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Is Social Pain Like Physical Pain?
Over evolutionary time, our physiological and psychological systems have evolved to protect us 
in a variety of situations as well as to offer mechanisms for sexual and social encounters. One of 
the most important of these protections is the pain system, which alerts individuals to tissue or 
nerve damage or times in which our physiological systems are not functioning normally. Muscle 
pains and headaches are clear examples of these situations.

What about social pain? Rejection and loss of loved ones, for example, involve some of the 
most painful experiences for humans. What is interesting is that over evolutionary time, the pro-
cessing of social pain appears to have co-opted the basic brain structures involved in physical 
pain (Eisenberger & Lieberman, 2004; Panksepp, 1998). Linguistically, to refer to emotional pain 
we use some of the same phrases as with physical pain. We say we have a broken heart or that our 
feelings are hurt. The impetus for a system to detect and prevent social separation would have 
developed in childhood to keep the infant close to his or her mother.

Pain research suggests that there are two separate components to the experience of pain. The 
first is the sensory experience itself, and the second is the felt unpleasantness (D. D. Price, 2000). 
The sensory experience involves the somatosensory cortex and the posterior insula. The experi-
enced unpleasantness is associated with the anterior cingulate cortex (ACC). It is the second sys-
tem that appears to be altered in psychopathology and is most sensitive to psychological factors.

Research has shown that in both physical and social pain, the ACC plays a critical role 
(Eisenberger & Lieberman, 2004). An intact ACC is required for young animals to emit distress 
sounds when separated from their caregivers. It is also the case that an intact ACC is required for 
caregivers to show affiliative behaviors. With humans, playing a video game in which the per-
son felt exclusion was associated with ACC activity. Further, the magnitude of the ACC activity 
correlated with the self-report of social distress. Those with borderline personality disorder, as 
will be described in Chapter 14, experience this rejection more acutely than other individuals. 
Additional evidence for the relationship between physical pain and social pain is that an increase 
in one type of pain also produces an increased sensitivity to the other type of pain. Comforting 
experiences such as social support will also reduce sensitivity to physical pain. This has implica-
tions for the treatment of psychological disorders.

CONCEPT CHECK

•• What evidence can you cite to show that stress experienced early in life is associated with later 
mental and physical health problems?

•• Although various types of trauma show a relationship to psychopathology, what factors can 
affect that relationship?

•• Our physiological reactions to stress and trauma occur on a variety of levels. What are five 
important levels?

•• Describe an example of how trauma can lead to epigenetic changes.
•• In what respects is social pain like physical pain?

The Study of Stress
One of the major figures in stress research was the Hungarian endocrinologist Hans Selye, who 
worked at the University of Montreal. It was actually Selye who coined the term stress in 1936, 
borrowing the word from physics. In physics, stress refers to the strain placed on a material. Selye 
used the term as a way of organizing physiological responses to a variety of challenges including 
heat, cold, pain, noise, hard work, and so forth. One of Selye’s early findings was that the body 
reacts similarly to a variety of these different stressors. Selye called this response the general 
adaptation syndrome (GAS). The GAS was seen to involve three stages. The first was the alarm 
stage. The alarm stage was an initial reaction to the stress that involved an increase in adrenal 

general adaptation syndrome 
(GAS): Selye’s model of how the 
body reacts similarly to a variety of 
different stressors in three stages: 
the alarm stage, the resistance 
stage, and the exhaustion stage




