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Abstract  

Self-management forms an essential part of the management of chronic pain.  It affects 

approximately 7.8 million people in the UK with older people more likely to suffer chronic pain.  In 

the UK, the National Health Service is committed to providing patient centred care, which embraces 

the religious and spiritual needs of patients.   This aspect of care is governed by uncertainly and 

there is a lack of understanding about the influence of religious faith on illness and no clear guidance 

on how faith needs are best addressed.  This study explored the inter-relationships between chronic 

pain and religious faith amongst older people.  
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Introduction/Background 

Self-management forms an essential part of the management of long -term conditions and is actively 

promoted both at an individual and policy level (Leontowitsch et al 2010).  In the UK supporting and 

promoting the self-management of long-term conditions is a key policy initiative.  It involves a shift 

away from clinicianゲ デ;ﾆｷﾐｪ デｴW ﾉｷﾗﾐげゲ ゲｴ;ヴW ﾗa responsibility, to a more collaborative approach where 

patients are actively encouraged to self-manage their condition (Coulter et al 2013).  Chronic pain 

(pain lasting more than three months) is regarded as long-term condition in its own right and it 

affects approximately 7.8 million people in the UK (Price et al. 2013).  The incidence of chronic pain 

increases with age and older people are more likely to be affected (Price et al. 2013).  Self-

management forms an essential part of the management of chronic pain.  It may be defined as 
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strategies people undertake to promote health and well-being (Audulv et al. 2012) or the 

management of symptoms, treatment and psychosocial effects of living with chronic conditions 

(Blair et al. 2009).   

 In the UK there has been a shift towards a more holistic, person focused approach to the treatment 

of people with long-term conditions, involving the promotion of diversity.  One aspect of this is the 

need for religious expression.  The National Health Service is committed to providing patient centred 

and holistic care, which embraces diversity.  As part of this holistic approach health professionals are 

expected to take into consideration the religious and spiritual needs of patients.  Evidence suggests 

that assessing the spiritual and/or religious needs of patients is challenging for health professionals 

(Royal College of Nursing 2011).  It is an area governed by uncertainly and hesitancy in terms of how 

the topic should be broached with patients and how patients who require support can be best 

supported. There appears to be a lack of understanding about the influence of religious faith on 

illness and no clear guidance on how faith needs are best addressed.  Disentangling social, faith and 

cultural influences is not straightforward, but perhaps reflects the complexity of how people express 

their religious belief in their everyday lives.  This makes it an important consideration, when 

developing holistic care (Atkin et al., 2008). 

How older people express and manage their pain is not well understood.  Older people are 

frequently reluctant to report pain, not wishing to be a nuisance, believing that nothing can be done 

or that complaining abo┌デ ヮ;ｷﾐ ｷゲ ;ﾐ ┌ﾐ;IIWヮデ;HﾉW Iｴ;ﾉﾉWﾐｪW デﾗ デｴWｷヴ SﾗIデﾗヴげゲ W┝ヮWヴデｷゲW ふCﾉﾗゲゲ ;ﾐS 

Briggs 2002; Schofield and Reid 2006). Three quarters of the UK population identify with a religious 

belief (Office of National Statistics 2001), yet little is known about its influence on pain.  In 

comparison with the volume of research examining ethnicity and pain, there is little research which 

has explored how faith may influence issues related to pain and its management. To date, ethnicity 

has been the main cultural lens through which disparities in healthcare have been viewed and little 
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attention has been given to how different faiths may induce differences in the self-management of 

pain.   

In this study we applied a broad meaning to self-management, to include anything participants did 

themselves to manage their own pain.  This included self-administration of prescribed analgesics and 

other treatments.  The aim of the research was to explore the relationships between chronic pain 

and religious faith amongst older people from five different faith groups. We were interested  to find 

out how older people self-managed their pain and whether their religious faith had any bearing on 

how they chose to manage it.  

Methods  

Study design 

Semi-structured qualitative interviews were undertaken with a purposive sample of people aged 65+ 

who identified with one of the five most common faith groups in England, namely Christians, Hindus, 

Sikhs, Jews and Muslims.    

Inclusion criteria 

People were included in the study if they were 65 years and over and had chronic pain and identified 

with one of the five faith groups. 

Recruitment of participants 

Purposive sampling was used to recruit a diverse sample of participants across the five faiths.  The 

aim was to get approximately equal numbers in each faith group and approximately equal numbers 

of men and women within each of these.   ‘WIヴ┌ｷデﾏWﾐデ aヴﾗﾏ デｴｷゲ けｴ;ヴS デﾗ ヴW;Iｴげ ヮﾗヮ┌ﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ ┘;ゲ 

extremely challenging.  Therefore snowball sampling was the main approach employed.  This 

method involves asking participants to referral others, whom they know or associate with, to the 

study.  This method can provide access to a hard to reach participants but has the potential to add 
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bias to a sampleく  WｴｷﾉW ﾗHデ;ｷﾐｷﾐｪ ; けヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデ;デｷ┗Wげ ゲ;ﾏヮﾉW ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ デｴW ;ｷﾏ ｷﾐ ケ┌;ﾉｷデ;デｷ┗W ヴWゲW;ヴIｴが 

the potential for participants to be recruited with similar views is increased by this method (Atkinson 

and Flint 2001).  To reduce this potential bias and obtain a diversity of opinions,  participants were 

recruited through a range of different people and organisations.  These included faith leaders such 

as Church of England ministers and Rabbis or individuals who had a connection with one of the five 

faith groups through their work in the community.  Numerous meetings were attended (by 

invitation) including lunch clubs, friendship groups and activity groups), held in places of worship and 

run by people associated with one of the five faith groups, to recruit participants.   

