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Abstract 

Chronic pain is a complex and pervasive condition that challenges both individuals and healthcare systems. In light of 
concerns about overreliance on pharmacological interventions, non-pharmacological approaches have gained 
prominence in chronic pain management. This article explores the scientific basis and benefits of diverse non-
pharmacological interventions, including physical exercise, manual therapies, cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT), 
meditation, acupuncture, and herbal medicine, in alleviating chronic pain. Each intervention's mechanisms of action are 
elucidated, shedding light on their physiological and psychological effects. 

Physical exercise has emerged as a cornerstone of non-pharmacological pain management, offering benefits such as 
pain reduction, enhanced mobility, and improved quality of life. Mechanisms encompass endorphin release, anti-
inflammatory effects, and central nervous system modulation. Manual therapies, represented by chiropractic 
manipulation, osteopathic manipulative treatment , and massage therapy, demonstrate significant pain relief through 
mechanisms involving joint mobilization, muscle relaxation, and neurophysiological responses. Cognitive-behavioral 
therapy (CBT) operates through cognitive restructuring, behavioral modification, and pain perception modulation. 
Meditation practices, such as mindfulness and meditation-based pain relief, cultivate mindfulness and promote 
emotional regulation, leading to reduced pain perception and improved overall well-being. Acupuncture, a traditional 
Chinese therapy, involves needling specific points to achieve pain relief through mechanisms like endorphin release, 
neural pathway modulation, and anti-inflammatory effects. 

Herbal medicine, with its rich pharmacopeia, contributes to pain management through anti-inflammatory, analgesic, 
and muscle relaxant properties. Mechanisms encompass modulation of neurotransmitters, prostaglandins, and ion 
channels. Collectively, these non-pharmacological interventions empower individuals to actively engage in their pain 
management and improve their quality of life. 
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1. Introduction

Chronic pain is a complex and debilitating condition that affects millions of people worldwide. While pharmaceutical 
interventions such as opioids and nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) are commonly used to manage 
chronic pain, there is growing interest in the use of non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain management (1). 

Non-pharmaceutical approaches to chronic pain management may include a range of interventions, such as physical 
therapy, acupuncture, cognitive-behavioural therapy, and mindfulness-based stress reduction. These approaches may 
be used alone or in combination with pharmacological interventions, depending on the individual patient's needs (2). 
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1.1. Physiotherapy 

Physical therapy or physiotherapy is a common non-pharmaceutical approach to pain management, and involves a 
range of exercises and techniques designed to improve strength, flexibility, and range of motion. Studies have shown 
that physical therapy can be effective in reducing pain and improving function in patients with chronic pain conditions 
such as low back pain and osteoarthritis (3). This offers benefits such as pain reduction, enhanced mobility, and 
improved quality of life and the mechanisms of benefit is due to endorphin release, anti-inflammatory effects, and 
central nervous system modulation.   

1.2. Acupuncture 

Acupuncture is another non-pharmaceutical approach to pain management that has gained popularity in recent years. 
This ancient Chinese practice involves the insertion of thin needles into specific points on the body, with the goal of 
restoring balance and promoting healing. While the mechanisms underlying the effectiveness of acupuncture are not 
fully understood, studies have suggested that it may be useful for the treatment of chronic pain conditions such as 
osteoarthritis, fibromyalgia, and low back pain (4). The effects may be due to endorphin release, neural pathway 
modulation, and anti-inflammatory effects. 

1.3. Cognitive-behavioural therapy  

Cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT) is a form of talk therapy that focuses on identifying and changing negative thought 
patterns and behaviours that may be contributing to the experience of pain. CBT may be useful for patients with chronic 
pain conditions such as fibromyalgia and chronic headache, and has been shown to improve pain, mood, and quality of 
life in some patients (5). CBT operates through cognitive restructuring, behavioral modification, and pain perception 
modulation. 

1.4. Mindfulness 

Mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) is another non-pharmaceutical approach to pain management that has 
gained popularity in recent years. This technique involves the use of mindfulness meditation, yoga, and other relaxation 
techniques to help reduce stress and improve well-being. Studies have suggested that MBSR may be effective in reducing 
pain and improving function in patients with chronic pain conditions such as low back pain and fibromyalgia (6). 
Meditation practices, such as mindfulness and meditation-based pain relief, cultivate mindfulness and promote 
emotional regulation, leading to reduced pain perception and improved overall well-being.  

1.5. Herbal medicine  

Herbal medicine, with its rich pharmacopeia, contributes to pain management through anti-inflammatory, analgesic, 
and muscle relaxant properties. Mechanisms encompass modulation of neurotransmitters, prostaglandins, and ion 
channels. Collectively, these non-pharmacological interventions empower individuals to actively engage in their pain 
management and improve their quality of life. Herbal or plant derived medicines like Super nerve Power which has a 
combination of  Gingko Biloba, green tea, beet root extract etc is shown to improve the chronic pain in fibromyalgia, 
neuropathy and other neuromuscular conditions. This is supposed to readjust the neurotransmitter balance and reduce 
pain.  

