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PERSPECTIVE | Cultural Considerations in the Management of Chronic Pain

ABSTRACT 
Cultural competency within health care helps eliminate racial and ethnic health disparities. When assessing and treating 
patients with chronic pain, practitioners should feel confident in using information regarding a patient’s individual cultural 
beliefs due to their significant impact on the pain experience. Culture impacts perception, outlook, and communication of 
pain, as well as coping mechanisms. These are aspects of subjective history that influence important decisions regarding the 
management of chronic pain. Becoming more aware of what to look for and which questions to ask can allow naturopathic 
doctors and other health-care providers to continue improving therapeutic relationships and patient outcomes.
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INTRODUCTION

Chronic pain is a condition with various etiologies and is expe-
rienced differently by each individual.1 When people live with 
chronic pain, the pain experience often becomes a part of their 
identity. Therefore, to understand the pain experience, we must 
take into consideration all the dimensions of pain, not only the 
physical.2 Addressing thoughts, emotions, and behaviours related 
to the pain is just as important in achieving optimal outcomes as 
looking after the physical component. Certain social conditions 
and cultural norms can either assist with the management of pain 
or act as barriers.1 Being aware of these gives practitioners an ad-
vantage when it comes to treating patients.

It is becoming increasingly clear how important access to cul-
turally competent health care is. Cultural competency in health 
care reflects the ability of health-care providers to successfully 
provide care which meets the unique social and cultural needs 
of diverse patient populations, thereby improving quality of care 
and health outcomes.1 Cultural competency training is essential to 
help eliminate health disparities and ensure patient safety, because 
failure to address culture can lead to diagnostic errors and treat-
ment interactions.3 Patient engagement and collaboration are also 
impacted because cultural competency increases understanding 
of what the patient is experiencing and leads to increased trust 
within the doctor–patient relationship.3 Recognizing that individ-
ual values and behaviour surrounding health care are shaped by 
cultural, social, and other individual factors is an important part 
of cultural competence.1 Integrating these factors into health-care 

delivery and providing high quality, individualized care regardless 
of differences in cultural background is what forms the basis for 
a culturally competent health-care system.1 Developing cultural 
competence requires more than merely discussing a set of skills 
and knowledge in a classroom setting. An overall approach to 
health care that incorporates concepts of cultural humility, ques-
tioning of one’s biases, respecting differences and addresses cul-
tural values in health promotion tools, results in culturally com-
petent care that can make a significant impact.1

Role of Naturopathic Medicine
With its patient-centred and holistic approach, naturopathic 
medicine has the ability to elevate cultural competence within the 
health-care system. Naturopathic doctors are able to spend time 
with patients and gain a deep understanding of their condition 
and experience.4 Through the therapeutic order, a guide to how 
naturopathic principles can be used effectively, naturopathic doc-
tors aim to establish the foundations for optimal health. In order 
to do so, the barriers to healing must be removed. This involves 
addressing lifestyle aspects, such as diet, activity, stress manage-
ment, rest, and socioeconomic stressors.5 Culture can impact these 
determinants of health but is less often taken into consideration.

Chronic Pain and Culture
Chronic pain is a growing public health concern leading to in-
creased medical costs and loss of productivity.6 It can have a sig-
nificant impact on daily activities and is often associated with 
medication dependence, anxiety, depression, and overall poor 
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quality of life.6 This is likely to become an even more significant 
issue, based on the knowledge that chronic pain conditions are of-
ten closely correlated with stress, which, in the current pandemic 
context, has been at an all-time high for many people.7

Chronic pain is a biopsychosocial condition, meaning that 
social, emotional, and cultural factors play a role in shaping the 
pain experience and a patient’s attitudes and behaviours towards 
it.2 Across cultures, the chronic pain experience differs in terms 
of communication, perception, and coping.8 Due to the intricate 
ways in which biopsychosocial factors influence pain, treatment 
must be highly personalized to fit the needs and lifestyle of each 
patient.2 Appreciating the role that culture plays in patients’ health 
helps practitioners recommend treatments that are consistent 
with the patient’s cultural worldview.8

Dimensions of Pain

Communication of Pain
Communication of pain differs across cultures, and research has 
shown that health-care professionals are more likely to be respon-
sive to pain communication coming from people who belong to 
the same culture, and are less attuned to that of other cultures.9 
Since providers rely on subjective reports to determine pain re-
sponse, an accurate assessment of the severity or impact of pain 
will require consideration of possible cultural influences.10 For 
some patients, the chronic pain experience becomes a promi-
nent part of their life, whereas others will choose to avoid talking 
about it even if they are experiencing high levels of pain.10 Due 
to this varying pain response, culture can impact health-seeking 
behaviours and acceptance of interventions.11