Recruitment of participants was labour intensive and required contact with over 70 community 

groups and individuals to obtain diverse sample of 44 participants across the five faith groups (see 

table 1).    Participants spoke a range of languages including English, Hindi, Bengali, Urdu, Punjabi, 

Sylheti and Gujarati and were aged from 65 to 91. 

Table 1: Breakdown of participants by gender, faith group and ages. 

Ethical issues 

The study was approved by the National Research Ethics Service Committee, Yorkshire and the 

Humber, Ref: 09/H1313/64.  A participant information sheet and consent form was given to 

participants in advance of being contacted by the researcher. Written, informed consent was 

obtained from all participants prior to the interview. Where appropriate, language interpreters were 

used to read through the consent forms and ensure the participants fully understood the purpose of 

the study.  Participants were given assurance about how confidentiality and anonymity of data 

would be maintained throughout the study.  

Data collection 

Data collection was undertaken using semi-structured, face to face qualitative interviews. A thematic 

topic guide containing questions and probes that functioned as triggers to encourage participants to 
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talk was used.  Whilst all topic areas were covered in each interview, there was some variation in the 

order and phrasing of questions and the level of probing required.  The majority of the interviews 

were completed in the homes of participants or in a location of their choice, usually at a group they 

attended.  All interviews were completed by the researcher (JE) and lasted between 20- 60 minutes.  

TｴW ｷﾐデWヴ┗ｷW┘ゲ W┝ヮﾉﾗヴWS ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデゲげ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIWゲ ﾗa ヮ;ｷﾐが デｴWｷヴ ゲWﾉa-management and interaction 

with health professionals and whether their faith influenced the way they managed their pain. The 

qualitative data collection and analysis were undertaken concurrently, as this allowed for emerging 

themes to be explored in consecutive interviews. After a number of interviews had been completed 

(N=7) additional questions were added to the interview schedule. Whilst participants (n=3) did 

mention discussions with religious leaders, these discussions tended to focus on practical issues such 

as taking medication when fasting rather than descriptions of pain.    

Participants whose first language was not English, were offered the support of an interpreter.  While 

most participants in the study could speak and understand some English, the level of English and 

available vocabulary was not always sufficient to answer specific questions.  Under these 

circumstances the presence of the interpreter had to be offered sensitively to participants prior to 

the interview to avoid offence or risk undermining the participant.  Interviews with people who 

preferred (requested themselves) to have a language interpreter present during the interview were 

conducted in real time, where the interpreter simultaneously translated the interview questions and 

responses.  Interviews were audio recorded and the English dialogue transcribed verbatim.   

Data Analysis 

The analysis of the interviews was undertaken using a modified Framework approach.  The 

Framework approach provides a systematic, transparent and rigorous approach to analysis, which 

involves a structured process of sifting, charting and grouping data according to themes observed in 

the transcribed data (Ward 2013; Clarke 2012).  We chose Framework analysis as we wanted a 



6 

 

method that ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS けa;Iｷﾉｷデ;デW Iﾗﾐゲデ;ﾐデ Iﾗﾏヮ;ヴｷゲﾗﾐ デWIｴﾐｷケ┌Wゲ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ デｴW ヴW┗ｷW┘ ﾗa S;デ;げ ふG;ﾉW Wデ 

al 2013: 119).  The initial aim of analysis was to understand the broad experience of pain for this 

group of older people and avoid any assumption that faｷデｴ Sﾗﾏｷﾐ;デWS ; ヮWヴゲﾗﾐげゲ ﾉｷaWく   The analysis 

began prior to the completion of the final interviews and the stages of the Framework approach 

(Richie and Lewis 2003) guided the analysis iteratively.  

Interview analysis procedure 

The approach to the analysis of the final sample of 44 participants is briefly described below.  

Familiarisation, coding and thematic coding frame development 

The research fellow (JE) read and re-read a sub-sample of the transcripts to familiarise herself with 

the data and identify recurrent and significant themes in the accounts. Notes from the transcripts 

were taken, and along with reference to the aims and objectives of the research, were used to 

inform the creation of a thematic coding frame.  The thematic coding frame was then discussed with 

other members of the research team (SJC, MB) who independently read through a sub-sample of 

transcripts and applied the thematic coding frame to them prior to the discussion.  The remainder of 

the transcripts were then coded (indexed) by the research fellow using the software programme 

NVivo 8.  During this process JE, SJC and MB met regularly to discuss the on-going indexing and to 

refine the coding.   

Charting of data, mapping and interpretation 

Using the final coding index, JE charted the data into 20 separate charts which represented each of 

the initial four themes by each of the five faith groups.  The four themes were: the nature of pain, 

ヮ;デｷWﾐデゲげ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲW デﾗ ヮ;ｷﾐが ｷﾐデWヴ;Iデｷﾗﾐ ┘ｷデｴ ｴW;ﾉデｴ ヮヴﾗaWゲゲｷﾗﾐ;ﾉゲが ;ﾐS faith and pain.   At various 

stages these four themes were discussed with the research Steering group, Advisory group, and SJC 

and MB changes made in accordance with these discussions.  As a result the four themes were 

reconfigured into five new themes representing an analytical framework through which the 
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interaction of pain and faith could be understood.   Interpretation of the data was informed by the 

wider literature (pain, faith, culture, ethnicity and older people) to expand on the descriptive 

acco┌ﾐデゲが ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴﾉ┞ ┘ｴWヴW デｴW S;デ; ﾉ;IﾆWS けヴｷIｴﾐWゲゲげく   

Findings  

In the context of self-management we found that participants drew on their religious faith and 

association with religious groups as additional tools to self-manage their pain.  Selfにmanagement 

strategies were frequently sought out of concerns about the side effects of medicines and simply to 

obtain relief from their pain.  Self-management came under the theme けヮ;デｷWﾐデげゲ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲW デﾗ ヮ;ｷﾐげ 

and incorporated the following subthemes described below. 

