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1. The “fear-avoidance model of chronic pain”: what and
why?

In this issue of the Scandinavian Journal of Pain, Katherine
Curtin and Deborah Norris [1] report on an online cross-sectional
study in participants with self-reported chronic musculoskeletal
pain (CMP). The study aimed to investigate the impact of rumina-
tive anxiety and mindfulness on components of chronic pain (i.e.,
pain experience, pain catastrophizing, pain-related fear/avoidance)
as proposed in the fear-avoidance model [2]. The fear-avoidance
model presents a possible pathway by which injured individuals
can get caught into a negative downward spiral, the so-called fear-
avoidance cycle, which fuels negative pain-related outcomes. In
this vicious cycle, a catastrophic interpretation of pain might lead to
pain-related fear, which in turn leads to defensive behaviours (i.e.,
avoidance and/or hypervigilance), resulting in disability and (more)
pain. The authors hypothesise that a maladaptive cognition such as
anxious rumination will be a risk factor for developing chronic pain.
In contrast, a strategy that corrects this maladaptive cognition, such
as mindfulness could be considered as a protective factor against
maladjustment to pain. In other words, anxious rumination per-
petuates the fear-avoidance cycle while mindfulness could prevent
and/or break the fear-avoidance cycle.

2. Anxious rumination and mindfulness needed in the
“fear-avoidance model”?

Anxious rumination was measured with the Perceived Stress
Scale-10. Mindfulness, defined as cognitive behavioural strategy
that promotes present-moment awareness in an intentional and
non-judgmental manner, was measured with Five Facet Mind-
fulness Questionnaire-sf. In line with the author’s expectations,
results showed that ruminative anxiety was positively correlated
with pain severity (i.e., pain experience), pain catastrophizing,
pain-related fear/avoidance, and pain interference, but negatively
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correlated with mindfulness. Pain severity, pain catastrophizing,
pain-related fear/avoidance, ruminative anxiety, and mindfulness
significantly predicted 70.0% of the variance in pain interference,
with pain severity, ruminative anxiety and mindfulness being
unique predictors. These results may incite some doubts regarding
the completeness of the fear-avoidance model. The authors pro-
pose that the fear-avoidance model should therefore be adjusted
to include ruminative anxiety as a predisposing psychological vul-
nerability and mindfulness as an effective strategy that breaks the
cycle of chronic pain.

3. “Building what is strong” better than “fixing what is
wrong”?

Including both anxious rumination and mindfulness in the fear-
avoidance model is in line with the aim of positive psychology
to have a more complete and balanced scientific understanding
of the human experience, by abandoning the exclusive focus on
vulnerability factors and ‘fixing what is wrong’ towards includ-
ing protective factors and ‘building what is strong’ [3]. Examining
both vulnerability and protective factors will help to disentangle
what leads to outcomes of recovery, sustainability (perseverance
in valued activities despite pain) and growth (benefit finding due
to pain) [4]. In fact, the fear-avoidance model already specified
besides the negative downward spiral, a positive upward spiral.
When pain does not elicit fear, an injured individual will confront
movements or activities associated with pain. This confrontation
and engagement in daily activities will result in functional recov-
ery. Originally, the model did not specify other factors, besides the
absence of fear that may elicit this upward spiral to recovery. How-
ever, since its conception the model has evolved and expanded.
Positive affect and optimism were for instance added as factors
that fuel this upward spiral, as they may promote the pursuit of
valued life goals, in contrast to a persistent attempt to control
or to avoid pain [5,6]. Positive affect and optimism can also be
regarded as protective factors that can reduce the intensity of fear-
avoidance cycle components, such as pain catastrophizing [4,7]. In
a similar vein, not only individual characteristics may impact that
fear-avoidance cycle, also the social context can be important. For
example, the threat value of pain can be increased when health care
providers unwittingly transfer their own pain-related fears to their
patients [8].
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4. Including protective and vulnerability factors within the
“fear-avoidance model”

Seeing that there are far more factors to consider in the context
of fear-avoidance, the proposed adjustment by Curtin and Norris is
therefore maybe too restricted. We propose the inclusion of com-
ponents that are far more broadly formulated, namely protective
and vulnerability factors in contrast to mindfulness and rumina-
tive anxiety, respectively. Moderating factors previously identified
by the fear-avoidance model (e.g., negative affectivity and anxiety
sensitivity) can then fall within the component vulnerability fac-
tors, just as ruminative anxiety (as identified in this study) or other
overlapping constructs, such as stress. That is, this study measured
ruminative anxiety by assessing perceived stress as it is a compo-
nent of ruminative anxiety. But persistent stress itself can lead to
maladaptive neurobiological changes in pain processing pathways,
resulting in enhanced pain sensitivity (i.e., stress-induced hyper-
algesia), which in turn can exacerbate the pain condition [9]. In
other words, experiencing stress can also be identified as a vulnera-
bility factor in this context, just as much as ruminative anxiety can.
Having a more broadly stated component, that can include these
different but related vulnerability and protective factors, will par-
simoniously preserve the fear-avoidance model’s simplicity while
increasing its explanatory value.

5. Vulnerability factors instigate a negative vicious spiral;
protective factors incite a positive upward spiral

The effort to identify possible vulnerability and protective fac-
tors in the context of chronic pain has obvious theoretical gains.
But maybe the most important contribution of these types of stud-
ies is that it raises awareness among therapist about these factors.
The fear-avoidance model can then be used to explain the patient’s

pain condition and how their vulnerability factors can instigate
a vicious downward spiral that results in maladjustment to pain.
While their protective factors may incite a positive upward spiral,
that promotes a positive adaptation to pain. Curtin and Norris take
an interesting step in identifying the relation between ruminative
anxiety, mindfulness and components of chronic pain. However,
as the authors themselves point out, more scientific scrutiny is
required to identify the underlying mechanisms by which these
factors exert their protective effects against chronic pain suffering.
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