broad array

of behavior problems, approaches that incorporate a

partnership of acceptance and change. We have defined

acceptance of chronic pain as an active willingness to

engage in meaningful activities in life regardless of pain-

related sensations, thoughts, and other related feelings that

might otherwise hinder that engagement. It is about not

engaging in unnecessary struggles with private experiences,

struggles that often intensify the aversiveness of those

experiences and enhance their life disrupting influences.

What is novel about this approach is that it is not simply a

new psychological variable but a description of a different

set of processes of pain and suffering. This approach is fully

situated within the broader empirical tradition of the

behavioral and cognitive therapies. The examination of its

potential merits is already underway.
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