
Did you know the feeling of pain is something your brain decides you 
should experience if it believes there is some tissue damage in your body?1

Pain is Created in the Brain

The Pain Paradox
This is called the “pain paradox”. It means that the pain you feel does not always 
reflect the severity or even the location of your problem - if there is a problem 
at all. Science has shown beyond a doubt that pain is created in your brain!2 4 9 

10 Sometimes pain can be very helpful and informative.1 Our brains create the 
experience of pain to let us know something is not ok.1 The pain can let us know 
what not to do while our body heals the problem.1

1

In fact, your brain can decide that you should feel pain even if it only thinks there 
is a potential threat of tissue damage.2-5 It may seem strange, but it’s up to your 

brain to decide whether you should feel pain or not.



For some people, pain can persist even after the 
initial injury that caused it has healed.9 11 12 For some 
people, the pain can spread to other areas that are 
not injured at all.6 For these people, the pain has 
become non-informative and non-helpful.9 11 12 The 
pain itself has become a problem. The brain has 
learnt to be in pain.9 11 12 The way the brain does this 
is very similar to the way the brain learns anything. 
It’s called neural plasticity - or brain adaptations.9 11 12 

Brain scientists now know that what you focus on 
drives the way your brain will change.13-15 This can be 
a problem if you are focusing on your pain because 
it may make it worse. So, even if you’re in pain, try to 
focus on the good things in your life instead of your 
pain. This alone can help you!1 

Brain scientists have discovered that adjustments 
may change brain function16 in a part of your brain 
called the pre-frontal cortex.17 This part of your 
brain is actually the part of your brain that’s very 
involved in pain becoming chronic.8 18-21 This might 
be why getting chiropractic care early on when you 
have a problem has better long-term outcomes.22 It 
might also be that chiropractic care can prevent pain 
from becoming chronic.22 

Neuroscientists believe that chiropractic care 

most likely helps reduce your feeling of pain by 
helping your brain ‘turn down’ or ‘switch off ’ the 
perception of pain in your brain.23 

This means chiropractors may or may not adjust 
your spine exactly where you feel that it hurts. 
They are looking for parts of your spine and/or 
body where there is a lack of proper movement 
and they will adjust you there - so don’t worry if 
it’s not where you feel the pain. Remember that 
the feeling of pain that you experience is created 
by your brain and does not mean it’s where the 
problem actually is.24 

Chiropractors are very good at finding the parts 
of your spine and body that need to be gently 
adjusted.25 Research studies have shown that 
adjusting your spine may helps your brain know 
more accurately what is going on in your body,26 

27 so it can more appropriately respond to what is 
going on and control your body better. It improves 
your brain-body communication.26 27 

If you want to make sure your brain-body 
communication is as accurate as possible so you 
can feel great and function at your optimum 
potential, check in with your chiropractor and see 
if they can help. 

•	 Dr. Heidi Haavik 
BSc(Physiol) BSc(Chiro) PhD 

•	 Dr. Kelly Holt 
BSc, BSc(Chiro), PGDipHSc, PhD

•	 Dr. Jenna Duehr 
BChiro, BHSc(Nursing), MHSc

What does the research show? 

Disclaimer and References
This information is provided for educational purposes only. It is not intended to be professional advice of any kind. Haavik Research Ltd 
encourages you to make your own health care decisions based on your own research and in partnership with a qualified health care professional.

chiroshub.com

© Haavik Research 2021

1. Seymour B. Pain: Neuron 2019;101(6):1029-41. 2. Koyama T, McHaffie JG, Laurienti PJ, et al. 2005;102(36):12950-55. 3. Hadjistavropoulos TD, S; Goubert, L.; Mogil J.S.; 
Sullivan, M.J.L.; Vervoort, T.; Craig K.D.; Cano, A.; Jackson, P.L.; Rainville, P.; Williams, A.C.; Fitzgerald, T.D. Psychological bulletin 2011;137(6):910- 39. 4. Wager TD. Science 
2004;303(5661):1162-67. 5. Ploghaus A. Science 1999;284(5422):1979-81. 6. Curatolo M, Arendt-Nielsen L, Petersen-Felix S. 2006;17(2):287-302. 7. Fenton BW, Shih E, 
Zolton J. 2015;5(4):297-317. 8. Mitsi V, Zachariou V. Neuroscience 2016;338:81-92. 9. Apkarian AV, Hashmi JA, Baliki MN. Pain 2011;152(3 Suppl):S49. 10. Atlas LY, Bolger 
N, Lindquist MA, et al. 2010;30(39):12964-77. 11. May A. 2008;137(1):7-15. 12. Costigan M, Scholz J, Woolf CJ. Neuropathic Pain: 2009;32(1):1-32. 13. Draganski B, Gaser 
C, Busch V, et al.2004;427(6972):311-12. 14. Kolb B, Whishaw IQ. 1998;49(1):43-64. 15. Ungerleider L. 2002;78(3):553-64. 16. Haavik H, Murphy B. 2012;22(5):768-76. 17. 
Lelic D, Niazi IK, Holt K, et al. 2016;2016:3704964. 18. Apkarian AV, Thomas PS, Krauss BR, et al. 2001;311(3):193-97. 19. Seminowicz DA, Moayedi M.  2017;18(9):1027-
35. 20. Kang D, McAuley JH, Kassem MS, et al. 2019;23(2):203-19. 21. Loggia ML, Berna C, Kim J, et al. 2015;16(8):692-99. 22. Eklund A, Jensen I, Lohela-Karlsson M, 
et al. 2018;13(9):e0203029. 23. Haavik H, Niazi IK, Holt K, et al. 2017. 24. Dalton PA, Jull GA. 1989;35(1):3-8. 25. Holt K, Russell D, Cooperstein R, et al. Chiropr J Aust 
2018;46(1):101-17. 26. Haavik H, Murphy B. 2011;34(2):88-97. 27. Holt KR, Haavik H, Lee AC, et al. J Manipulative Physiol Ther 2016.