The way in which pain is expressed, either directly or indirectly, 
is also influenced by the cultural background of the patient.10 Cul-
tural responses to pain can range from expressive to stoic.10 Some 
cultures believe they should endure pain quietly and serve as a 
role model to others; therefore, they may be more likely to express 
pain through non-verbal cues.10 Building awareness of verbal and 
nonverbal cues, such as tone, silence, eye contact, and body lan-
guage, will help practitioners identify and understand these cues 
in practice.9 Cultural differences in pain response can also lead 
to either over- or underestimation of pain tolerance in certain 
populations.10 A decreased pain expression may be viewed as an 
absence of pain, leading to under-treatment, which is detrimental 
to patient care.10 It is also important to note that language barriers 
may come into play when it comes to describing pain. Being clear 
with explanations and providing examples of types of pain during 
the patient encounter can help overcome this.10 Using medical in-
terpreters or technology can also help optimize patient commu-
nication in the case of language barriers.12 Cultural interpreters 
are preferred, as they are trained to provide clear translations and 
pick up on cultural nuances. If unavailable, professional virtual 
language services can be used as an alternative.12 

Perception of Pain
Health professionals need to acknowledge that the meaning of 
pain often differs between cultures. Cognitive, emotional, and 

biological factors significantly affect perception of pain and can 
impact the trajectory of a patient’s improvement.2 Therefore, 
understanding how an individual patient feels about pain is as 
important as the fact that they have pain.8 For example, some 
cultures may believe pain is a sign of progress towards recovery, 
whereas others may believe it is a test of faith.9 Some patients are 
so accustomed to pain that they don’t ever expect to see a full re-
covery.9 Therefore, pain beliefs can impact a patient’s ability to 
be proactive about addressing their pain. It is important to assess 
stages of change and understand at which level the patient is situ-
ated in terms of outlook and motivation for change.9

Coping Responses 
Views on appropriate coping responses differ across cultures, and 
this will significantly impact treatment outcomes.11 Some cultures 
promote activity as a means of coping with pain; others promote 
rest.2 Education regarding appropriate levels of rest versus activity 
is therefore paramount because this is a situation where assump-
tions could lead to less than favourable outcomes.2

Locus of control also differs between cultures.11 External locus of 
control tends to result in less favourable outcomes, while internal 
locus of control is related to preferable outcomes.11 Assessing lo-
cus of control will open up opportunities for cognitive behavioural 
interventions that can lead to positive change overall.11

Tools for Culturally Competent Care
Various tools exist to assist practitioners in facilitating clear 
communication with and understanding of patients across cul-
tures. The LEARN model is a framework generated to support 
cross-cultural communication and can be used as a general guide-
line for patient interactions.12 The acronym LEARN stands for 
the following:

Listen: Assess each patient’s understanding of their health condi-
tion including causes, potential treatments, and expectations. 

Explain: Convey your own perceptions of the condition while be-
ing mindful of the patient’s perspective.

Acknowledge: Be respectful when discussing differences between 
views. Point out areas of agreement as well as differences, and de-
termine obstacles to care.

Recommend: Develop a treatment plan.

Negotiate: Ensure that the plan is culturally appropriate and fits 
with the patient’s perceptions of healing.12

To ensure that all aspects of the patient’s health history are 
 taken into consideration, it is important to assess the patient’s 
understanding of pain and the beliefs surrounding it.9 This can 
be achieved by using specific and directed questions which will 
 influence important decisions regarding the management of 
chronic pain. Asking the patient what they believe is the cause 
of their pain is important because this will also help determine 
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whether the patient can identify any potential barriers to their 
health. To determine how the pain is impacting their life, it is im-
portant to ask this directly, as well as determine which emotions 
the pain brings up for them and whether they have any coping 
mechanisms to deal with the pain. Asking the patient’s opinion 
regarding what healing looks like for them, the type of treatment 
they believe is best suited for them, and their expectations regard-
ing treatment outcomes will also increase compliance. With these 
types of open-ended questions, practitioners are more likely to 
gain an in-depth knowledge of the patient experience, which will 
aid in providing more culturally competent care.

Clinical Implications
Culturally competent care recognizes that treatments developed 
for one culture may not be relevant or effective in another cul-
ture.2 This is especially important when recommendations are re-
lated to cognitive and behavioural changes.2 In the case of chronic 
pain management, it is essential to discuss lifestyle modifications 
surrounding diet and exercise. In order to ensure patient compli-
ance, clinicians need to be aware of appropriate treatments and 
adapt them to make culturally relevant suggestions. For example, 
asking a patient to remove a staple from their cultural diet will 
likely lead to poor adherence and is not a long-term solution un-
less the patient makes that decision on their own. Patients can 
be supported by directing them to culturally relevant resources 
which can help them make the most beneficial and long-lasting 
changes. This type of culturally informed evaluation of patients 
strengthens doctor–patient relationships and leads to better 
health outcomes.10

CONCLUSION

Practitioners who are aware of diverse cultural backgrounds as 
well as the values of current medical models are more prepared to 
offer culturally appropriate treatment plans.12 Being aware of per-
sonal biases can prevent ethnocentrism, which, left unaddressed, 
can hinder appropriate care.12 Overall, developing a deeper un-
derstanding of the role of culture in the experience of pain can 
help providers tailor treatments to better match the worldview 
of their patients.8 This can be supported using tools such as the 
LEARN model as well as a more in-depth culturally oriented 
health assessment during medical encounters.
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