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Whole Person Pain Care: 
Modifiable Pain Factors

Michelle Sexton ND
 Medical Staff Professional, Centers for Integrative Mediicine

University of California, San Diego
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Whole Person Pain Care:   
The Therapeutic Order

Patient-aligned Care Team

Foundational

Specialty Care

Tertiary Care

Note: the level(s) of entry in the Therapeutic Order for individual patient care are selected to prioritize delivery of safe and effective care, the prevention of suffering and further 
degeneration, respect for patient preferences and values, and the preservation of life.
© Zeff, J. L., Snider, P., & Myers, S. (2006); © Zeff, J. L., Snider, P., Myers, S., & DeGrandpre, Z. (2013); © Design by Finnell, J.S. (2019).
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People with Chronic pain experience 
lower Quality of Life and increased risk for: 

Mental health problems and social isolation.

A Multimodal approach to pain may not always be addressed       
in the healthcare setting. 
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“An unpleasant sensory and 
emotional experience 

associated with, or resembling 
that associated with, actual or 

potential tissue damage”

Pain:

Raja, S. N., Carr, D. B., Cohen, M., Finnerup, N. B., Flor, H., Gibson, S., . . . Vader, K. (2020). The revised International Association for the Study of Pain definition of pain: 
concepts, challenges, and compromises. Pain, 161(9), 1976-1982. 
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Gatchel describes 
Biopsychosocial Pain:

“The unique way each 
individual perceives pain 

and its severity, how it 
evolves, and the 
effectiveness of 

treatment depend on a 
constellation of 

biological, psychological, 
and social factors”

Kerns, R. D., Philip, E. J., Lee, A. W., & Rosenberger, P. H. (2011). Implementation of the veterans health administration national pain management strategy. 
Transl Behav Med, 1(4), 635-643.
Rosenberger, P. H., Philip, E., Lee, A., & Kerns, R. D. (2011). VHA National Pain Management Strategy: implementation of stepped pain management. Fed 
Pract, 28(1), 39-42.

Psyche
How do I cope?

How can I develop 
stress resilience?

Social
Do my relationships 

support me?

Cultivating Healthy
Relationships

Biology
What’s wrong with 

my body?

How can I Take 
better care of my 

body?
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Give a 
Nod to 
Pain
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Modifiable 
Pain

Factors

Nicotine Alcohol Use

Depression Metabolism

Diet

Exercise

Unlearning pain:
Psychology

Mindfulness
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Biology
What’s wrong with my 

body?

How can I Take better 
care of my body?

BUILDING 
physical health

Genetics
Food/sleep

Lifestyle
Drug effects
Social history
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BIO
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Food is Medicine
All plants contain 

non-nutritive 
chemicals that have 

effects on health!

Part of the 
environment that 

shapes us
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Nutrition 
for 

Chronic 
pain
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Metabolic Syndrome

People with Diabetes:

more likely to report 
lower back pain

and
neck pain

Glucose
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�Age/genetics
�Gastrointestinal 

physiology
�Digestion
�Alcohol intake
�Medications
�Antibiotics
�Xenobiotics 

(environmental)
�Diet
�Artificial Sweeteners

Microbiome
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Fiber

Fermentation
SCFA

Immune
Bone
Neuro

16
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PAIN

Disrupted Sleep

18
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Melatonin and sleep
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Activity

Adaptation
Prescriptive Movement
Proper biomechanics

21 22

Psyche
How do I cope?

How can I develop stress 
resilience?

Psyche

Psychological factors are associated 
with pain becoming chronic in 83% 

of  cases

Feeling awareness
Acceptance of feelings

Feelings can magnify or 
reduce pain
Helplessness
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Impacts of Toxic 
Stress on the 

Body/Mind

• Prolonged elevations of 
adrenaline and cortisol

• Increase in pro-inflammatory 
cytokines

• Changes in Brain Structure
• Changes in Brain Function

24
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TOXIC STRESS
Impaired Stress Resilience

Prolonged and Pronounced Stress
Increased heart rate/ 
blood pressure/respirations
Impaired cortisol response
Endocannabinoid downregulation

Turning off of the Stress Response
Delays development
Brain Remodeling
Health Problems
Early Death

Resilience
Temperament
Competence
Sense of Control
Empathy
Problem-solving
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Stress 
Resilience

Hypothalamus

Pituitary

Adrenal

Adrenaline
Cortisol

Pro-inflammatory:
Leads to brain
 remodeling

Stress/Trauma
Sympathetic hyperdrive  

neuroinflammation

hyperalgesia

Anxiety, depression, 
sleep disturbance
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Observational  and Cross-sectional Studies have reported that cannabis users receive 
anxiety benefit from Cannabis and some will Substitute cannabis

 for other medications
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Fear turns up pain volume,
Creating a feedback loop

Pain

Threat

Fear

Tension

Stress Response

Pain 
Processing

29

Brain
Connectivity

Brain Plasticity 

strong task engagement (FLOW)

PAIN

30
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Breaking the Cycle

The magic breath
Mindfulness

Music
Massage
Singing
Water
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Rumination

Personality
Anticipation

Catastrophizing
Coping skills
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Mental Energy

Once per day:
More meaning

More happiness
Resilience
Reframing
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Social
Do my relationships 

support me?

