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Overview of Common Complementary and Integrative Approaches to Managing
Chronic Pain: A Guide for Patients With Chronic Pain
Chronic pain is pain that lasts for more than 3-6 months. It is a complex health condition that is difficult to treat. Chronic pain is stressful,
and can lead to serious and costly physical and mental health problems. Many people affected by chronic pain can become addicted to
pain medications, like opioids. It can also lead to depression and loss of income from days out of work. The most common causes are low
back pain, arthritis, and headaches.
About 40% of the United States population has chronic pain.
Of these, 38% of people use complementary and integrative
medicine (CIM) approaches to cope with their pain.1 People use
CIM for pain relief and to reduce the side effects of pain medications. CIM is not a typical medical treatment, so it is not
regulated by medical or health care institutes. Common CIM approaches are available in our communities though drugstores,
supermarkets, health spas, gyms, and private clinics.
The goals of CIM therapies are to reduce pain and control the
body’s response to pain. It also decreases how much pain interferes with everyday life. People use CIM approaches along with
usual medical treatments. Hence, these approaches are integrative.
CIM is not recommended as a replacement for usual medical care.
This guide provides a brief outline of the most common CIM
approaches to manage chronic pain that are not nutritional supplements. This guide does not evaluate the usefulness of these
CIM approaches. You should talk to your doctor to find out if any
CIM approaches may help you. Be aware that your insurance may
not pay for these CIM approaches. Contact your health care
provider to learn more about the options of including CIM into
your treatment plan. Some common CIM approaches that are used
for chronic pain are listed below. Many of these approaches are
used in combination with other rehabilitation therapies.
1. Acupuncture: People in China, Japan, and Korea have used
acupuncture for thousands of years to treat pain. Acupuncture
uses hair-thin needles inserted into specific areas of the body.
This is known to promote the flow of blood. It is one of the
most common CIM methods to treat low back pain and headaches.2 It affects the immune system and the brain chemicals
that interpret pain.3 In the United States, the National Certification Commission for Acupuncture and Oriental Medicine
certifies acupuncturists.
2. Biofeedback: Biofeedback is an ancient practice used by yogis
and monks to control breathing and heart rate. More recently,

modern technology helps guide the practice by providing realtime feedback. Chronic pain is invisible. Biofeedback makes
our experience of the pain visible. A sensor is placed on areas
of the body such as fingertips or ear lobe. This sensor measures
changes that are not normally visible. Different biofeedback
techniques control the body’s responses to experiences, such as
pain. With biofeedback, you can learn to control your body,
relax muscles, and reduce the effects of stress.4 As you gain
control of your body, your fear of pain decreases, which can
reduce the stress caused by pain, and the perception of pain
itself. The Biofeedback Certification International Alliance
certifies qualified persons to practice and instruct biofeedback.
3. Massage: Massage therapy originates from ancient Chinese
and Egyptian practices. Massage promotes health and healing.
Massage therapy can decrease the sensation of pain and
reduce the effects of chronic pain on the body. It relaxes
muscles and improves blood flow. It can also decrease
emotional stress, anxiety, and improve mood. This helps to
minimize the perception of pain.5 The American Massage
Therapy Association licenses qualified therapists in the
United States.
4. Yoga: Yoga originates from ancient Indian philosophy. This
relies on mind-body control through conscious breathing. It is
popular in the United States, with more than 36 million adults
practicing yoga for health reasons. Yoga reduces the perception
of pain by decreasing heart rate and anxiety. Practicing yoga
helps the body to restore strength and flexibility.6 People with
high blood pressure, chronic pain, or movement restrictions
must use modified poses that are not physically demanding.
The different styles of yoga each have unique benefits. The
Yoga Alliance regulates yoga schools and yoga teachers in the
United States.
5. Tai chi: Tai chi is an ancient Chinese health practice. In Chinese medicine, blockage in the flow of blood or life energy
results in pain. Tai chi restores its flow using breathing
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techniques, mental imagery, and gentle body movements. It
decreases chronic pain from arthritis, low back pain, and
muscle pain.7 Tai chi is very gentle on the body and should not
cause any knee or back pain when done properly. Currently, no
universal institute certifies tai chi instructors.
6. Mindfulness meditation: The monks of China and India
practice meditation for spirituality. Mindfulness is nonjudgmental awareness of the present moment. Mindfulness
meditation focuses the mind on breathing. It also tries to
minimize awareness of other thoughts and sensations. This
can decrease the experience of pain and increase pain tolerance.8 Meditation also decreases the brain’s activity in areas
that process emotions and memories to interpret pain.9
Currently, no universal institute certifies mindfulness meditation instructors.

Resources
 The American Academy of Medical Acupuncture provides a list
of licensed acupuncturists: http://www.medicalacupuncture.org/
Find-an-Acupuncturist.
 The Biofeedback Certification International Alliance has
established standards of practice and confers board certification
to people required for the clinical practice of biofeedback:
http://www.bcia.org/i4a/pages/index.cfm?pageidZ1.
 The American Massage Therapy Association provides a list of
licensed massage therapists. https://www.amtamassage.org/
findamassage/index.html. The Federation of Massage Therapy
licensing board administers Massage and Bodywork Licensing
Examination. https://www.fsmtb.org/mblex/.
 The Yoga Alliance provides list of registered yoga teachers and
schools. https://www.yogaalliance.org/Directory?TypeZTeacher.
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Disclaimer
This information is not meant to replace the advice of a medical
professional and should not be interpreted as a clinical practice
guideline. This Information/Education Page may be reproduced
for noncommercial use for health care professionals and other
service providers to share with their patients or clients. Any other
reproduction is subject to approval by the publisher.
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