
How to Live Well With 

Chronic Pain

Dr. Melissa Geraghty, Psy.D.



• Thank you to Mental Health 

America (MHA) and the Association 

of Migraine Disorders (AMD) for 

allowing me the honor to speak on 

such an important topic.

With Many Thanks...



Dr. Melissa 

Geraghty, Psy.D.
Licensed Clinical Health Psychologist

CEO of Phoenix Rising with Dr. G

Keynote & International Speaker

Medical Gaslighting Sensitivity Trainer

Complex Medical Patient

Specialties: 

Chronic Pain | Complex Medical | Eating Disorders

Dr. Melissa Geraghty, Psy.D.    

www.phoenixrisingwithdrg.com



Learning Objectives

01
Understand how living with 

chronic pain conditions can 

affect mental health

02
Learn strategies for living well 

with chronic pain 
03

Identify warning symptoms to 

report to a healthcare 

professional



Before we begin...
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Understand how living with chronic 

pain conditions can affect mental 

health
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What are Comorbidities?
The term "comorbid" has three definitions: 

1. to indicate a medical condition existing simultaneously but independently with 

another condition in a patient.1

2. to indicate a medical condition in a patient that causes, is caused  by, or is otherwise 

related to another condition in the same patient.2

3. to indicate two or more medical conditions existing simultaneously regardless of their 

causal relationship.3

1. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Comorbidity#cite_note-3

2. Valderas, Jose M.; Starfield, Barbara; Sibbald, Bonnie; Salisbury, Chris; Roland, Martin (2009).

"Defining Comorbidity: Implications for Understanding Health and Health Services". Annals of Family Medicine. 7 (4): 357–63. doi:10.1370/afm.983.

3. Jakovljević M, Ostojić L (June 2013). "Comorbidity and multimorbidity in medicine today: challenges and

opportunities for bringing separated branches of medicine closer to each other". Psychiatr Danub. 25 Suppl 1 (25 Suppl 1): 18–28.
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NOTE: This list is not exhaustive. 

Check out this website for more migraine comorbidities: 

www.migrainedisorders.org/comorbidities-blogs/
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Me when I'm trying to keep all of my symptoms in check...

Learn more on my website, Phoenix Rising with Dr. G :

- "Compassion of Comorbidities."

- https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iVkHmteo4DM

Still from the movie, Jurassic World.
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• If a person in pain continues to miss out on opportunities 

to connect with others due to pain, such as visiting with 

a friend, they may think they are controlling pain by 

staying at home. Yet the pain remains--that won’t 

change. Days, weeks, months, or years later, the person 

will still have pain, but now with the burden of a life that 

does not feel fulfilling if they do not engage in the 

things they care about.

⚬ It becomes a battle of balance: trying to "control 

pain" versus truly living.

Chronic Pain & Psychological Suffering Are Tied 

Together
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A Bidirectional Relationship

Image from: Mental Health America. Early, Equitable and Trauma Responsive Care for Chronic Pain and Mental Health. Published 2020.

https://mhanational.org/sites/default/files/Early%2C%20Equitable%20and%20Trauma%20Responsive%20Care%20for%20Chronic%20Pain%20and%20Mental%20Health.pdf

Both pain and mental 

health should be treated.



• "In addition to medical and physical implications, chronic pain can 

have far-reaching impacts on an individual’s employment, lifestyle, 

and mental health."1

• "It is well documented that chronic pain is associated with elevated 

risk of psychological distress.”1

• "Both greater pain intensity (i.e., how much pain is experienced) and 

pain interference (i.e., the impact of pain on daily functioning) have 

been independently associated with elevated depressive symptoms 

and lower mental wellbeing in pain populations."1

It's no wonder that...

