
Pain consultation guide
A pain consultation is an opportunity to gain useful insights into patients’ experience 
of pain. It’s a chance to create a tailored treatment plan to help patients live well 
with less pain.

Watch out for red flags 
If you spot any warning 
signs in what the patient 
is telling you, you should 
refer to an appropriate 
specialist.

These could include:3

•  Bleeding or recent 
physical trauma

• Severe unremitting pain

•  Difficulty breathing or 
dizziness

•  Severe or persistent 
headaches

•  Loss of physical function, 
particularly asymmetrical

•  Neck pain or stiffness with 
photophobia (sensitivity 
to light)

•  Unexplained seizure or 
weight loss

• Visual disturbance
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And remember to keep an eye on the patient’s body language too. It can indicate  
if they’re feeling uncomfortable or hesitant to share their feelings and thoughts.

Start with the right body language1

Facial expression Smile and appear empathetic. Avoid frowning as it could 
indicate disagreement.

Eye contact Make direct eye contact, 
keeping eyes wide to show 
interest.

Avoid looking down or 
away while your patients 
are speaking. Avoid raised 
eyebrows.

Hands and arms Keep arms uncrossed.  
Use arm and hand movements, 
but don’t overdo it.

Don’t cross your arms –  
it creates a barrier.

Legs Maintain a relaxed,  
open stance.

Don’t cross your legs –  
it can indicate disagreement, 
uncertainty or disinterest.

Body position Leaning slightly forward shows 
interest. A relaxed, upright 
posture conveys confidence.

Avoid shaking your head as  
it indicates disagreement.1

Head Occasional nodding shows 
reassurance. 
Tilting the head shows interest.

Don’t lean in too close.  
Avoid turning away, 
but if you have to explain why.
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6-Step 
guide to pain 
consultation

A widely-recognized approach to patient consultation 
is the six-step Calgary–Cambridge model. It emphasises 
involving patients in their care, active listening and using 
open questions.2-5

John has come into your practice today.  
He injured his back during work a few  
years ago and is still experiencing some pain.
 
Follow these steps to help find the pain 
relief options for him:
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Getting started 
Greet the patient 
and put them 
at ease, while 
discussing why  
they came in for  
a visit

Gather 
information 
Explore the 
problem through 
open questions, 
your patient’s 
replies and their 
body language

Building 
relationship 
Develop a rapport 
with your patient 
so they continue  
to feel relaxed  
and comfortable  
in your presence

Explanation 
and planning 
Discuss options 
and outcomes, 
ensuring that 
your patient 
understands them 
before creating  
an action plan
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Providing 
structure to the 
consultation 
Detail what 
this consultation 
is looking to  
achieve and 
outline goals 
with the patient

Closing the 
session 
Provide any
additional
information,
summarize action
plans, and decide on
a timeline. Let your
patient know they
can follow-up with
any additional
questions
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