Cultivating Healthy
Relationships

Social

Family
Colleagues

Friends
Community

Therapy
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Building Social 
Ties

Reduce pain
Improve Quality 

of Life

Living with Chronic 
Pain

Loss of social 
connections, roles
Relational conflicts

Loneliness
Depression, Isolation
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Somatic 
Experiences

Combining 
mindful 

awareness with 
movement and 

sensation to 
reclaim 

Body/mind 
balance

To open the 
senses for 

deeper 
insight and 

healing To tap into 
body 

sensations 
and increase 
interoception

36
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Microglia and 
Neuroinflammation

CB2

Central 
Sensitization

Complex 
interactions 

between 
nervous/immune 

systems:
hypersensitivity

Stress is an 
amplifier
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Anti-inflammatory Herbs/Foods
Ginger
Curcuma Longa 
Boswellia serrata
Cannabinoids
Flavonoids
Polyunsaturated fats
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Spice it up!
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Nutritional Supplements 
and Botanicals

Vitamin D
B12

Methyl folate
Alpha lipoic acid

Glutathione
Cannabis
Turmeric
Boswellia

41 42
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Corroon JM Jr, Mischley LK, Sexton M. Cannabis as a substitute for prescription drugs - a 
cross-sectional study. J Pain Res. 2017 May 2;10:989-998. doi: 10.2147/JPR.S134330.

Cannabis as a substitute 
for prescription drugs 

35.8%
13.6%
12.6%OR= 4.59

46% reported substitutions
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Cannabis, Pain and Opioid tapering
Subject AGE Diagnosis MME VAS (average)

Before After Before After
Male 72 Failed back surgery syndrome 220 40   (8-wk) 9/10 4/10
Female 66 Chronic LBP 42.5 0    (4-wk) 7/10 0/10
Female 66 Failed back surgery syndrome 30 0     (4-wk) 7/10 3/10
Male 73 Spinal stenosis/radiculopathy 135 30   (8-wk) 7/10 5/10
Female 50 Cervical Spondylosis 69 22.5(4-wk) 5/10 4/10
Male 61 Failed Back surgery syndrome 120 15 (4-wk) 8/10 5/10

Average change in pain score = 3.6;  Average decrease in MME= 85.58%

Retrospective Chart Review

IN PROCESS FOR PUBLICATION 

13 quarters:  July 2016-Aug 2019
Exclusion for cancer-related pain; 

• N=2998
• 15.5% received a medical 

cannabis authorization
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Cannabis and 
Pain

91 studies
Ø 30% pain reduction

Ø Unlikely to be a monotherapy

Multidisciplinary care with physical and 
psychological therapy better than medication 

alone:   more effective
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Efficacy of vaporized cannabis vs. placebo for acute 
treatment of migraine:  a randomized, double-blind, 

placebo-controlled, crossover trial 
Schuster, N. Sexton, M, et al.

N=234 headaches;  inclusion (n=94) : ICHD-3 defined migraine and 2-23 headache and migraine days per month
IN PROCESS FOR PUBLICATION 
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Pitfalls for Patients

Shifts in potency (10x)Conflicts of interest: 
salespersons

THC vs CBD?
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Wallace MS, Marcotte TD, et al. Secondary Analysis from a Randomized Trial on the Effect of Plasma  
Tetrahydrocannabinol Levels on Pain Reduction in Painful Diabetic Peripheral Neuropathy. J pain. 2020;21(11-12): 

Sexton M, Shelton K, et al M. Evaluation of Cannabinoid and Terpenoid Content: Cannabis Flower Compared to Supercritical CO2 
Concentrate. Planta Med. 2018 Mar;84(4):234-241. doi: 10.1055/s-0043-119361. Epub 2017 Sep 19. Erratum in: Planta Med. 2018 Mar;84(4)

6% THC dry-vape 

THC potency

More is not better!
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Risks/Side Effects
• Risk of exacerbating dizziness/balance
• Cardiovascular effects 
• Cognitive effects
• Drowsiness / Disorientation
• To inhale or not
• What is the “addiction” potential?
• DDIs
• Type of administration
• Product selection
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LIFE 
STYLE
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Thank You
Msexton@ucsd.edu

Msextonnd.com
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