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This Might Hurt is an intimate vérité film that follows three chronic pain 

patients who have spent years trying to cure their illness through modern 

medicine without success. Desperate for relief, they enter a mind-body 

medicine program — run by Dr. Howard Schubiner — that focuses on 

uncovering buried trauma at the root of their suffering, and retraining their 

brains to turn off pain.  

We followed these three patients through their initial evaluations with Dr. 

Schubiner, their skepticism of his approach, as well as through revelatory 

therapy sessions. We continued following them over several years through 

ups and downs, as they make astonishing discoveries about their pain. 

 



 

100 million Americans suffer from chronic pain and the opioid epidemic is 

ravaging the nation. We need better ways of helping people who are 

suffering. Could this radical mind-body treatment, which turns conventional 

medical wisdom on its head, be part of the solution? 

Close to 80% of Americans will have chronic pain at some point in their lives, 

and we all know someone who is affected. We believe this film is also relevant 

for anyone who experiences pain. And while pain can be a downer, we think 

learning about the mind-body connection is powerful, and hopeful. 

 

  



 

Dr. Howard Schubiner has been treating chronic pain patients for nearly two 

decades, during which time he has been developing and refining his 

mind-body approach. He is recognized as a leading researcher and physician 

in the field of mind-body medicine. He has authored more than 100 

publications, including an NIH-funded study on fibromyalgia for the journal 

PAIN. He is on the board of the the PPDA, which advances the diagnosis and 

treatment of stress-induced medical conditions. He is now working with 

neuroscientists at the University of Colorado to study the efficacy of 

mind-body treatments through brain scans. 

The late Dr. John Sarno was professor of rehabilitation medicine at New York 

University. He was a pioneer of the mind-body field (and a mentor to Dr. 

Schubiner) who wrote books like Healing Back Pain that were accessible to 

the lay reader who wanted to learn about pain. Amongst the thousands of 

patients he treated are Howard Stern, Larry David, and John Stossel. 

Tony Moran has suffered from debilitating leg pain since he was 12. In the last 

five years, he’s had to stop playing basketball and attending school. The 

dozens of doctors he’s visited can only tell him that he has Chronic Regional 

Pain Syndrome, which typically has no cure and no known cause. Once he 

turns eighteen, he is likely to be prescribed opioids. This is when he meets Dr. 

Schubiner. 

Maureen Dunphy is a writer, working on a book about the Great Lakes, an 

area she loves. But she suffers from severe pain in her hands that makes it 

hard to type, and has also prevented her from getting a full night of sleep for 

years. After physical therapy doesn't work, she is told that her final option is 



neck surgery followed by a long recovery period, during which she’d be 

dependent on opioids for pain management. 

Kym Black used to ride motorcycles and worked at an auto parts supplier. 

But then her abdominal pain and fibromyalgia became so severe that she’s 

spent the last 8 years in bed rest, disabled. While she currently depends on 

opioids to manage her pain, and on her mother to help with the household, 

she hopes to return to a full life where she can play with her nieces and 

nephews, and be of service to others. 
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https://audioboom.com/posts/7316716-079-marion-cunningham-and-kent-ba
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Many powerful documentaries are born out of personal pain—a traumatic or tragic 
experience the filmmaker feels compelled to explore and share. For Kent Bassett 
(MFA/FP ’08) that pain was literal, and the result was a film aimed at helping 
sufferers of chronic pain explore a new avenue of relief, based on understanding that 
not all pain has a physical origin. 
 
Bassett was an undergraduate at Swarthmore College interested in political activism 
and social justice issues when his life was turned upside down by the onset of 
terrible, unexplained pain in his arms—pain so intense that turning a doorknob was 
almost unbearable. Unable to type, he was forced to drop out of college and began a 
round of visits to a dozen doctors, who diagnosed tendonitis and prescribed physical 
therapy, to no avail. 
 
Then Bassett experienced a miracle. 
 
He found and read a book by the late Dr. John Sarno, The Mindbody Prescription, 
whose theory is that emotions and anxiety can cause severe physical pain and that 
this pain can be cured by addressing them. Overnight, his pain went away. 
 
That astonishing experience sparked a deep interest in exploring the mind-body 
connection. Curious if there was a blind spot in modern medicine about how 
commonly pain and other symptoms are caused by emotions and the brain, and not 
by tissue damage, Bassett set out to learn more. 
 
“I had fallen through cracks,” he says, “were there others like me?” 
 
In the midst of a national opiod crisis, the resulting film, This Might Hurt, follows 
three sufferers of chronic pain over a period of years of their treatment with Dr. 
Howard Schubiner, chronicling their journeys to find relief and exploring the 
conflicts and controversies surrounding treating pain with no known physical cause. 
 