 Adjusting the mind: positive framing of pain 

This involved thinking more positively about their pain with participants embracing their pain in an 

attempt to prevent it defining who they were and enabling them to control their pain when it 

became intense.  Through their faith or belief in a God, participants found strength to manage and 

cope with their pain.  Sometimes this came through the indirect effects participants reported their 

HWﾉｷWaゲ ｴ;S ｷﾐ デWヴﾏゲ ﾗa ﾏ;ﾆｷﾐｪ デｴWﾏ ; けヮﾗゲｷデｷ┗W ヮWヴゲﾗﾐげく  This adoption of a positive attitude towards 

pain appeared to enable participants to live with their pain more readily and was grounded in a 

combination of psychological and practical strategies.  A Christian participant considered that the 

strength gained through faitｴ ┘;ゲ けヮゲ┞IｴﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ ┌ヮﾉｷaデｷﾐｪげ ;ﾐS ｷﾐSｷヴWIデﾉ┞ ｷﾏヮ;IデWS ┌ヮﾗﾐ ﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ 

well-being.  Participants could not predict how they might manage pain without their faith, but felt it 

would be potentially harmful.  One Christian participant predicted that depression would be the 

likely outcome of no faith. 

 I think it would be probably a good deal worse because I think one would be more liable to, if 

ﾐﾗデ IﾉｷﾐｷI;ﾉ SWヮヴWゲゲｷﾗﾐが けSｷゲ-ゲヮｷヴｷデﾏWﾐデげ ┘ｴｷIｴ ｷゲ デｴW ﾐW┝デ ┘ﾗヴゲW デｴｷﾐｪく  Yﾗ┌ ﾆﾐﾗ┘ ｷa ┞ﾗ┌ ｪWデ ｷﾐ 

that cycle of being low, dispirited and depressed, pain tends to get worse and I think that if I 
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SｷSﾐげデ ｴ;┗W デｴW ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデ ﾗa ﾏ┞ a;ｷデｴ ;ﾐS デｴW Cｴヴｷゲデｷ;ﾐ Iﾗﾏﾏ┌ﾐｷデ┞が H┌デ I ﾆﾐﾗ┘ ﾏ┞ゲWﾉa ┗Wヴ┞ ┘Wﾉﾉ 

and I could easily be a depressive, you know. None the less and this could become uppermost 

and you would get a cycle that goes down and exacerbates the pain (01 Christian Male). 

In a Christian context, the existence of chronic pain and coping with it was frequently rationalised, 

justified and measured against the suffering of Jesus Christ.  Although experiencing pain was seen as 

an inevitable consequence of progression through the life course, suffering in itself was regarded a 

necessary part of being a Christian, and almost an expectation in this faith group.   

In our study religious belief provided a framework in which the meaning and purpose of pain could 

HW ;ヮヮヴ;ｷゲWSく  H;ﾏWﾉ ;ﾐS L┞ゲ;┌ｪｴデ ふヱΓΓヴぎヶヲぶ ヮﾗｷﾐデWS ﾗ┌デ ｴﾗ┘ ヴWﾉｷｪｷﾗ┌ゲ デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐゲ けI;ﾐ HW WゲヮWIｷ;ﾉﾉ┞ 

integral to the process of interpreting identity, existence, and experience because they are by nature 

ゲﾗ┌ヴIWゲ ﾗa ﾏW;ﾐｷﾐｪげく  A HWﾉｷWa ｷﾐ ; デヴ;ﾐゲIWﾐSWﾐデ ヴW;ﾉｷデ┞ ;ﾐS デｴW W┝ｷゲデWﾐIW ﾗa ; Sｷ┗ｷﾐW HWｷﾐｪ ヮヴﾗvided 

participants with a purpose and meaning for the existence of pain which was insufficiently addressed 

by other factors, including reasoning.  Belief in a transcendent being appeared to help many 

participants through positive appraisal and framing of their pain experience.  Having a reason for 

pain helped some participants through a reduction in the likelihood of feeling depressed or isolated. 

Koenig (2012: 7) noted how religious beliefs can provide answers to difficult existential questions 

and influence the cognitive appraisal of circumstances making them feel less distressing, reducing 

;ﾐ┝ｷWデ┞ ;ﾐS ｷﾐIヴW;ゲｷﾐｪ ; ヮWヴゲﾗﾐげゲ ゲWﾐゲW ﾗa Iﾗﾐデヴﾗﾉ ﾗ┗Wヴ them.   

Distraction: individual and collective 

Distraction was a common method used by participants across all faiths to focus their mind away 

from their pain.  A dual purpose sometimes underpinned this activity: on the one hand reading in 

itself was used as a means of distraction and on the other hand reciting passages from the Quran or 

BｷHﾉW SヴW┘ ﾗﾐ ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉゲげ HWﾉｷWaゲ デｴ;デ ｷﾐ ヴWIｷデｷﾐｪ デｴWゲW ヮ;ゲゲ;ｪWゲ ヴWﾉｷWa aヴﾗﾏ ヮ;ｷﾐ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS HW 

forthcoming through the connection with their experience of God.   
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If I read thW Q┌ヴ;ﾐ ﾏ┞ ﾏｷﾐS Sｷ┗Wヴデゲ ゲﾗﾏW┘ｴWヴW WﾉゲW ;ﾐS デｴ;デげゲ ﾉｷﾆW ┞ﾗ┌ aﾗヴｪWデ ;Hﾗ┌デ ┞ﾗ┌ヴ 

pain for that time being (17 Muslim female, speaking through interpreter).   

