CHRONIC PAIN CARE - INTEGRATIVE MEDICINE OPTIONS AND ADVANCES
September – Pain Awareness Month in the U.S.
Pain Awareness Month each September gives us an opportunity to refresh our knowledge with
the latest stats and research and to communicate integrative medicine's options and clinical
applications in healthcare's response to a global health burden. The National Health Interview
Survey, considered the best single surveillance source for monitoring chronic pain data in the
U.S., has reported that 20.4% of adults had chronic pain in 2019 and 7.4% of adults had highimpact chronic pain that frequently limited their life or work activities. It has been estimated that
chronic pain affects 30% of the world's population.
In this month of pain awareness, what more do we know and how has it shaped what’s new in
chronic pain care? What is the strength of integrative medicine today in this arena? In 2022, how
is it being supported and advanced to benefit patients living with chronic pain?
Heather Tick, MA, MD, an integrative pain practitioner for over 20
years, is a Clinical Associate Professor in the Departments of
Family Medicine and Anesthesiology and Pain Medicine at the
University of Washington (UW) and the first Gunn-Loke Endowed
Professor of Integrative Pain Medicine. As a clinician, she
approaches each patient as a unique individual whose optimal
health depends on many factors in his or her lifestyle, genetics,
and life experience.
UW has supported this approach from the beginning. In fact, the
university’s multidisciplinary pain program was one of the world’s
first, introduced in 1961 by John J. Bonica, MD, founder of the
International Association for the Study of Pain. Dr. Tick was
recruited to the university as an “early adopter,” a conventionally trained physician who embraced
whole health and who had seen the difference that integrative approaches to chronic pain can
make in patient care outcomes. “Change happens slowly and incrementally, on the fringes of
medicine,” says Dr. Tick, “I’ve had the freedom and space to learn from my patients and from
emerging evidence not yet accepted by most universities.”
Today, UW’s Multidisciplinary Pain Clinic honors its history and embraces the mounting evidence
that integrative medicine’s approach to the treatment of chronic pain is more effective than drugs
and procedures for most patients. “We changed the order in which strategies are conventionally
deployed, explains Dr. Tick, “so instead of starting with medication, procedures, and surgeries, we
begin with a collaborative, patient-centered behavioral approach that may include any one or
combination of nutrition, exercise, movement, meditation, acupuncture, massage therapy and
more.”
As co-chair of the Pain Task Force of the Academic Consortium for Integrative Medicine &
Health, Dr. Tick and co-chair Arya Nielsen, PhD, have helped lead integrative medicine’s search
for the most current, evidence-based nonpharmacologic strategies for comprehensive pain care.
A narrative review on acupuncture therapy for comprehensive acute pain care was published by
the Pain Task Force in Pain Medicine (2022), the journal of the American Academy of Pain
Medicine. Their review updates this topic in the Academic Consortium’s White Paper on
Evidence-Based Nonpharmacologic Strategies for Comprehensive Pain Care, produced by the
Pain Task Force in 2018.
Drs. Tick and Nielsen, and Task Force members Jeffery A Dusek, PhD, and Lisa TaylorSwanson, PhD, anticipate that the positive results and high patient and clinician satisfaction
provide the rationale for healthcare practitioners and administrators to “advocate for policy
initiatives that remedy systemic reimbursement barriers to evidence-based comprehensive pain
care strategies.”
During the CDC process for updating its 2016 Guideline on Prescribing Opioids for Chronic Pain,
this task force responded on behalf of all Academic Consortium member institutions, expressing
concern for proposed “opioid tapering and more permissive dose limits” that could be
inadvertently interpreted as a “decreased level of concern from the CDC regarding the risk of
opioid-related deaths as well as the liability of other opioid adverse effects.” The complete text of
Academic Consortium comments appears in the journal Global Advances in Health and Medicine,
including the suggestion that “Prioritizing effective nonpharmacologic strategies would advance
the goals of improved outcomes while simultaneously reducing harms associated with opioid use
and abuse.”
Increasing Support for Nonpharmacologic Research and Data-Sharing
The Pain Management Collaboratory (PMC), with funding from NCCIH, NIH, the Department of
Defense, and the Department of Veterans Affairs, includes 11 large-scale, multisite, pragmatic
clinical trials on the implementation and evaluation of nonpharmacological approaches for the
management of pain and common co-occurring conditions in Military and Veterans healthcare
systems.
Recognizing an increasing body of evidence on the effectiveness of nonpharmacological
interventions for pain management, the PMC’s research will help to close some of the gaps
between science and clinical practice. To facilitate the sharing of its findings with the pain research
community, the PMC has joined GitHub – a web platform widely used by developers to share
source code for projects.
Chronic pain is complex and remains so, requiring ongoing and comprehensive integrative
research and calling for new and innovative approaches and continuous learning. Benjamin
Kligler, MD, MPH, Executive Director of the Office of Patient Centered Care & Cultural
Transformation at the Veterans Health Administration, told the Washington Post in 2019 that
chronic pain “is interwoven with all kinds of psychological, emotional and spiritual dimensions, as
well as the physical.” He added, “Honestly, the profession of medicine doesn’t have a terribly good
understanding, overall, of that kind of complexity.”
In 2022, Dr. Tick expresses the strength and future of integrative medicine’s role in
comprehensive pain care this way, updating the visionary statements made by Eric B.
Schoomaker, MD, PhD, former U.S. Army Surgeon General, in a contributed special chapter to
the book Integrative Pain Medicine (Oxford University Press):
“The growing evidence and recognition of the complex nature of acute and chronic pain and the
universally acknowledged failure of traditional approaches are creating interest and opportunity
for integrative pain care and great promise for a transformational breakthrough in how pain can
be prevented, mitigated and managed.”

Integrative Pain Management Individually and Collaboratively at Your Institution
1. Evaluate the need and capacity for comprehensive integrative pain management offered by your
institution to your patient base and community.
2. Talk to all stakeholders in the institution to clearly identify their interest and involvement in a
structure and process that pulls together all available elements.
3. Take it personally and start with something basic like nutrition that can help every single patient you
see, often resulting in dramatic changes. “Develop those strategies for yourself and your patient
populations,” advises Dr. Tick.
4. Work with trainees. It broadens their perspective from what they were not taught in medical school,
i.e., the adverse effects of medications and the research-supported benefits of culinary medicine and
nutrition.
5. Work with Fellows, the graduates. Allow them to experience integrative pain care’s different
approaches which teach them to ask questions of their patients. These colleagues will notice the
difference in patient outcomes and become champions at your institution for integrative pain care.
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