
 

 

• Chronic pain (CP) affects one in five adults and is directly related to many serious secondary 

consequences including depression, anxiety, family stress, and work limitations/loss (Breivik 

et al., 2006; McWilliams et al., 2003; Ohayon et al., 2003; Schopflocher et al., 2011). 

• Supportive romantic partners can help buffer the impact of CP by improving perceived 

social support, helping to reduce levels of depression and anxiety, and facilitating adaptive 

coping (Holtzman et al., 2007).  

• Unfortunately, CP often causes significant strain on romantic relationships and consequently 

persons with CP are more likely to be without a partner (Wolfe et al., 2004).  

• Thus far, research exploring how CP impacts romantic relationships has focused exclusively 

on couples who are committed and cohabitating (Relationship Maintenance phase; Knapp, 

1983). No research has examined the impact of CP on partner-seeking and early relationship 

development (Coming Together phase; Knapp, 1983). 

• Coming Together begins when individuals attempt to show their interest in a potential 

partner by making contact and demonstrating their eligibility. Gradually, conversation 

becomes more purposeful as both individuals try to determine whether to pursue the 

relationship. During this phase the amount of personal disclosure increases and intimacy 

builds. Disclosure may, however, be costly as it increases the individual’s vulnerability 

(Guerrero et al., 2007). 
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Introduction  

 

• Analysis of the data sought to identify barriers to developing a long-term supportive 

relationship as well as factors that promote successful relationship initiation and 

development. 

• 26 partner-seeking or newly partnered (less than six months, non-cohabitating) individuals 

(Mage = 32.9 [SD = 8.4] yrs) whose CP met IASP (1986) definitional criteria were recruited 

online.  

• Participants completed a brief questionnaire assessing demographic, pain, and dating 

variables followed by a semi-structured interview either in person or by telephone. The 

interview focused on how CP has affected their approach to dating and the 

progression/development of their new romantic relationships.  

• Verbatim transcripts were analyzed using the six phases of thematic analysis (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006).  

• Themes described by participants were extracted and categorized in order to develop a 

framework for understanding the impact of CP on approach, initiation, and development 

strategies for new romantic relationships.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Purpose & Method 

Conclusions 

• Participants who experienced multiple barriers described more difficulties developing their existing relationships, or less willingness to engage in partner-seeking activities.  

• Not seeking and unsuccessfully seeking participants were reluctant to integrate CP into their identity (consistent with low-acceptance). They also had the poorest self-perceptions, negative 

expectations pertaining to their dating prospects, and utilized maladaptive ways of coping with their CP in the context of dating (e.g., hiding their CP).  

• Not seeking participants often had several preconditions to dating (e.g., better management/control of their symptoms, improving self-perceptions) that caused them to defer attempts to find a 

partner despite wanting a relationship. Notably, those who described the lowest acceptance and poorest self-perceptions were among those not seeking. 

• Reluctance to share information about their CP (nondisclosure) universally led to more difficulty building intimacy and communicating with a new partner. Nondisclosure was especially 

prominent among the unsuccessfully seeking participants, who also described sabotaging potential relationships or testing new partners in an effort to confirm their own negative expectations 

about a partners’ ability to cope with and accept their CP. 

• Most participants recognized the thoughts and behaviors that hindered their chances of establishing a romantic relationship, but were unable or unwilling to change them. 

• Given lack of pain acceptance was the most prominent barrier to seeking new relationships and the fact that pain acceptance is strongly linked with the other identified barriers  

    (i.e., mental and physical health, self-perception, coping efforts), Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (Hayes et al., 2006) is likely to help facilitate relationship building activities  

    for those seeking new relationships (i.e. increase social support). 

• Helping patients improve their sense of self-worth and approach pain disclosure in a way that minimizes stigmatization or other negative responses  

    may facilitate more successful partner-seeking and relationship development. The McCain Foundation 

Psychological Wellness Center- UNB 
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You know, it’s funny, we’re not being serious and not 

actually having any conversation about anything serious. 

We’re very happy and very, you know, we just hang out 

whenever we have a day off and that's it.   –Denise, 25 yrs 

Right now, it’s got a long term possibility for sure. We really 

like each other, and we’re really comfortable with each 

other’s company and we’ll see what happens. I’d like to 

have somebody long term, my goal is to eventually move in 

together.   –Stanley, 50 yrs 

I want the relationship but it’s never usually more than a 

half a dozen [dates]. I just have this big secret and instead 

of revealing it, I just kind of shy away and disappear and 

don’t respond anymore.   –Melanie, 32 yrs  

I feel like the person I am right now is not good enough for 

someone else. I mean if I’m just not happy enough for 

myself, then what’s the point of, of trying with someone 

else.   –Owen, 36 yrs 

Figure 1. Significant barriers to relationship initiation/development for persons with CP 

Honestly, it gets 

depressing because like 

if I can't be myself, 

they’re not going to 

accept me, then who's 

going to accept me?  

– Melanie, 32 yrs 

 

We are a very 

judgmental society and 

having something like 

chronic pain or only one 

leg or a speech 

impediment is sort of like 

you know, it’s viewed as 

a negative. 

–Anna, 26 yrs 
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I’ve got like very little self-esteem at this point. You know, so I don’t feel good enough to go out and meet 

anyone. I don’t think that a guy would even look at me sideways…   –Candice, 30 yrs 

 

It was clear on set that I wasn’t physically capable and you know, that affected me a lot, not just in 

monetary terms but also just in terms of like self-esteem and you know self-image and my ability to just 

see myself as a productive sustainable person right. I lost that kind of confidence. I’ve basically felt, 

like, kind of pitiful.   –Owen, 36 yrs 

 

 

So, I’m assuming the worst in people. I’m assuming that someone wouldn’t want to get into a 

relationship with me, you know? In describing it and telling them how it affects me on the daily and 

stuff like that that they would be “man, this is just too much - screw this shit”. –Nathan, 38 yrs 
 

I guess I’ve thought “Oh people will find me unattractive”, or not worth-dating, not a good partner 

because I’ve got this medical problem.    –Abbey, 27 yrs 

 

  

I was just sitting around more often and smoked a cigar one day…and I smoked, started smoking again 

and I’ve been drinking. Drinking more than I should.   – John, 31 yrs 
 

Sometimes if I do get angry and if I say something like the other person can like find it offensive and 

then I’ll calm down and I’ll think about it and I’ll apologize. But at the same times it did happen like in 

the moment it can be hurtful.   –Haru, 19 yrs 

 

 

 
 

But it really does still like mess with my head, you know, and that’s probably another reason why I stick 

to myself and kind of stay under a rock is just because, yeah I feel so crap about it. I feel I have so much 

negative energy around me. And I don’t want to put that on anybody..    –Nathan, 38 yrs 
 

It’s not like [pain] ruins a date but to me in my head, like I don’t think to her it ruins anything but… if 

we’re hiking or something like that, and then all of a sudden I’m in pain and just kind of like I want to 

go back home. So I think it ruins the experience we’re having.   –Karim, 27 yrs 

Figure 2. Classification of partner-seeking approaches 