Other methods of distraction were used including meditation combined with yoga.  For Hindus the 

use of meditation and yoga created a sense of calmness.  The strength of association between these 

methods and religious faith varied across participants but in general the creation of inner calmness 

impacted on the management of their pain.  This method tended to be used by Hindus and it 

ヴWaﾉWIデWS ｷﾐ HｷﾐS┌ｷゲﾏ ┘ｴWヴW デｴW ヮヴ;IデｷIW ﾗa け┞ﾗｪｷﾐげ ｷゲ SｷゲI┌ゲゲWS ｷﾐ デｴW ゲｷ┝デｴ Iｴ;ヮデWヴ ﾗa デｴW けBｴ;ｪ;┗;S-

ｪｷデ;げが ; ヴWﾉｷｪｷﾗ┌ゲ Hﾗﾗﾆ ふKﾐﾗデデ ヱΓΓΒぎンΓぶ.  Through the practise of this form of meditative yoga, which 

differs from the more physical forms (hatha and siddha yoga) the pathway to the liberation of and 

transformation of the self from personal actions is achievable.  It is said to allow an individual to 

disappear and achieve the ability to withstand pain (Knott 1998). 

More widely, places of worship provided social activities, which acted as forums for the exchange of 

information and strategies how managing chronic pain.  Places of worship became influential in 

encouraging participation in collective activities and acting an access point to exercise and yoga 

session and other social activities such as luncheon clubs.  

Praying when in pain 

Praying is an inherent part of most, if not all religions (Hinnells 2010).  Therefore it is not surprising 

that many participants prayed when in pain.  Participants felt that praying or talking to God helped 

their general well-being and acted to facilitate an ongoing relationship with their experience of God.  

Generally, praying when in pain appeared to help participants deal with their pain and was 

underpinned by beliefs that God would provide them with the tools to cope and accept their pain.  

DｷaaWヴWﾐIWゲ ┘WヴW ﾗHゲWヴ┗WS ｷﾐ デWヴﾏゲ ﾗa ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデゲげ W┝ヮWIデ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa ヮヴ;┞ｷﾐｪく  Cｴヴｷゲデｷ;ﾐ ;ﾐS Muslim 

participants were more inclined than Hindus, Sikhs and Jewish participants to focus their prayers on 

asking God to help them cope with their pain rather than asking him to take it away. 
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YWゲが ゲｴWげゲ ゲ;┞ｷﾐｪ デｴ;デが ┞ﾗ┌ ﾆﾐﾗ┘が ┌ﾏ HWI;┌ゲW I Sﾗ ヮヴ;┞ デﾗ GﾗS ヮヴﾗH;Hﾉ┞ ｴWげゲ ﾆWヮデ ﾏW ﾉｷﾆW 

this, it could have been a worse condition.  I mean there are a lot more people who are (in a) 

┘ﾗヴゲW IﾗﾐSｷデｷﾗﾐ デｴ;ﾐ I ;ﾏ ゲﾗ Iげﾏ ﾃ┌ゲデ ｪヴ;デWa┌ﾉ ふンヱ M┌ゲﾉｷﾏ aWﾏ;ﾉWが ゲヮW;ﾆｷﾐｪ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ 

interpreter).   

Beliefs were held that if God was going to take away their pain he would have done so already.  

Therefore there were no strong expectations that praying would remove their pain.  The focus of 

prayer was on asking God for strength to endure pain.   

While not disagreeing with praying, participants who followed the Sikh and Hindu faiths were less 

inclined to pray when in pain to ask for relief from their own pain.  It was considered selfish to pray 

about ﾗﾐWげs own pain, though it was acceptable to pray for other people.  Praying for others was not 

exclusive to Hindus or Sikhs and was expressed in Christian accounts.   

The notion that praying for oneself is a selfish act may be influenced by religious doctrines which 

WﾐIﾗ┌ヴ;ｪW デｴｷﾐﾆｷﾐｪ HW┞ﾗﾐS デｴW けゲWﾉaげ and encourage supporting and showing companionship for 

ﾗデｴWヴゲ ふKﾗWﾐｷｪ ヲヰヱヲぶく  IﾐSWWS IﾗﾐゲｷSWヴｷﾐｪ ﾗデｴWヴゲ ;Hﾗ┗W けゲWﾉaげ ｷゲ ; Sﾗﾏｷﾐ;nt principle reflected in all 

the five faiths included in this study (Hinnells 2010). Although participants were asked whether they 

prayed, attended their place of worship, observed festivals associated with their faith group and 

how often they engaged in such activities, their impact was not made explicit.  Aﾐ ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉげゲ 

identity is shaped by a whole host of factors, for example, the geographical area where a person is 

brought up, parental occupations, types of schools attended, health and friends and family who the 

person associates with throughout their lives.  In turn, these influence and shape how individual 

responses in different situations and circumstances and it not possible to disentangle these 

influential and complex social and cultural influences associated with daily life beyond religion 

doctrines.   (Jenkins, 2003; Aktins et al 2008).  
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When asked if they felt praying worked, many participants felt they gained some relief from it but 

some participants questioned whether the response they gained from praying was directly from God 

or a psychological response created by praying.  