1. Swindells T, Iddon J, Dickson JM. The Role of Adaptive Goal Processes in Mental Wellbeing in Chronic Pain. International Journal 

of Environmental Research and Public Health. 2023; 20(2):1278. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20021278 
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• Depression

• Anxiety Disorders

• Substance Abuse Disorders

• PTSD

• Bipolar Disorder

People with chronic pain should be screened 

by a medical professional for commonly co-

occuring conditions:
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• "Intersection between mental health, arthritis, and chronic pain."1

• Sample size: 38,000 screeners.1

• Some Findings:

⚬ Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD): "48 percent of people who 

took a PTSD screen and reported having a chronic health 

condition had chronic pain."1

⚬ "Twenty to 50 percent of people with chronic pain also have 

depression."1

2019 Analysis by Mental Health America

1. Mental Health America. Early, Equitable and Trauma Responsive Care for Chronic Pain and Mental Health. Published 2020.

https://mhanational.org/sites/default/files/Early%2C%20Equitable%20and%20Trauma%20Responsive%20Care%20for%20Chronic%20Pain%20and%20Mental%20Health.pdf



• "36 percent reported never receiving any treatment or support, and over half (52 

percent) who had in the past were no longer receiving it."1

• "Even among people with arthritis or chronic pain who screened positive or moderate 

to severe for a mental health condition, 40 percent had never been diagnosed."1

• "80 percent of screeners with chronic pain reported wanting to take next steps after 

screening, and 24 percent reported that they wanted to receive treatment."1

• "48 percent of people with chronic pain are receiving treatment and still taking a 

screening for mental health conditions, indicating that their treatment is not sufficient 

to meet both their physical and mental health needs."1

2019 Analysis by Mental Health America

(continued)

1. Mental Health America. Early, Equitable and Trauma Responsive Care for Chronic Pain and Mental Health. Published 2020.

https://mhanational.org/sites/default/files/Early%2C%20Equitable%20and%20Trauma%20Responsive%20Care%20for%20Chronic%20Pain%20and%20Mental%20Health.pdf



Why are more people not receiving mental 

health support?
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High Cost and Insufficient Insurance 

Coverage

• "Forty-two percent of the population saw cost and poor 

insurance coverage as the top barriers for accessing mental 

health care. One in four (25%) Americans reported having to 

choose between getting mental health treatment and paying 

for daily necessities."1

• "Stark disparities in accessibility at state and income levels."1

1. National Council for Mental Wellbeing (2018). "Study Reveals Lack of Access as Root Cause for Mental Health Crisis in 

America." https://www.thenationalcouncil.org/news/lack-of-access-root-cause-mental-health-crisis-in-america/
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Limited Options and Long Waits

• "Ninety-six million Americans, or 38%, have had 

to wait longer than one week for mental health 

treatments. And nearly half of Americans, or 

46%, have had to or know someone who has 

had to drive more than an hour round trip to 

seek treatment."1

1. National Council for Mental Wellbeing (2018). "Study Reveals Lack of Access as Root Cause for Mental Health Crisis in 

America." https://www.thenationalcouncil.org/news/lack-of-access-root-cause-mental-health-crisis-in-america/
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Lack of Awareness

• "While most Americans do try to seek out 

treatment, there also is a large portion of 

the population who have wanted to but 

did not seek treatment for themselves or 

loved ones (29%)– in part due to not 

knowing where to go if they needed this 

service. What’s more, fifty-three million 

American adults (21%) have wanted to see 

a professional but were unable to for 

reasons outside of their control."1

1. National Council for Mental Wellbeing (2018). "Study Reveals Lack of Access as Root Cause for Mental Health Crisis in 

America." https://www.thenationalcouncil.org/news/lack-of-access-root-cause-mental-health-crisis-in-america/
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Social Stigma

• "Nearly one-third of Americans, or 

31%, have worried about others 

judging them when they told them 

they have sought mental health 

services, and over a fifth of the 

population, or 21%, have even lied to 

avoid telling people they were 

seeking mental health services."1

1. National Council for Mental Wellbeing (2018). "Study Reveals Lack of Access as Root Cause for Mental Health Crisis in America." 

https://www.thenationalcouncil.org/news/lack-of-access-root-cause-mental-health-crisis-in-america/
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Exhaustion, Pain, & Feeling Overwhelmed
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Identify warning symptoms to 

report to a healthcare professional02



Warning Signs of Needing Mental Health Assistance

• There are many warning signs a person may have that indicates they may need professional help. Some are:

⚬ Having suicidal thoughts, talking about wanting to die, and has a plan.

