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Written for PainChats by Linda Crawford, Occupational Therapist.

Pain, Perplexity and Permission Slips

For those experiencing persisting pain, life can become eerily dark and lonely. Even those
who once enjoyed getting out of bed early, going to the gym, or being active can find daily
tasks like grocery shopping impossible. Friendships and relationships can become difficult to
maintain, only venturing out on “good’ days. 
 
Pain can be perplexing, for the person experiencing it and those around them. It can be a
struggle to figure out what to do or what not to do. Friends, family and health professionals
can all be baffled by your experience of pain, especially if you don’t look sick, hurt or
disabled.
 
Therapy and treatment offered by many doctors may lead to years of continuing pain,
resulting in frustration and desperation. After numerous treatments over years, doctors can
ultimately judge the situation as hopeless, giving you a life sentence of pain.
 
Moving from this negative place toward something more positive is a huge challenge and it
can take many steps, big and small, to start on the path to wellness.

Starting the journey from life altering
pain to feeling well again
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Getting from Here to There: Permission Slips

One strategy to move toward a more constructive and positive approach to your pain is to
write yourself “permission slips” so you can be the boss of your own life, feelings and
healing.
 
What are permission slips? At school, permission slips are signed by parents allowing
children to be involved in certain activities, or by teachers so children can use the bathroom.
 
They represent power over actions and freedoms, and whoever writes them holds that
power. Many pain patients surrender that power to prescription writers and therapists. They
set the limits of what is and isn’t permissible.
 
Shifting your role with healthcare providers from “patient,” with little power or influence, to
“the boss” gives you the freedom and power to be in charge of your own path to wellness. 
This doesn’t mean blaming, arguing, or refusing advice. It means speaking up for what you
really need.
 
Once you change this perspective, other “permissions” may follow. You might find yourself
saying no when you need to say no, telling your story, challenging false judgements or
diagnoses, making decisions for yourself, accepting your feelings without self-judgement. 
 
You might give yourself permission to be brave and afraid (at the same time) in order to
pursue your own recovery through the ups and downs. These challenges are part of living
with pain, but they should not stop you from living well. Give yourself permission to do so. 
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Reducing pain and perplexity takes time. It requires developing a calm sense of ownership of
your own body, your story, emotions and choices. These are leaned skills and they take
practice and time. Depending on your situation, you may never “recover” from pain in the
sense of being completely pain free. But developing these skills does mean you can live a
happier, more meaningful life.
 
Getting to that point takes a lot of steps, but it can start with a simple question. What do you
need to give yourself permission for to move from here to the “there” you want?
 
 
 
1. What information did you read here that is relevant to your pain experience?
 
 
 
 
 
2. What did you read here that surprised you, or that you disagree with? Why do you think
that is?
 
 
 
 
 
3. Are there any actions that you want to take after reading this information?
 
 
 
 
You can use your responses here to talk to your health professionals, or you can email your
questions to the PainChats team via hello@painchats.com

Personal Notes and Reflections