To be honest I never think about that at all.  I am sure that there are people in other religions 

including Judaism who think that by being good and praying you would help to relieve it I 

Sﾗﾐげデ ﾆﾐﾗ┘く  Iゲ デｴ;デ ﾐﾗデ ; ヮゲ┞IｴﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ ゲｷデ┌;デｷﾗﾐい ふヰヲ JW┘ｷゲｴ ﾏ;ﾉWぶく 

The data implied that the perceived level of devotion to their faith may have influenced how 

participants framed the outcome of prayer and its impact on pain.  Participants who expressed a 

ゲデヴﾗﾐｪ IﾗﾏﾏｷデﾏWﾐデ デﾗ デｴWｷヴ a;ｷデｴ ┘WヴW ﾉWゲゲ ﾉｷﾆWﾉ┞ デﾗ aヴ;ﾏW デｴW ﾗ┌デIﾗﾏW ﾗa ヮヴ;┞Wヴ ;ゲ けヮゲ┞IｴﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉげ 

;ﾐS ゲ;┘ ;ﾐ┞ HWﾐWaｷデゲ ;ゲ GﾗSげゲ ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲW デﾗ デｴWｷヴ ヴWケ┌Wゲデ aﾗヴ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデく  Tｴｷゲ ﾏｷｪｴデ HW W┝ヮWIデWS ;ゲ 

people with a stronger commitment to their faith may want to believe that relief comes directly 

aヴﾗﾏ GﾗSく  Dヴ;┘ｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ B┌ヴ┞げゲ ふヱΓΒヲぎ ヱヶΓぶ IﾗﾐIWヮデ┌;ﾉｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa IｴヴﾗﾐｷI ｷﾉﾉﾐWゲゲ ;ゲ けHｷﾗｪヴ;ヮｴｷI;ﾉ 

Sｷゲヴ┌ヮデｷﾗﾐげ ┘ｴWヴW S;ｷﾉ┞ ﾉｷaW ヴﾗ┌デｷﾐWゲ ;ﾐS デｴW けﾐﾗヴﾏ;ﾉ ヴ┌ﾉWゲ ﾗa ヴWIｷヮヴﾗIｷデ┞ ;ﾐS ﾏ┌デ┌;ﾉ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗヴデげ 

become disrupted by illness, the existence of chronic pain may be challenging to the relationship 

participants had developed with a God prior to the onset of their pain.  The ongoing and fluctuating 

nature of pain may create uncertainty over their relationship with God which has to be managed in 

the same way as other disruptions to their lives.  No participant openly blamed their understanding 

of God for the pain they were personally experiencing, but some believed that pain and suffering 

were consequences of human deviance providing a rationalisation in ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデゲげ search for a 

meaning and purpose for pain.  

Herbal preparations 

The complexity associated with disentangling social, faith and cultural influences become apparent 

in the use of herbal preparations and complementary medicines and therapies.  Many participants, 

particularly Hindus, Sikh and Muslims employed a range of herbal preparations to treat their pain. 
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Underpinning the use of these resources to manage pain was a strong link to the cultural heritage of 

the participants.  However, cultural heritage often went hand in hand with religious heritage.  

Examples of these herbal remedies included homemade teas, preparations brought in India for 

massage, olive oil and almond oil and salt baths.  These were often used to relieve pain when it was 

particularly uncomfortable, 

B┌デ ┘ｴWﾐ Iげﾏ ゲﾗﾏWデｷﾏWゲ aWWﾉｷﾐｪ デﾗﾗ ﾏ┌Iｴ ヮ;ｷﾐ ;ﾐS aWWﾉｷng uncomfortable have Indian 

herbals.  In a tea I will make a special tea with ginger and saffron and all those things mixed 

together in boiling water and make a special tea and then drink it before I go to sleep (04 

Hindu female). 

With the exception of ﾗﾐW ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデ ┘ｴﾗ ゲヮﾗﾆW ;Hﾗ┌デ Sヴｷﾐﾆｷﾐｪ ; けｴﾗﾉ┞ ┘;デWヴげが デｴWゲW ヮヴWヮ;ヴ;デｷﾗﾐゲ 

┘WヴW ﾉｷﾐﾆWS デﾗ ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデげゲ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴ;ﾉ ｴWヴｷデ;ｪW ヴ;デｴWヴ デｴ;ﾐ ヴWﾉｷｪｷﾗ┌ゲ HWﾉｷWaゲ H┞ ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデゲく   Iﾐ デｴW 

IﾗﾐデW┝デ ﾗa デｴｷゲ ゲデ┌S┞ けI┌ﾉデ┌ヴ;ﾉ ｴWヴｷデ;ｪWげ ﾗaデWﾐ SヴW┘ ﾗﾐ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴ;ﾉ ｷﾐaﾉ┌WﾐIWゲ ﾗriginated from the 

customs and practises they experience whilst growing up. One example of this cultural heritage can 

be seen in the account of a Sikh participant who spoke about how using salt baths was common 

practice in India (where he had grown up) and a practice he had been brought up with.  For him the 

use of salt baths to treat pain had no religious association but was a remedy used by many people 

through the generations in India. In other words the practise of having salt baths was a cultural 

norm. 

Iデげゲ ;ﾐ ﾗﾉS ヴWﾏWS┞く  Iデげゲ aヴﾗﾏ IﾐSｷ;が ┞ﾗ┌ ﾆﾐﾗ┘が ┘W ┌ゲW ｷﾐ IﾐSｷ;が ヮWﾗヮﾉW ゲ;┞が ｴﾗ┘ I;ﾐ ┞ﾗ┌ ｪWデ 

ゲﾗ;ﾆWS ｷﾐぐ デｴWヴWげゲ ﾐﾗ H;デｴ ｷﾐ IﾐSｷ;が H┌デ ヮWﾗヮﾉW Sﾗﾐげデ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐS デｴWヴW ｷゲ ┘;┞ゲ ﾗa ｴ;┗ｷﾐｪ ; 

proper bath, and they have their own ways of having a bath (36 Sikh male). 