⚬ Giving away items.

⚬ Not seeing a future; feeling hopeless.

⚬ Not keeping up with basic hygiene.

⚬ Not engaging with friends and loved ones; isolating.

⚬ Not finding pleasure in things you once found pleasure in.

⚬ Not feeling like yourself, however you define that.

⚬ Feeling anxious much of the time.

⚬ Having repetitive thoughts.

⚬ Having racing thoughts.

⚬ Not being able to concentrate as used to.

⚬ Feeling down, depressed.

⚬ Not eating enough, eating more than typical.

• The best thing about mental health is you don't need to have "warning signs" to benefit. 

Everyone can benefit from seeing a mental health professional.
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Where to Report Mental Health Concerns 
• If you do not have a psychologist or counselor, report your 

concerns to your primary care physician. See if they can provide 

any referrals to a therapist.

• If you do not feel heard by your primary care physician or if you do 

not have one, visit the following resources to find a therapist:

⚬ Mental Health America

￭ https://mhanational.org/finding-help

⚬ Association for Contextual Behavioral Science 

￭ https://contextualscience.org/civicrm/profile?gid=17&reset=

1&force=1

⚬ Psychology Today

￭ https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists

⚬ Reach out to your insurance company and ask for a list of 

therapists in your network.
Dr. Melissa Geraghty, Psy.D.    

www.phoenixrisingwithdrg.com



How to Report
• Be clear and concise.

⚬ Write your symptoms and concerns down before your 

appointment and bring that list with you to the 

appointment.

￭ "I am sleeping less than 4 hours a night as I'm 

having racing thoughts. I also keep shifting positions 

due to shooting pain in my low back. It's difficult for 

me to concentrate at work and I feel overwhelmed 

much of the time."

• Learn more here: 

• Mental Health America, "Working with a 

Provider."

• https://mhanational.org/working-provider
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Crisis
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• If you need immediate assistance and are in 

crisis (meaning you are at risk of harming 

yourself or others):

⚬ Go to your local emergency room

⚬ Call or text 988 or chat at 988lifeline.org



Learn strategies for living well with 

chronic pain 03



Find what works for you. 

You won't know what helps 

until you give it a go.

“I’m not the relaxing type.” 

“It won’t work.”

“My family needs me so I don’t have time for 

myself.”

“I’m in too much pain.” 

“I’m too tired.”

“What will people think if they see me doing 

nothing? I do so little as it is?”

“This can’t possibly make a difference—my pain is 

real, not in my head.”

“It’s selfish to take time for myself.”

“I already have too many things to do.”

“I’ve tried it before.”

“I have ADHD so I can’t pay attention long enough.”
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Chronic Pain Self-Care
• Chronic pain can impact every portion of our lives. Therefore it is important

that how we cope includes many different approaches.



Support Groups & Peer Support
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• Peer Led Support Groups

• Mental Health Professional Led Support Groups

• In-Person, Virtual, Facebook Groups, Online Forums

• Can be disease specific (Fibromyalgia, Spinal Cord

Injury, Migraine) or General (chronic pain)

Examples:

• Mental Health America, Peer Support

⚬ https://mhanational.org/center-peer-support

• Chronic Migraine Awareness, Support Groups

⚬ https://chronicmigraineawareness.org/support-groups

• U.S. Pain Foundation, Pain Connection Support Groups

⚬ https://uspainfoundation.org/pain-connection/



Podcasts & Webinars
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• Examples:

⚬ Mental Health America, In the Open Podcast

￭ https://mhanational.org/podcast

⚬ Association of Migraine Disorders, Spotlight

on Migraine Podcast

￭ https://www.migrainedisorders.org/podcasts/

⚬ U.S. Pain Foundation, Pep Talks

￭ https://uspainfoundation.org/peptalks/

⚬ International Pain Foundation, Webinars

￭ https://internationalpain.org/webinar-videos/



Movement: Benefits Mental and Physical Health

Dr. Melissa Geraghty, Psy.D.    

www.phoenixrisingwithdrg.com

• I prefer the term movement over exercise.

⚬ Yoga, Tai Chi, Physical Therapy, 

Gentle Stretches

• What's most important is movement of 

any kind, consistently.

⚬ Always check with your medical 

professional before starting a new 

movement routine.



Mindfulness
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• Mindfulness means paying attention, on purpose, in 

the present moment, and without judgment.

• Mindfulness is about participating in life and not 

watching life pass you by.

• Mindfulness is NOT:

⚬ A band-aid fix

⚬ A cure-all

⚬ Does not always result in relaxation or your mind 

going blank

⚬ Psycho-babble hippie stuff



Healing Through Mindfulness
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• ——Changes brain structures

• “MRI scans show that after an eight-week course of mindfulness practice, the brain’s ‘fight or flight’

center, the amygdala, appears to shrink. This primal region of the brain, associated with fear and

emotion, is involved in the initiation of the body’s response to stress” (Ireland, 2014).

• “As the amygdala shrinks, the prefrontal cortex – associated with higher order brain functions such as

awareness, concentration and decision-making – becomes thicker” (Ireland, 2014).

• —Can decrease cortisol levels and can increase in immune function

• —Increases well-being and quality of life

• Can enrich relationships with self, others, and the world

• —Allows people in chronic pain to re-integrate their mind and body once again

• Many people in pain feel as if their minds are separate from their bodies due to the deep sense of

hatred of their body failing them. This integration of mind and body shows you that your pain/body is

not the enemy, and to work with your body not against it.

Kabat-Zinn, J. (1990). Full catastrophe living: Using the wisdom of your body and mind to face stress, pain, and 

illness. New York: Bantam Dell.





• Learn more on my website, Phoenix Rising with Dr. G:

⚬ "Mindfulness and Chronic Pain: Going Beyond One's Psychological 

Suffering." (3 part webinar)

⚬ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AN3zXbIoxCE

Mindfulness & Chronic Pain Webinar
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Psychotherapy

• Individual, Couples, Family, Group

• Expressive Therapy: Art, Music, Dance

• Acceptance & Commitment Therapy (ACT)

• Dialectical Behavior Therapy (DBT)

• Mindfulness-Based Pain Management (MBPM)

- https://www.breathworks-mindfulness.org.uk/mbpm

Learn more on my website, Phoenix Rising with Dr. G:

• "What’s a pain psychologist? Dr. Melissa Geraghty can explain."
⚬ https://www.phoenixrisingwithdrg.com/blog/what-s-a-pain-psychologist-dr-melissa-geraghty-can-explain-2

• "Acceptance & Commitment Therapy."

⚬ https://www.migrainedisorders.org/podcast/s3ep22-acceptance-commitment-therapy/ Dr. Melissa Geraghty, Psy.D.    
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• Empowered Relief™ is an evidence-based, single-session pain class that 

rapidly equips patients with pain management skills. It was developed at 

Stanford University.

• I’m a certified instructor. You can sign up for my mailing list on my website 

to find out when my next class will be.

Empowered Relief™
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Waiting...
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• If we use this “waiting” mentality in terms of living our values (i.e.

the things we care about in life), we would be waiting forever

and wouldn’t do anything meaningful!

⚬ Example: “When I feel less pain, I’ll be able to do xxx.”

⚬ We all have the ability to live our values the best we can

given our circumstances.