1.6. Transcutaneous electrical nerve stimulation 

Transcutaneous electrical nerve stimulation (TENS) involves applying low-level electrical currents to the skin using 
electrodes placed near the painful area. TENS operates on the principle of the gate control theory of pain modulation. 
According to this theory, the nervous system can only process a limited amount of sensory input at a time. By stimulating 
non-painful sensory nerves through TENS, the incoming "gate" for pain signals can be partially closed, reducing the 
transmission of pain signals to the brain. There are other mechanisms for its action and include CNS modulation, 
segmental inhibition etc.   

In my own experience I have found TENS to be quite effective for chronic pain of limbs or backache. It’s completely free 
of side-effects, has a negligible cost, and should be used front-line at home before going out for any other intervention. 
In addition to this, other interventions such as massage therapy and biofeedback may also be useful for the management 
of chronic pain (7). 
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Table 1 Pain Management 

Intervention Effectivity in Pain Management Mechanisms of Action 

Physical Exercise Highly effective; improves pain, 
mobility, and well-being 

Endorphin release, anti-inflammatory 
effects, CNS modulation 

Manual Therapies Effective; provides relief through joint 
and muscle effects 

Joint mobilization, muscle relaxation, 
neurophysiological responses 

Cognitive-Behavioral 
Therapy (CBT) 

Highly effective; reduces pain 
perception and enhances coping skills 

Cognitive restructuring, behavior 
modification, pain perception modulation 

Meditation and MBSR Effective; reduces pain perception and 
improves emotional regulation 

Mindfulness, attentional focus, emotional 
regulation 

Acupuncture Effective; offers pain relief through 
neural and endorphin mechanisms 

Nerve stimulation, endorphin release, anti-
inflammatory effects 

Herbal Medicine Effective; provides analgesic and anti-
inflammatory effects 

Modulation of neurotransmitters, 
prostaglandins, ion channels 

1.7. Considerations while advocating non-pharmaceutical approaches  

Non-pharmaceutical approaches to chronic pain management have several advantages over pharmacological 
interventions. They are generally safer and have fewer side effects than many pain medications, and may also be more 
cost-effective in the long-term. Additionally, non-pharmaceutical approaches may be particularly useful for patients 
who have not responded well to traditional pharmacological interventions, or who may be at risk for adverse effects 
from pain medications (8). It offer a safe, effective, and patient-centred alternative to traditional pharmacological 
interventions. By promoting the use of these interventions, healthcare providers can improve pain management 
outcomes, reduce the risk of opioid addiction and overdose, and help reduce healthcare spending. Addressing the 
barriers that currently exist to the use of non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain management can help ensure that all 
patients have access to these important treatments. 

We however need to be careful and one important consideration when using non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain 
management is the need for individualized treatment plans. Chronic pain is a complex condition that may have multiple 
underlying causes, and effective management often requires a multifaceted approach. Healthcare providers should 
work with patients to develop personalized treatment plans that take into account the patient's medical history, lifestyle 
factors, and individual preferences (9). 

Additionally, it is important for healthcare providers to be knowledgeable about the various non-pharmaceutical 
approaches to pain management and to be able to offer these interventions to patients when appropriate. This may 
involve additional training or education for healthcare providers to ensure that they are equipped to provide effective 
non-pharmaceutical pain management strategies (10). Finally, research into the effectiveness of non-pharmaceutical 
approaches to pain management is ongoing, and new interventions and techniques are being developed all the time. It 
is important for healthcare providers to stay up-to-date with the latest research and to continually evaluate the 
effectiveness of non-pharmaceutical pain management strategies in their patients (11). 

Non-pharmaceutical approaches to chronic pain management are an important area of research and clinical practice. 
By offering a range of interventions that take into account the individual patient's needs and preferences, healthcare 
providers can help improve pain management outcomes for all patients. Further research is needed to determine the 
most effective non-pharmaceutical pain management strategies, and healthcare providers should remain vigilant to the 
latest developments in this field. 

It is also important to note that non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain management may not be suitable for all patients. 
Patients with certain medical conditions or who are taking certain medications may not be able to use certain non-
pharmaceutical interventions. For example, patients taking blood thinners may not be able to use acupuncture, as the 
insertion of needles can increase the risk of bleeding (12). In addition, non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain 
management may take longer to produce results than pharmacological interventions. Patients may need to be patient 
and committed to their treatment plan in order to see significant improvements in their pain symptoms (13). 
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Another important consideration is the potential cost of non-pharmaceutical pain management strategies. While these 
interventions may be more cost-effective in the long-term, some patients may not have access to certain interventions 
due to financial constraints or limited insurance coverage (14). 

