Chronic pain: Solidify your social support
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Chronic pain is frustrating to live with, both for you and for the people near you. Your family and friends want to help, but probably don't know how. Things that they think are helpful may actually just amplify your frustration. 

Because chronic pain is such a personal experience, it's difficult for anyone else to understand exactly what you're feeling and going through. No one knows your pain like you. In addition, when pain takes over, communication usually suffers. You may not feel like discussing your pain or the problems related to it. Your family and friends might hesitate to approach certain subjects for fear they'll anger or frustrate you. 

You need family and friends to help you manage your pain and move on with your life. But they can help you only if you help them understand what your needs are and how they can be met. 

Benefits of social interaction 

People with a solid support system have many health advantages. For example, people with caring family and friends generally:

· Cope better with chronic pain 

· Are less likely to become depressed 

· Are more independent 

· Recover faster from illness 

· Have lower blood pressure 

· Live longer 

You've probably seen concrete examples of these benefits. Perhaps your mood improved after a cup of coffee with a neighbor, a phone call with a relative or a short trip out with a friend. Being around others can temporarily help you forget about your frustrations.

Develop a strong support system 

Making friendships and maintaining family ties is easier for some people than for others. But even if you're not an outgoing person, you need social support. If your support system is in need of a little strengthening, try these suggestions:

· Answer phone calls and letters. 

· Accept invitations to events, even if it feels awkward and difficult at first. 

· Don't wait to be invited somewhere. Take the initiative and call someone. 

· Set aside past differences and approach your relationships with a clean slate. 

· Take part in community organizations, neighborhood events or family get-togethers. 

· Strike up a conversation with the person next to you at a local gathering. You could be introducing yourself to a new friend. 

· Talk about things that interest other people. Be an alert listener. 

· Don't give up on existing relationships. 

Good relationships require patience, compromise and acceptance. Family and friends need to learn to accept you and your needs, and you need to accept them and their needs.

Relationships sometimes can be difficult. Your friends and family may want more of your time and energy than you can spare. It may help to educate them about your pain. You also should allow friends and family members to tell you how your pain has affected them.

Improve your communication skills 

Discussing your thoughts and feelings can be difficult even in the best of times. With chronic pain, the task gets even harder. Instead of continually telling people what you're going through and how you're feeling, it's often easier to withdraw or say as little as possible.

The problem with this tactic, however, is that it frustrates and alienates your family and friends. Communication is the glue that holds your relationships together. Follow these tips to improve your communication skills:

· Express what you're feeling. The only way people can begin to understand what you're thinking or feeling is if you tell them. For example, if you're frustrated because your friends don't include you in their activities, you might say, "I miss spending time with you on Saturdays, and I sure would like to join you in softball or bicycling." Your friends may incorrectly assume that you can't take part in recreational events. That's why they don't invite you to join them, not because they don't want to be around you. 

· Don't lie about your pain. Close family and friends may know not to ask how you're doing every time they see you. But some people won't understand that you may always have some degree of pain. When they inquire how you're doing, don't pretend you're just fine. But don't exaggerate your pain, either. You might respond, "I still have pain, but I'm learning to manage it." 

· Ask for help when you need it. You probably were taught to cherish your independence, so it may be difficult for you to ask for help. But sometimes you need help. Try asking in a way that explains what's going on. For example: "I've invited friends over for dinner, and it's taking me longer than I expected to do everything. Could you lend me a hand?" 

· Be a cheerful receiver. When someone helps you or gives you a heartfelt compliment about your progress, say "Thanks." Don't feel depressed that you needed the help or the emotional boost. 

· Discuss communication roadblocks. If the flow of communication between you and a family member or friend becomes one-sided, talk about it. Set aside your pride for a while, and take the risk of saying exactly how you feel. If that fails to open the channel, don't give up too soon. Consider getting advice from a counselor. 

· Put your toughest communication problems in writing. Use a journal to express the feelings you have trouble communicating. This not only will buy you some time to let these feelings settle but also will prepare you to express them when you're ready. 

Family and friends can help 

Chances are your family and friends have asked you what they can do to help you. Perhaps you didn't know what to say or you felt guilty admitting you needed any type of special treatment. Or they may have decided to help in ways that irritate you more than anything else does. They think they're making you feel better, but they're not.

When people ask you how they can help, tell them. Here are some things you might say:

· 'Learn more about my pain.' Chronic pain is difficult to understand. Reading about it will give family and friends some insight into what you're going through, how they can help and when they shouldn't help. For instance, when friends and family members continually take charge of tasks that you can manage on your own, they unintentionally erode your independence and self-confidence. 

· 'Don't let conversations always gravitate to my pain.' It's easy for friends and family to get caught up in discussing your pain. But that only reminds you of your condition and draws attention to your pain — something you're trying to avoid. 

· 'Try not to hover over me.' Being overly attentive to someone with persistent pain actually can interfere with rehabilitation. Tell your spouse or partner that you appreciate the concern, but you don't need a servant. To manage your pain, you need to learn to do things for yourself again. Many studies confirm that when family members are supportive without reinforcing pain behaviors, such as limping, groaning or grimacing, the person with chronic pain has a much better prognosis. 

· 'Join me in activities.' Having friends and family members accompany you on walks, doctor visits or support group meetings can be very beneficial. It gives you both a chance to talk and share time together. It also gives them an opportunity to learn more about your need to exercise and stay active. 

· 'Don't give up things you enjoy for my sake.' Those closest to you may consciously or unconsciously change their lifestyle because of your pain. But that doesn't encourage you, and it may make you feel guilty. For example, if you and a friend enjoyed fishing together, don't let your friend sell his fishing rods just because he thinks you can't fish anymore. You may not be able to fish from dawn to dusk as you used to, but you can fish for a few hours. 

· 'Be available to listen to me.' Sometimes you simply need someone to listen. A family member or friend who can lend emotional support like this provides a release valve for your daily stresses. People with chronic pain who feel they have the support of loved ones tend to cope better with their pain, return to work sooner and live more active lives. 

As they listen, your family members and friends can help you by reminding you of the progress you're making and keeping you focused on positive solutions to your problems.

· 'Take care of yourself.' Your pain, and worrying about you, can take a toll on friends and family members. They, too, can experience worry, depression and exhaustion. It's important that those you care about take care of their own health as well. Just as you need their support, they need yours. 
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