⚬ It is possible to live with chronic pain and lead a valued life.

⚬ Our lives may not look how we intended, but they can still

be full of meaning.

￭ Example: Texting with a friend if you cannot do a Zoom

meeting or in person visit.

...in Life
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• Acceptance with Resignation vs. Acceptance with

Resilience

⚬ “Acceptance with Resignation steals hope more

thoroughly than pain itself can do."1

⚬ “Acceptance with Resilience makes it possible for

a person to reinvent himself or herself on the

other side of a problem’s onset.”1

Acceptance with Resilience

Dr. Melissa Geraghty, Psy.D.    
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1. Webster, L. R. (2015). The painful truth: What chronic pain is really like and why it matters to each of us. Salt 

Lake City, UT: Webster Media LLC.



Acceptance & Commitment Therapy
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(McCracken, 2015) https://www.div12.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/ACT-for-Chronic-Pain-manual-McCracken.pdf



My Favorite ACT book: The Happiness Trap 
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Explores values, mindfulness, coping skills, etc.



The Inevitable Pain Flare
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Self-Care in a Flare

•Determine if you can tell which conditions or symptoms are in 

a flare. Sometimes we will not be able to tell which condition is 

flaring, and that’s ok, we can still help ourselves out.

•Pace if needed.

•Rest if needed.

•Reach out for support (online Migraine community).

•Remind yourself that flares pass and emotions come and go.

•Use your coping skills (grounding, deep breathing, 

mindfulness).

Be in the moment. Lean in. Accept you are 

having a flare.



• Plight: Say too much, assumed to be over-exaggerating, do not say 

enough, will not get properly helped.

• People who maximize their pain experiences “need to be confronted 

and taught that their behaviors are counterproductive, though in an 

encouraging way.”1

• People who minimize their pain experiences also need to be 

confronted as “ignoring the signs and living in denial only make the 

problem more difficult to manage later.”1

• It takes balance.

Doctor Appointment Preparation
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1. Nagel D. Needless Suffering: How Society Fails Those with Chronic Pain. Lebanon, NH: University Press of New 

England; 2016.



https://www.phoenixrisingwithdrg.com/blog/medical-history-and-current-medications-documents

Medical History and Current Medications Binder
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Learn more on my website, Phoenix Rising with Dr. G:

• "Coping with Medical Trauma and Gaslighting: When to Switch Doctors."

⚬ Get free access to the PowerPoint slides for this workshop through the link provided.

⚬ https://www.phoenixrisingwithdrg.com/site/featured-work-resources

• "Medical Gaslighting - It's not in your head!"

⚬ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z1a5v-WXE4c&feature=youtu.be (2022).

• "Coping with Medical Gaslighting on Your Path to a Spinal CSF Leak Diagnosis."

⚬ https://youtu.be/jSu4Dznwklw (2022).

• "Medical Gaslighting" on the Awareness for POTSies Website

⚬ "What Is Medical Gaslighting?"

⚬ "Signs of Medical Gaslighting."

⚬ "How To Navigate Medical Gaslighting"

⚬ https://www.awarenessforpotsies.org/medical-gaslighting

Medical Gaslighting

Dr. Melissa Geraghty, Psy.D.    

www.phoenixrisingwithdrg.com



Advocacy
• Many people find it is empowering to use their voice.

• Find “Your People” and support system of people who have the same diagnosis as you.

• Advocacy work can give people a direction and purpose.

• Our voices and continued advocacy work honors those who are no longer with us.

• Don’t know where to start?

⚬ Decide which disease or mental health condition you would like

to focus on and look up non-profits online.

• Get Involved (at your own pace)!

• Examples:

⚬ Shades for Migraine (June 21st)

⚬ Mental Health America

￭ https://mhanational.org/policy-issues

⚬ Headache on The Hill

￭ https://allianceforheadacheadvocacy.org/headache-on-the-hill/
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