Despite these challenges, non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain management offer a promising avenue for the 
treatment of chronic pain. As the opioid epidemic continues to ravage communities across the globe, there is growing 
interest in the use of non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain management as a safer and more sustainable alternative 
(15). Overall, non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain management have the potential to improve the lives of millions 
of people suffering from chronic pain. By offering a range of interventions that take into account the individual patient's 
needs and preferences, healthcare providers can help improve pain management outcomes for all patients. As research 
continues to explore the mechanisms of chronic pain and the effectiveness of non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain 
management, it is likely that we will see an increasing number of options available to patients. This may include new 
interventions such as virtual reality therapy, biofeedback, and neuromodulation techniques (16). 

In addition, the development of personalized medicine and advances in technology may lead to more targeted and 
effective non-pharmaceutical pain management strategies. For example, genetic testing may help identify patients who 
are more likely to respond to certain non-pharmaceutical interventions, while wearable technology may allow patients 
to track their pain symptoms and adjust their treatment plans accordingly (17). 

Finally, healthcare providers can play a crucial role in promoting the use of non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain 
management by educating patients about the benefits and limitations of these interventions. By taking the time to 
discuss non-pharmaceutical pain management options with their patients, healthcare providers can help reduce the 
reliance on opioids and other potentially harmful medications, and improve pain management outcomes for their 
patients (18). 

While non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain management may not be suitable for all patients, they offer a valuable 
alternative for those who are looking to manage their pain without relying on medications. Furthermore, these 
approaches have been shown to be effective in managing a range of chronic pain conditions, including back pain, 
neuropathic pain, and fibromyalgia (19). In addition, non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain management are generally 
considered to be safe and have fewer side effects than medications. This can be particularly beneficial for patients who 
are at risk of developing adverse effects from pharmacological interventions, such as older adults and those with 
multiple medical conditions (20). The use of non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain management is also in line with a 
growing trend towards patient-centered care. By offering patients a range of non-pharmaceutical options, healthcare 
providers can empower patients to take an active role in their own care and help them achieve better outcomes (21). 

As research into non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain management continues to evolve, it is likely that we will see 
more options become available to patients. However, it is important that these interventions are rigorously tested and 
evaluated to ensure that they are safe, effective, and appropriate for patients with chronic pain (22). In addition to the 
benefits for patients, non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain management may also have economic advantages. The 
cost of healthcare in many countries continues to rise, and the use of non-pharmaceutical interventions may help reduce 
healthcare spending by reducing the need for costly medications, hospitalizations, and procedures (23). 

Healthcare providers can also benefit from the use of non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain management, as these 
interventions may offer a more holistic and patient-centred approach to care. By taking the time to understand the 
unique needs and preferences of each patient, healthcare providers can develop treatment plans that are tailored to the 
individual and may be more effective in managing pain (24). 

The use of non-pharmaceutical interventions can help reduce the risk of opioid addiction and overdose, which is a 
growing concern worldwide. By promoting the use of non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain management, healthcare 
providers can help reduce the reliance on opioids and other potentially harmful medications, and improve public health 
outcomes (25). 

Non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain management thus offer a safe, effective, and patient-centered alternative to 
traditional pharmacological interventions. As research into these interventions continues to evolve, it is likely that we 
will see more options become available to patients, which may help improve pain management outcomes for millions 
of people worldwide. 
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1.8. Barriers in implementation of non-pharmaceutical approaches 

To fully realize the potential of non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain management, it is important to address some of 
the barriers that currently exist. One such barrier is the lack of awareness among healthcare providers and patients 
regarding the availability and effectiveness of these interventions. Educating healthcare providers and patients about 
the benefits and limitations of non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain management can help increase their use and 
improve pain management outcomes (26). 

Another barrier is the lack of insurance coverage for non-pharmaceutical interventions. In many countries, insurance 
companies do not cover the cost of non-pharmaceutical interventions, which can limit their accessibility for patients 
who cannot afford to pay out of pocket. Advocating for insurance coverage of non-pharmaceutical interventions can 
help ensure that all patients have access to these important treatments (27). 

Finally, research into non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain management is still in its early stages, and more rigorous 
studies are needed to establish their safety and efficacy. Investing in research into non-pharmaceutical interventions 
can help identify the most effective treatments and ensure that patients receive the best possible care (28). 

One promising area of research in non-pharmaceutical pain management is the use of mindfulness-based interventions, 
such as mindfulness meditation and yoga. These interventions have been shown to improve pain management outcomes 
by helping patients develop skills to manage their pain and reduce their experience of suffering (29). 

Another area of research is the use of cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT) for pain management. CBT is a form of 
psychotherapy that focuses on changing negative thought patterns and behaviours that may contribute to the 
experience of pain. Studies have shown that CBT can be an effective intervention for chronic pain, with long-lasting 
effects (30). 

