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Abstract

Chronic pain is rarely a purely physical problem. It is shaped by
stress physiology, emotional learning and memory, and the way the
nervous system predicts and protects. Evidence from mindbody and
movement-based interventions suggests that combining embodied
attention with gentle movement can reduce pain and disability for
some patients, although effect sizes vary and mechanisms remain
under investigation. In a recent pilot study in a yoga context, Heart-
Speak - an emotional-somatic release method - was associated
with meaningful within-class reductions in subjective pain in people
with persistent pain. This perspective outlines why integrating feel-
ing-based work into movement may be clinically relevant, how im-
plicit learning contributes to persistent pain, and why emotional-so-
matic approaches warrant more rigorous study within chronic pain
management.
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Chronic pain sits at the intersection of physiology, emotion, learn-
ing, and lived experience [1-3]. For decades, biomedical and even
many mindbody approaches have attempted to treat pain by working
primarily with cognition or movement - stretching, strengthening, re-
framing thoughts, improving posture, managing stress. These strate-
gies matter, and for some conditions they are enough [4,5]. But for
many people, pain persists despite doing “all the right things” [1,2].

There is a growing recognition that something deeper is at play.
Chronic pain is influenced not only by tissue state or biomechanics
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but also by cumulative stress load, threat-based learning, and noncon-
scious protective responses that can persist long after the original trig-
ger [1,2,6,7]. These drivers are often addressed indirectly, if at all. Yet
they may be key mechanisms that keep pain patterns running [1,2,6].

Why feeling matters in a movement context

Movement practices like yoga can support interoceptive attention,
autonomic settling, and gentle mobilisation of connective tissues [5,8-
11]. However, movement alone does not necessarily update the emo-
tional and threat-related learning that can maintain protective bracing,
avoidance, and pain-related fear [7,2].

Feeling-based interventions, by contrast, aim to directly engage
the emotional-somatic layer - the felt sense of what the system is car-
rying - and to reduce the charge associated with implicit learning and
conflict [6,12,13]. When delivered skilfully, these approaches may
help patients access and process affective material that is otherwise
bypassed by cognitive discussion, and may reduce the need for ongo-
ing protective output [1,6,13].

HeartSpeak is designed to work precisely at this layer. It focuses
on eliciting and clearing specific feeling states - not through narrative
rehearsal, but through felt experience and guided somatic attention.
This is potentially relevant for chronic pain, where stress-associated
learning and emotional conflict can remain active below awareness,
contributing to persistent tension, altered movement strategies, and
pain amplification [1,2,6,7].

What The Pilot Study Showed

In the yoga-based pilot study, participants engaged in gentle
movement interspersed with brief HeartSpeak sequences [14]. Across
12 classes (n=96), pain scores on a numerical rating scale decreased
from pre-class to post-class, with mean values shifting from 5.5 to 2.9
(p<0.01). The reduction occurred in every class, reaching statistical
significance in 10 of 12 sessions [14].

These findings are preliminary and do not establish causation.
However, they add to a broader literature suggesting that mindbody
approaches that emphasise embodied attention and emotional pro-
cessing can meaningfully shift pain for some patients, particularly
when stress and emotional load are prominent drivers [4,5,6,13].

Why Emotional-Somatic Release may be Effective
Several mechanisms may explain these early results:

* Implicit emotional memory — Implicit learning and pain-related
fear can drive protective responses long after the initiating event
has passed. Interventions that update threat learning (including
affective processing approaches) may reduce these conditioned
responses [2,7,13].

» Fascial tension — Fascial and connective tissues are biological-
ly active, richly innervated, and responsive to both loading and
biochemical conditions. Persistent guarding and altered movement
can contribute to ongoing tissue sensitivity and stiffness [10,11].
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* Interoceptive awareness - the capacity to notice internal sensa-
tions without immediately analysing or avoiding them - differs in
pain populations and is a plausible mechanism of action in several
mindbody approaches [8,9].

¢ Movement - may help distribute new patterns through the system,
supporting integration and reducing the likelihood of older protec-
tive strategies reasserting themselves [5,11].

» From this perspective, chronic pain is not just a biomechanical or
cognitive problem. It is also a learned, protective pattern - shaped
by stress, threat, and implicit memory - that can become en-
trenched unless those drivers are addressed [1-3,6,7].

A Broader Shift in how we Conceptualise Pain

The field is already moving toward integrative models of chronic
pain [1, 2]. But “integration” often means adding movement to psy-
chology, or psychology to rehabilitation. The emotional-somatic layer
- where feeling, learning, and body-based protection intersect - re-
mains under-addressed in many clinical pathways [6,13].

HeartSpeak’s early results suggest that guided feeling may be one
clinically useful route into that layer. When people are supported to
notice and move through specific internal states, emotional charge
can resolve, and pain-related protection may soften. When this oc-
curs alongside movement, the system may reorganise more efficiently
[5,13,14].

Next Steps

Larger, well-designed studies are needed. A randomised controlled
trial comparing yoga-only versus yoga plus HeartSpeak would help
clarify the contribution of the emotional-somatic component [5,14].
While blinding is challenging in behavioural trials, assessor blinding
and credible active controls can reduce bias [1]. Physiological and
functional measures - such as movement variability, autonomic mark-
ers, and relevant tissue or stiffness measures - could help test plausi-
ble mechanisms [3,9-11].

Even at this early stage, feeling-based interventions deserve a
place in the chronic pain research agenda. They may offer a route
to change for people who have tried multiple approaches yet remain
stuck in a persistent pattern of protection and pain [1,2,6,13,14].
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