Fellow alum Marion Cunningham BFA/FTV/FTP ’05 joined Bassett on this journey 
when they connected at a First Cut screening of Dodge College films in New York 
City. She instantly connected with the story when Bassett showed her footage from 
his work in progress. 
“Our film offers a new way of looking at pain, it’s not a cure-all,” she says, “but it could 
help a large swath of people, many of whom are in pain without hope of relief. We 
hope our story gives them hope and reminds them that they’re not alone.” 
 
After a multi-year journey, Bassett and Cunningham have launched an Indiegogo 
campaign to procure finishing funds. They are eager to share what they have 
learned in the hopes of alleviating some of the suffering that has driven thousands 

https://igg.me/at/this-might-hurt
https://igg.me/at/this-might-hurt


into opiod addiction and, as the government seeks to crack down on opiod use, has 
seen patients taken off their painkillers driven to suicide. 

Q&A 

Chronic Pain FAQs 

The subject of the mind-body connection driving chronic pain is fraught with 

misconceptions. Here are a few conclusions the filmmakers have reached 

during their years of following this story: 

Are you saying that all chronic pain is in the head? 

The latest neuroscience suggests that all pain is created in the brain. But 

what causes the pain in the first place? Some pain is caused by structural or 

tissue damage in the body. This film explores the hypothesis that other forms 

of pain have a different cause, that it can be caused by stress, trauma, or even 

the expectation of pain, and this can occur even when there’s nothing wrong 

with the body. In essence, pain can be brain-induced. 

Isn’t all pain a combination of the mental and the physical? What’s the 

point of saying that some pain is all-mental? 

Mind-body medical physicians like Dr. Schubiner have found that it’s clinically 

useful to distinguish certain painful symptoms as being brain-induced, and to 

contrast this from pain that originates from tissue damage. 

The reason for this distinction is to de-activate the vicious fear-pain cycle that 

some chronic pain patients get caught in. When patients with brain-induced 

pain are obsessively worried about the physical decline of their bodies, they 

are less likely to recover. With a mind-body diagnosis, they’re able to turn 

their attention to reducing fear and stress, to resolving trauma, in order to 



find pain relief. Of course, the argument that all pain is about neural networks 

firing in one way or the other — so it’s all physical—is a fair point. But on a 

clinical level, distinguishing two types of pain has been found to be useful. 

Are you stigmatizing people with chronic pain? 

Chronic pain often comes with a huge stigma attached to it. People feel like 

they’ve tried everything and nothing helped, so they must be broken. Their 

doctors can be suspicious of them or they can be accused of seeking drugs 

for recreation. While making the film we worked to tell the stories of three 

people with pain from their perspective, and with compassion. 

Kent: And as someone who has suffered from mind-body chronic pain, I 

found it liberating to learn that my pain was not caused by tissue damage, 

but rather, was brain-induced. That meant that that there a potential way out. 

It didn’t feel stigmatizing to be told my emotions are powerful, that my brain 

is powerful, and my symptoms are reversible. It felt exciting and hopeful. 

How is your film relevant for the opioid crisis? 

The ongoing opioid crisis one of the greatest public health crises in U.S. 

history. Since 1997, nearly 400,000 Americans have died from opioid-related 

overdoses. One study showed that 60% of the people who died from opioids 

had received a chronic pain diagnosis in the prior year. 

Two of the three people we filmed with have struggled with opioid 

dependence. One of them was hospitalized for an opioid overdose and nearly 

died. People who recover from chronic pain through mind-body treatment 

are typically able to wean themselves off opiates. 

https://www.vox.com/science-and-health/2017/8/3/16079772/opioid-epidemic-drug-overdoses
http://www.apta.org/PTinMotion/News/2017/11/29/OpioidDeathsAndChronicPain/


Do you support the effort to make it harder for people with chronic pain 

to get the opioids they need? 

In the wake of the government’s response to the opioid crisis, there has been 

a major problem with chronic pain patients being abruptly taken off their 

opioid painkillers. Some have committed suicide out of desperation. Great 

care needs to be taken when anyone is trying to wean themselves off opioids. 

We don’t support taking opioids away from people who depend on them to 

manage their pain. 

At the same time, for good reason, the CDC has recommended that 

physicians not put chronic pain patients on opioids in the first place. There’s 

good evidence that they don’t work any better than Tylenol, and they have 

dangerous side effects. 

 

 

Director Marion Cunningham is a filmmaker who has produced series for 

Netflix, National Geographic, OWN, Discovery, and A&E. She’s currently the 

Supervising Producer of OZY Studios. 

https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/8x5m7g/opioid-crackdown-chronic-pain-patients-suicide
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/opioids-no-better-than-tylenol-for-chronic-pain-study-finds/


 

Director Kent Bassett is an Emmy-nominated editor and filmmaker. He 

recently cut Standing Up (DOC NYC) about three unlikely aspiring 

comedians, and the Emmy-nominated Personal Statement (AFI Docs, PBS 

World Channel) about youth leaders fighting to expand college access. He is 

currently editing a film about activist Ady Barkan. 
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