Other non-pharmaceutical interventions that have shown promise in managing chronic pain including acupuncture, 
massage therapy, and physical therapy need to be approached carefully as sometimes these can cause difficulties in 
chronic pain related to bones and joints. These interventions can help reduce pain and improve function by targeting 
specific areas of the body or by promoting relaxation and stress reduction (31). Lifestyle modifications such as exercise, 
healthy eating, and stress reduction can play only a limited role in pain management. Research has shown that regular 
exercise can help reduce pain and improve function in patients with chronic pain (32). Similarly, a healthy diet and 
stress reduction techniques such as mindfulness and relaxation can help reduce inflammation and promote overall 
health and well-being (33). 

The non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain management hereby offer a safe, effective, and patient-centred alternative 
to traditional pharmacological interventions. By promoting the use of these interventions and addressing the barriers 
to their use, healthcare providers can improve pain management outcomes and reduce the risk of opioid addiction and 
overdose. Continued research into non-pharmaceutical interventions can help identify the most effective treatments 
and ensure that patients receive the best possible care. 

It is important to note that while non-pharmaceutical approaches to pain management have shown promising results, 
they are not a one-size-fits-all solution. Every patient's experience of pain is unique, and healthcare providers must 
work with their patients to develop individualized treatment plans that take into account their specific needs and 
preferences (34). 

In addition, it is important for healthcare providers to approach pain management from a biopsychosocial perspective, 
recognizing the interplay between biological, psychological, and social factors in the experience of pain (35). By 
addressing all aspects of the pain experience, including physical, emotional, and social factors, healthcare providers can 
develop more effective treatment plans that improve outcomes and reduce the risk of long-term disability and 
dependence on pharmacological interventions. 

It is important  for the government and health provider organisations to recognise that non-pharmaceutical approaches 
to pain management are an option, not a replacement for traditional pharmacological interventions in all cases. In some 
instances, pharmacological interventions may be necessary for effective pain management. However, by promoting the 
use of non-pharmaceutical interventions and addressing the barriers to their use, healthcare providers can improve 
pain management outcomes, reduce the risk of opioid addiction and overdose, and help reduce healthcare spending. 



GSC Advanced Research and Reviews, 2023, 16(02), 158–165 

163 

The management of chronic pain is a complex and multifaceted challenge that requires a comprehensive approach. Non-
pharmaceutical interventions offer a safe and effective alternative to traditional pharmacological interventions and 
should be considered as a first-line treatment option whenever possible. By addressing the barriers to the use of non-
pharmaceutical interventions and promoting their use, healthcare providers can improve pain management outcomes 
and reduce the risk of long-term disability, opioid addiction, and overdose. Continued research into non-pharmaceutical 
interventions is necessary to identify the most effective treatments and ensure that patients receive the best possible 
care. 

However, it is important to note that the use of non-pharmaceutical interventions in the management of chronic pain 
should not be viewed as a standalone treatment option. Rather, it should be considered as part of a comprehensive 
approach to pain management that includes a range of interventions tailored to the individual patient's needs and 
preferences. By taking a biopsychosocial approach to pain management and addressing all aspects of the pain 
experience, healthcare providers can develop more effective treatment plans that improve outcomes and reduce the 
risk of long-term disability and dependence on pharmacological interventions. 

We can see that  non-pharmaceutical approaches to chronic pain management are an important area of research and 
clinical practice. By offering a range of interventions that take into account the individual patient's needs and 
preferences, healthcare providers can help improve pain management outcomes for all patients. 

2. Conclusion 

In the realm of chronic pain management, non-pharmacological interventions emerge as valuable and evidence-based 
options. We have comprehensively examined the benefits and mechanisms of action of six such interventions: physical 
exercise, manual therapies, CBT, meditation, acupuncture, and herbal medicine. Physical exercise, as a versatile 
intervention, enhances pain modulation, promotes physical fitness, and augments psychological well-being. Manual 
therapies, represented by various techniques, offer pain relief through mechanical, neurological, and physiological 
pathways. CBT equips individuals with coping skills and cognitive strategies that shape pain perception and response. 
Meditation practices foster mindfulness, emotional regulation, and pain perception alteration. Acupuncture and herbal 
medicine provide unique physiological responses that alleviate pain and inflammation. While these interventions hold 
promise, a tailored approach is crucial, considering individual preferences, pain etiology, and overall health. 
Collaborative efforts between healthcare practitioners and patients are essential in designing personalized pain 
management strategies. Integrating these non-pharmacological interventions alongside conventional approaches can 
yield comprehensive pain relief and enhance the quality of life for those grappling with chronic pain. Non-
pharmacological management should become first line for management for chronic pain to prevent the side effects of 
medications. 
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