Similarly a Hindu participant explained that the herbal medication he took was cultural and 

comprised of ingredients used in cooking, particular Indian cuisine, 
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Nﾗ ｷデげゲ ﾃ┌ゲデ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴ;ﾉが HWI;┌ゲW ﾉｷﾆW デｴW ｴWヴH;ﾉ ﾏWSｷI;デｷﾗﾐ ┘ｴ;デ ｴWげゲ デ;ﾆｷﾐｪが デ┌ヴﾏWヴｷI デｴW┞ ┌ゲe it 

all in the cooking.  This is nothing coming out of any shops or pharmacy, and all this stuff is 

used in cooking every day (35 Hindu Male).  

Although participants took these herbal preparations alongside their prescribed medications, there 

was a sense that these herbal remedies were considered ﾏﾗヴW けﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉげ デｴ;ﾐ ヮヴWゲIヴｷHWS ﾏWSｷI;デｷﾗﾐ 

and less likely to have intolerable side effects.  While the concerns expressed about pain medicine 

may provide one reason why participants took these remedies, a further explanation may be rooted 

in a belief system that equates natural products with God.  Indeed, alternative and complementary 

ﾏWSｷIｷﾐW ｷゲ ゲﾗﾏWデｷﾏWゲ ;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デWS ┘ｷデｴ けﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉ ｴW;ﾉｷﾐｪげ ふLｷヮデﾗﾐ ヲヰヰンき Nｷﾐｪ ヲヰヱンぶく  Tｴｷゲ HWﾉｷWa ゲ┞ゲデWﾏ 

might be accentuated in faiths whose largest presence is in less developed economies whose 

populations are less exposed to mass advertising of pharmacological medications, have different 

expectations about medication and no, or limited access to welfare provision.  However, in some 

countries such as India and China biomedicine and complementary, alternative medicine have co-

W┝ｷゲデWS aﾗヴ ﾏ;ﾐ┞ ┞W;ヴゲ ふNｷﾐｪ ヲヰヱンぶく  Fﾗヴ W┝;ﾏヮﾉWが ｷﾐ IﾐSｷ; デｴW けA┞┌ヴ┗WS;げ ﾏWSｷIｷﾐW ゲ┞ゲデWﾏ ｷゲ け┘ｷSWﾉ┞ 

ヴWゲヮWIデWS ;ﾐS ヴWIﾗｪﾐｷゲWS H┞ デｴW Mｷﾐｷゲデヴ┞ ﾗa HW;ﾉデｴげ ふL;ｷヴS ヲヰヰΒぎ 67).   Using these complementary 

and alternative medicines in combination with biomedicine is seen as a cultural norm in these 

countries, forming ヮ;ヴデ ﾗa ;ﾐ ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉげゲ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴ;ﾉ HWﾉｷWaゲが ﾐﾗヴﾏゲ ;ﾐS ヮヴ;IデｷIWゲ ふNｷﾐｪ ヲヰヱンぶく  Iデ ｷゲ ﾗﾐﾉ┞ 

when they are evaluated in countries where there is a clearer dichotomy between them that their 

use becomes less accepted and understood (Ning 2013).  According to Hill (2006; 59) herbal 

preparations and medicine are commonly used in South Asian communities.  In our study the use of 

herbal preparations to ease pain was particularly prevalent amongst Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs and 

when analysed in the context of their use being a cultural norm the use of them is likely to be 

viewed differently in these communities (Laird 2008).   

Most of our participants using herbal and complementary medicines did not explicitly link the use of 

these remedies with their religion and instead talked about them in the context of cultural heritage.  
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However, the subtle influence of religion cannot be ruled out as, for example, the Indian Ayurvedic  

ﾏWSｷIｷﾐW ゲ┞ゲデWﾏ ｷゲ ;ヴｪ┌WS デﾗ ヴWaﾉWIデ けHｷﾐS┌ ┘ﾗヴﾉS ┗ｷW┘ゲげ ;ﾐS ﾗデｴWヴ ;ﾉデWヴﾐ;デｷ┗W ゲ┞ゲデWﾏゲ ;ヴW ﾉｷﾐﾆWS デﾗ 

けｷﾐSｷｪWﾐﾗ┌ゲ ヴWﾉｷｪｷﾗ┌ゲ HWﾉｷWaゲげ ふNｷﾐｪ ヲヰヱンぎ ヱヴヴぶく  Although individual belief systems did play a role in 

how these medicines were perceived, this was not universal.  One participant originating from India 

SｷS ﾐﾗデ ヮ┌デ ﾏ┌Iｴ a;ｷデｴ ｷﾐ デｴWゲW ヮヴWヮ;ヴ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ;ﾐS ヮヴWaWヴヴWS ┘ｴ;デ ゲｴW I;ﾉﾉWS け┘WゲデWヴﾐげ ﾏWSｷIｷﾐWく   

This preference for western medicine (e.g. biomedical preparations such as analgesics) was 

sometimes embedded in a belief that medicine from India would not work outside that country and 

on other occasions it was simply driven by the experience of finding these preparations less effective 

than pharmaceutically produced painkillers (analgesics).   

Actually I wanted to consult with Indian doctor in India and wanted to buy some medicine 

from there. But my husband said as long as I am in the UK, Indian medicine will not work 

properly here, he believes. So he suggested (to) me to forget about Indian medicine. It might 

happen that the medicine of that region will not work here because there are environmental 

SｷaaWヴWﾐIWゲ HWデ┘WWﾐ デ┘ﾗ Iﾗ┌ﾐデヴｷWゲく Aゲ Iげﾏ ｷﾐ デｴW UKが Iげ┗W デﾗ デヴ┞ ┘ｷデｴ ヮヴﾗS┌Iデゲ ┘ｴｷIｴ ;ヴW 

manufactured here.  So I didﾐげデ デヴ┞ ┘ｷデｴ IﾐSｷ;ﾐ ﾏWSｷIｷﾐW ふヱΓ Sｷﾆｴ aWﾏ;ﾉWが ゲヮW;ﾆｷﾐｪ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ 

interpreter). 

