
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Thoughts & Pain 

Our thoughts can influence: 

• Our mood/emotions 

• Our behaviour 

• Our physical state 

 

Chronic Pain 

Thoughts 
Unhelpful, 

negative beliefs 

Emotions 
Depression, 

Anxiety, Anger 

Behaviour 
Avoidance, 
Withdrawal 

What thoughts do you have when you are in pain? What do you notice about these thoughts? 

 

 

Ways to manage unhelpful thoughts: 

- Defuse, distance and disconnect from the thoughts – see the thoughts as just a sequence of words 

instead of a truth or a fact.  

- Stop, recognise, objectify and observe the thoughts.  



  

Cognitive Defusion Techniques  

 External Voice – instead of saying “I’m useless” to yourself say, “I am having the thought that I 

am useless”. This creates some space between you and the thought.  

 Type it out – Imagine your thought on a computer screen, and then play with it by changing 

the font, colour or size. You could also practically do this on a computer.  

 Pop-up mind – Imagine that your thought is like an internet pop up advert. Practice closing 

this pop-up ad.  

 Say it slowly – Say the thought in slow motion. What do you notice about the power of the 

thought now? Is it as powerful or uncomfortable as it was before you practiced this method? 

  

Leaves on a Stream Exercise 

1. Sit in a comfortable position and either close your eyes or rest them gently on a fixed spot in 

the room. 

2. Visualise yourself sitting beside a gently flowing stream with leaves floating along the surface 

of the water. Pause 10 seconds. 

3. For the next few minutes, take each thought that enters your mind and place it on a leaf… let it 

float by.  Do this with each thought – pleasurable, painful, or neutral.  Even if you have joyous 

or enthusiastic thoughts, place them on a leaf and let them float by.  

4. If your thoughts momentarily stop, continue to watch the stream.  Sooner or later, your 

thoughts will start up again.  Pause 20 seconds. 

5. Allow the stream to flow at its own pace.  Don’t try to speed it up and rush your thoughts 

along.  You’re not trying to rush the leaves along or get rid of your thoughts.  You are allowing 

them to come and go at their own pace. 

6. If your mind says “I’m bored,” or “I’m not doing this right” place those thoughts on leaves too, 

and let them pass.  Pause 20 seconds. 

7. If a leaf gets stuck, allow it to hang around until it’s ready to float by.  If the thought comes up 

again, watch it float by another time.  Pause 20 seconds. 

8. From time to time, your thoughts may hook you and distract you from being fully present in 

this exercise. This is normal.  As soon as you realise that you have become side tracked, gently 

bring your attention back to the visualization exercise.  

 


