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Tyneside Integrated Musculoskeletal Service (TIMS) 

Living with persistent pain: information for partners, 
family and friends 
 

Introduction 
This leaflet explains what life with persistent pain is like and how you can support someone who 
has it. The best way to understand your friend or family member’s pain is to talk with them. They 
know their body best, and everyone’s pain is different. 
 

What is persistent pain?  
Persistent pain (chronic pain) is pain that lasts for three months or longer, often persisting well 
after an initial injury or illness has healed. Pain is the body’s way of warning us about danger 
and keeping ourselves safe.  
 
For example, when you feel pain after stepping on something sharp, you move your foot away. 
But in persistent pain, the nervous system stays active even when there’s no danger. The brain 
keeps sending pain signals even though the threat has passed. 
 

• Persistent pain lasts for more than three months, longer than it usually takes an injury to 
heal. 

• For some people, it can last for years or even a lifetime. 

• This pain is real. It’s not “in someone’s head.” The brain creates pain in the same way it 
creates hunger or thirst. 

• Sometimes persistent pain goes along with a long-term illness. Other times, there is no 
clear cause. 

• Pain often comes with tiredness, brain fog, poor memory, or muscle spasms. These can 
make everyday tasks harder. 

• People with persistent pain have good days and bad days. On some days, they can do 
more; on others, even simple things may feel too hard because their symptoms have 
flared up. 

 

How does persistent pain affect life? 
Living with ongoing pain can change many parts of life. People may have to adjust their goals, 
routines, or jobs. They might need to ask for help, find new ways to do things, or stop some 
activities altogether. 
 
The diagram below shows how living with pain can have a ripple effect on different aspects of 
people’s lives. For example, pain can affect sleep, level of fitness and mental health, which then 
can make pain worse. 
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Getting a clear diagnosis can be difficult. Many people see a number of health professionals 
before they get answers. Sometimes, there is no clear diagnosis, which can be frustrating and 
affect trust in healthcare. 
 
When new symptoms appear, it can be hard to tell if they are part of the ongoing pain or 
something new that needs medical attention. 
 

Voices from people living with pain  
“Living with pain feels like hearing a constant hum that never stops. Some days I can block it 
out and carry on; other days, it takes over everything. The hum is always there, slowly draining 
my energy, so even good days can feel tiring.” 
 
“When I was stressed, my pain got worse, and I felt defeated. Learning to pace myself was 
tough because life doesn’t stop for pain. I retrained for a new job and stayed hopeful. When I 
lowered my stress, accepted my limits, and paced myself, my pain eased and my mood 
improved. With the right mindset, you can take back control of your life.” 
 

Managing persistent pain  
Persistent pain often can’t be cured, but it can be managed. 
 
Support can come from:  

• pain specialists 

• GPs  

• physiotherapists  

• psychologists 

• occupational therapists.  
These professionals may offer medication, exercises, or coping strategies. 
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A key skill is pacing, which means knowing how to balance activity and rest on each day. 
Pacing helps avoid the “boom and bust” cycle of doing too much on good days and crashing 
afterward. Over time, pacing builds confidence and stamina. Please see the following diagram.  

Pacing activity diagram 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Other helpful approaches include: 
 

• mindfulness to manage stress and stay present. 

• self-compassion, being kind to oneself. 

• acceptance, learning to live well even when life looks different from before. 
 

How can I help? 
• Everyone experiences pain differently, so the best way to help is to ask them what they 

need. 

• Be patient and understanding. Their pain isn’t a problem to “fix”. Sometimes, simply 
being there and listening helps more than giving advice. 

• Encourage them to take breaks and pace themself without guilt. Some people prefer 
more space to manage things on their own. That’s okay too. 

 

Talking about pain 
Here are some gentle ways to start a conversation about pain and support: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Would you like to 
talk about how your 
pain has been? 

Is there something 
I can do that would 
make things 
easier? 

What do you need 
to do to pace 
yourself? Can we 
do it together? 

What makes your 
pain worse or 

better? 

How can I support 
you when you’re 
having a bad day? 

Would you like 
company, or would 
you rather have 
some quiet time? 
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For further information  
Thank you for taking the time to read this leaflet. If you would like more information, please refer 
to the following links: 
 

 
Chronic or persistent pain page on TIMS website 
 
https://www.tims.nhs.uk/chronic-or-persistent-musculoskeletal-pain/  
 
 
 

 
 
YouTube Video: Understanding pain in less than 5 minutes 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5KrUL8tOaQs  
 
 
 

 
 

YouTube Video: Tame the beast -it’s time to rethink persistent pain  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ikUzvSph7Z4&t=141s  
 
 
 

Contact details 
Tyneside Integrated Musculoskeletal Service (TIMS) for referrals, queries and feedback. You 
can contact us 8am to 4pm, Monday to Friday on 0191 2138800, email nuth.tims@nhs.net 
 
PALS (Patient Advice and Liaison Service) for help, advice and information about NHS 
services. You can contact them on freephone 0800 032 02 02, email pals@nhct.nhs.uk  
 
https://www.northumbria.nhs.uk/patients-and-visitors/share-your-feedback/patient-and-advice-
liaison-service-pals#9882d87e   
 

Useful websites 
If you would like further information about health conditions and treatment options, you may 
wish to have a look at the NHS website at www.nhs.uk  
 
If you would like to find accessibility information for our hospitals, please visit 
www.accessable.co.uk      
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