There was no evidence that the use of herbal medicine was linked to the level of acculturation into 

western society as several participants used herbal preparations alongside prescribed medication.  

This appeared to be merely an attempt to self-manage pain by drawing on those cultural resources 

available to these particular participants.   Access to NHS services or cost did not seem to play any 

role in the use of these preparations.  Although there is evidence that Muslim participants in 

particular experienced more difficulties accessing NHS services, they did not resort to herbal or 

complementary therapies/medicines as a consequence.  In these circumstances the participants 

tended to seek conventional private treatment such as physiotherapy.   
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Discussion 

 Our study revealed that religious beliefs, practices and activities played varying roles in the 

management of pain in older people across these five faith groups.  They provided an additional tool 

set for participants to manage their pain both directly and indirectly.  It is important to bear in mind 

デｴ;デ ; ヮWヴゲﾗﾐげゲ a;ｷデｴ HWﾉｷWa ｷゲ ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;デWS ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ デｴW IﾗﾐデW┝デ ﾗa ﾗデｴWヴ ;ゲヮWIデゲ ﾗa デｴWｷヴ ｷSWﾐデｷデ┞ ;ﾐS ｷﾐ 

response to their experience of pain.  As a result, irrespective of faith, common themes occurred but 

not in an essentialised, reductionist way.  That is to say, faith was used as a personal and individual 

expression of identity by participants, rather than in a collective way, which reflected the doctrines 

and/or attributes associated with their religious faith.  

The coping and self-management strategies participants employed were embedded directly in their 

religious beliefs and indirectly through support they received through their religious community.  

Participants used a range of self-management strategies.  The use of multiple strategies to manage 

pain has been demonstrated in other studies.  Crowe et al (2010) found the most common self- 

management strategies used by participants with back pain were medication, exercise and the 

application of heat.  Similarly, Traska at al. (2011) found that distraction techniques, taking baths, 

and avoiding activities which might aggravate pain were commonly used by women with 

fibromyalgia.   Shariff et al (2009) reported the use of mind and body management of pain which 

included distraction and pacing strategies.  Participants in our study adopted similar strategies and 

these were not exclusively embedded in their religious beliefs (i.e. they were not dominated by their 

religious beliefs) but sometimes drew on them.  This is exemplified by the use of distraction such as 

reading which on occasions included デｴW BｷHﾉW ﾗヴ Qげヴ;ﾐ ;ﾉﾗﾐｪゲｷSW ﾗデｴWヴ ヴW;Sｷﾐｪ ﾏ;デWヴｷ;ﾉゲ ゲ┌Iｴ ;ゲ 

novels.    

The direct use of religious activities was apparent in the use of prayer, which formed an important 

part of their self-management of pain. It appears to serve several functions.  It was a means of 

maintaining a relationship with God at a time of uncertainly and induced a calming effect which 
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assisted participants in coping with their pain.  Research into the effects of prayer has shown a 

similar effect to the placebo response, by stimulating the release of endorphins which calm patients 

and promote wellbeing (Benedetti and Amanzio 2011).  Dezutter et al (2011) showed how prayer 

was used as a tool to manage pain and how its use was related more to pain tolerance than pain 

severity.  Our findings suggest that severity of pain was sometimes the trigger for participants to ask 

for help via prayer, to cope with their pain and tolerance of it appeared to result through the effects 

of engaging in prayer.  Not all participants reported relief from prayer and this might be explained in 

; ゲｷﾏｷﾉ;ヴ ┘;┞ デﾗ デｴW ｷﾐaﾉ┌WﾐIW ;ﾐ ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉげゲ W┝ヮWIデ;tions and characteristics can have on responses 

to placebos (Andrade and Radhakrishnan 2009; Crow et al 1999).  Indeed, studies have shown that 

;ﾐ ｷﾐSｷ┗ｷS┌;ﾉげゲ W┝ヮWIデ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa ヮヴ;┞Wヴ ;ﾐS SWゲｷヴW aﾗヴ ヮ;ｷﾐ ヴWﾉｷWa ｴ;┗W HW;ヴｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ デｴW ﾗ┌デIﾗﾏW 

(Krause, 2004; Jegindo et al 2013).  Jegindo et al (2013: 422) compared the expectations and desire 

for pain relief between religious and non-religious participants.  Personal expectations of the pain 

reducing effects of prayer were shown to reduce subjective ratings of pain intensity and 

unpleasantness for the religious participants in comparison with the non-religious participants who 

were aゲﾆWS デﾗ ヮヴ;┞ デﾗ ; けMヴ H;ﾐゲﾗﾐげく The relief these participants gained from praying for peace of 

mind rather than asking for direct relief of their pain might be explained by physiological changes 

similar to those demonstrated by the placebo induced analgesia described above. It may be 

concluded that even in the case of placebos, if something works, it works whatever the underlying 

mechanism.  

