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Psychological Considerations in Orofacial Pain

In the field of orofacial pain management, it is crucial to understand and address the psychological aspects
that can influence a patient's experience of pain. Psychological considerations play a significant role in the
assessment, diagnosis, and treatment of orofacial pain conditions. This module will explore key terms and
vocabulary related to psychological considerations in orofacial pain to enhance your understanding of this
important aspect of patient care.

Pain

Pain is a complex sensory and emotional experience that can be influenced by psychological factors. It is
essential to differentiate between acute pain, which is typically short-lived and serves as a warning sign of
injury or illness, and chronic pain, which persists beyond the expected healing time and can be influenced
by psychological factors such as anxiety, depression, and catastrophizing.

Example: A patient with temporomandibular joint (TMJ) disorder may experience chronic pain that is
exacerbated by stress and anxiety.

Psychosocial Factors

Psychosocial factors refer to the interplay between psychological and social factors that can impact an
individual's experience of pain. These factors can include stress, anxiety, depression, social support, coping
mechanisms, and beliefs about pain. Understanding and addressing psychosocial factors are essential in the
management of orofacial pain conditions.

Example: A patient with burning mouth syndrome may benefit from cognitive-behavioral therapy to address
underlying anxiety and stress that contribute to their pain experience.

Biopsychosocial Model

The biopsychosocial model of pain emphasizes the interaction between biological, psychological, and social
factors in the experience of pain. This holistic approach recognizes that pain is a multidimensional
phenomenon that is influenced by a combination of biological, psychological, and social factors.

Example: A patient with trigeminal neuralgia may benefit from a treatment plan that includes medication for
pain relief, cognitive-behavioral therapy for coping with pain, and social support to address the impact of
pain on their daily life.

Psychological Assessment

Psychological assessment involves the evaluation of psychological factors that may contribute to or
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influence a patient's experience of pain. This assessment may include screening for anxiety, depression,
stress, coping strategies, beliefs about pain, and other psychological factors that can impact pain perception
and management.

Example: A patient presenting with chronic orofacial pain may undergo a psychological assessment to
identify underlying factors that are contributing to their pain experience.

Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT)

Cognitive-behavioral therapy is a type of psychotherapy that focuses on identifying and changing negative
thought patterns and behaviors that contribute to psychological distress, including pain. CBT is an evidence-
based treatment approach that can be effective in helping patients manage chronic pain conditions.

Example: A patient with temporomandibular joint disorder may benefit from CBT to address maladaptive
beliefs and behaviors that are exacerbating their pain symptoms.

Pain Catastrophizing

Pain catastrophizing is a cognitive distortion characterized by an exaggerated negative orientation toward
actual or anticipated pain experiences. Individuals who catastrophize pain tend to magnify the severity of
pain, feel helpless in managing it, and expect the worst possible outcomes.

Example: A patient with chronic facial pain may catastrophize their symptoms, leading to increased anxiety
and avoidance behaviors that perpetuate their pain experience.

Fear Avoidance Model

The fear avoidance model of pain proposes that individuals who fear pain and avoid activities that they
believe may exacerbate pain are more likely to experience chronic pain and disability. Addressing fear
avoidance behaviors is an essential component of pain management in patients with orofacial pain
conditions.

Example: A patient with temporomandibular joint disorder may avoid chewing or talking to prevent pain,
leading to increased disability and worsening of symptoms.

Resilience

Resilience refers to an individual's ability to adapt and cope effectively with stress, adversity, and pain.
Resilient individuals are better able to bounce back from challenges and maintain a positive outlook despite
experiencing pain or other difficulties.

Example: A patient with burning mouth syndrome may demonstrate resilience by actively engaging in
treatment and maintaining a positive attitude despite the challenges posed by their condition.

Psychological Interventions

Psychological interventions are treatments that target psychological factors to improve pain management
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and overall quality of life for patients with orofacial pain conditions. These interventions may include
cognitive-behavioral therapy, relaxation techniques, mindfulness-based stress reduction, biofeedback, and
other approaches that promote psychological well-being.

Example: A patient with chronic facial pain may benefit from a multidisciplinary treatment approach that
includes psychological interventions to address underlying stress and anxiety contributing to their pain
experience.

Interdisciplinary Care

Interdisciplinary care involves collaboration among healthcare providers from different disciplines to
address the complex needs of patients with orofacial pain conditions. A multidisciplinary team may include
dentists, physicians, psychologists, physical therapists, and other healthcare professionals working together
to provide comprehensive care for patients.

Example: A patient with temporomandibular joint disorder may benefit from interdisciplinary care that
includes dental treatment, medication management, physical therapy, and psychological interventions to
address all aspects of their pain experience.

Challenges in Psychological Considerations

There are several challenges in addressing psychological considerations in orofacial pain management,
including stigma surrounding mental health, limited access to psychological services, lack of training in
psychological assessment and interventions among healthcare providers, and the need for a
multidisciplinary approach to address the complex needs of patients with orofacial pain conditions.

Example: A patient may be hesitant to seek psychological support for their orofacial pain due to stigma or
lack of awareness of the role of psychological factors in pain management.

Conclusion

Understanding and addressing psychological considerations in orofacial pain management are essential to
providing comprehensive care for patients with orofacial pain conditions. By recognizing the impact of
psychological factors on pain perception and management, healthcare providers can develop individualized
treatment plans that address the multidimensional nature of pain and improve outcomes for patients.
Through the use of psychological assessment, cognitive-behavioral therapy, and other psychological
interventions, healthcare providers can help patients better cope with their pain and enhance their overall
quality of life. By adopting a biopsychosocial approach to orofacial pain management and collaborating
with interdisciplinary healthcare teams, providers can optimize patient care and support patients in
achieving better pain control and functional outcomes.
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