 In the context of the adoption of complementary and herbal preparations, we found that the use of 

these strategies appeared to be underpinned by cultural beliefs and practices originating from 

participants countries of origin.  This is in contrast to evidence that religious and spiritual identity 

predict the use of complementary and alternative medicine (Ellison et al 2012).  Given the complex 

interplay between cultural and religious heritages, it is impossible to rule out any potential religious 

influence, as many of these medicines have their roots in religions (Ning 2013). As noted, the use of 

these self-management strategies alongside biomedicine is a cultural norm in countries such as India 
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and is used widely in south Asian communities outside India. Other studies have shown that health 

belief, cultural background and attitudes towards complementary and alternative medicine are 

stronger predictors of their use than demographic characteristics (Chang et al 2011).  Similarly we 

aﾗ┌ﾐS デｴ;デ ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデゲげ HWﾉｷWa ｷﾐ IﾗﾏヮﾉWﾏWﾐデ;ヴ┞ ﾏWSｷIｷﾐWゲ ┘;ゲ ; SWデWヴﾏｷﾐｷﾐｪ a;Iデﾗヴ ｷﾐ デｴWｷヴ ┌ゲWが 

though the impact of socioeconomic status on long term use cannot be ruled out as cost did feature 

in the accounts of some participants.  Although complementary therapies had been used by 

participants without a South Asian background, they were widely used by Hindu, Sikh and Muslim 

participants.   

The psychosocial dimensions of pain management are recognised as essential to the effective 

management of pain (Jenson 2011). These were very apparent in our findings, frequently due to 

social contact with their faith group.  In keeping with the findings of other studies, we found that 

perceived social support, actual social support and opportunities to engage with others had a 

positive impact on well-being and perceived ability to manage pain. Other studies have 

demonstrated the benefits of collective religious activities on wellbeing.  Howsepian and Merluzzi 

(2009) found that cancer patients experienced an enhanced sense of perceived social support which 

indirectly impacted on their adjustment to cancer.   Similarly to the findings of Howsepain and 

Merluzzi (2009) our participants gained a sense of enhanced well-being through contact with people 

who shared their religious beliefs and provided practical assistance when required.   In the general 

population of older people and in those with chronic conditions, social engagement has been found 

to have a buffering effect on the symptoms of disease.  Levin (1994) reported that religious 

association may buffer the effects of stress, lift self-esteem and provide a sense of purpose and 

Golden et al (2009) found that higher levels of social engagement of any form had some impact on 

depression.  Other studies have demonstrated a positive effect on blood pressure and quality of life 

in general (Schulz et al 2008).  It is likely that engaging in activities provided by their places of 

worship mitigated participantsげ experiences of isolation and depression, indirectly increasing their 

ability to cope with their pain.   
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In our study these activities and association with a religious faith also provided a forum where 

experiences of pain management, particularly self-management strategies could be shared.  This 

;ヮヮW;ヴWS デﾗ ｷﾐSｷヴWIデﾉ┞ ｴWﾉヮ ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;ﾐデゲげ ヮ;ｷﾐ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ WﾐIﾗ┌ヴ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ﾗa ｴW;ﾉデｴ┞ ﾉｷaWゲデ┞ﾉWゲ ;ﾐS ; 

positive outlook, in keeping with other studies.  It has been shown that association with a religious 

faith can promote well-being and general life satisfaction through encouragement of healthy 

lifestyles such as healthy diets, physical activity and promotion of positive outlooks (Levin 1994; 

Hinnells 2010; Koenig 2012; Park 2012).  Participants in our study, particularly, Hindus, Muslims and 

Sikhs, were influenced by their faith group to engage in physical exercise and had invited speakers to 

to discuss healthy lifestyles.  Whilst healthy diets and engagement in physical activity may not 

directly impact on pain, they may reduce the potential of co-morbidity.    There is evidence that 

group attendance is associated with greater adherence to exercise (Fraser and Spink 2002) and it is 

well established that the presence of multiple conditions can complicate the management of long 

term conditions, such as chronic pain (Taylor et al 2014). 

Conclusion 

Overall, we found that association with a faith group for most participants in our study facilitated 

well-being and provided an additional tool to self-manage pain.  TｴWヴW ┘;ゲ ; ゲWﾐゲW ﾗa デｴW けIﾗﾉﾉWIデｷ┗Wげ 

in terms of how the social aspects of belonging to all faith groups helped in day-to-day living with 

pain, and the wide use of complementary and alternative therapies.  In addition, collective traits 

associated with each faith group were emphasised by participants (for example, Christians talked 

about the suffering of Jesus and Hindus and Sikhs mentioned Karma).  However, there were also 

individual interpretations of religious scripture/doctrine and its underlying principles which played a 

significant role in its application.  These interpretations were further enmeshed in personal 

judgements (religious and otherwise) of how pain should be understood within the framework of 

each specific religious faith.  Since we only included older people in our study it is not possible to 
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report whether age had any impact on the way the participants chose to manage their pain in this 

context and whether our findings are unique to older people with chronic pain.   

This study has demonstrated the complexity inherent in exploring the influence of religious faith and 

religious identity on pain expression.   Indeed, religious identity is both shaped and informed by a 

complex interplay of a host of factors, for example, family, culture, ethnicity, race, age, socio-

economic position, community, gender and age (Hamel and Lysaught 1994; Jenkins 2003).  

Nevertheless, we have shown that there are aspects of the self-management of pain which are 

common across faiths (e.g. distraction, social support and alternative therapies) as well as unique to 

particular faiths (e.g. prayer, the meanings of suffering and Karma). The factors common to each 

faith tended to be practical, while the specific ones were based on beliefs.  While health 

professionals tend to consider faith groups as having their own very separate requirements, it is 

important to remember that they have many common needs as well. This has the potential to 

inform how pain clinicians advise patients in the self-management of pain, considering factors both 

unique and common to diverse religious faiths.  Further research is needed to explore how these 

findings could be used by clinicians to support patients of differing age manage their pain in their 

day to day lives.  In particularly, how clinicians could best approach patients in consultations to find 

out whether and how their religious faith may play a role in their pain management given the 

sensitive nature of religious faith.  
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