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Cognitive Elements Predict Vulvar Disorder Impact
B Y  D I A N A  M A H O N E Y

Ne w England Bureau

C A M B R I D G E ,  M A S S .  —  Certain cog-
nitive factors are significant predictors of
pain intensity and sexual impairment in
women with vulvar vestibulitis syn-
drome, Geneviève Desrochers said in a
poster presentation at the annual meet-
ing of the Society for Sex Therapy and
Research.

The findings of her study suggest that
targeted cognitive-behavioral therapy
might help mediate the severe pain asso-
ciated with the chronic, persistent inflam-
matory condition.

Hierarchic regression analysis of data
obtained from 67 women with vulvar
vestibulitis syndrome showed that lower
levels of pain self-efficacy (confidence in
one’s ability to perform a range of tasks
despite pain) and higher levels of pain cat-
astrophization (a negative cognitive re-
sponse to, or anticipation of, pain) were
both associated with more intense pain
during intercourse, reported Ms.
Desrochers, who is a Ph.D. candidate in

psychology at the University of Quebec,
Montreal.

All study participants had a prior diag-
nosis of vulvar vestibulitis syndrome. As
part of the investigation, the women un-
derwent a gynecologic examination and
completed a structured interview and stan-
darized questionnaires focusing on pain
self-efficacy, pain catastrophization, anxi-
ety, and pain during intercourse.

The regression analysis also showed
that catastrophization remained a strong

predictor of the severity of pain symptoms
after controlling for state-trait anxiety and
self-efficacy. 

“Higher levels of catastrophization were
still related to more severe pain,” Ms.
Desrochers wrote. 

Of the variables, only self-efficacy was a
good predictor of global sexual function-
ing after controlling for pain intensity and
state-trait anxiety, with lower self-efficacy
predicting increased sexual impairment.

“We did find that [lower levels of] state-

trait anxiety mediated the role of cata-
strophizing in pain intensity,” Ms.
Desrochers noted.

The findings of the study are consistent
with a cognitive-behavioral model of
chronic pain, “and they may be important
components to consider for sex therapy
with this population of women,” Ms.
Desrochers suggested during the meet-
ing, which was also sponsored by the
American College of Obstetricians and
Gynecologists. ■

Pain Expectations

Linked to Pain

Perception

Decreased expectation of pain dimin-
ishes pain perception by 28%—more

than a shot of morphine.
Not only do people who expect less pain

report feeling less pain, but their brains re-
spond similarly, with functional MRI
(fMRI) showing less activation of pain-re-
lated areas, according to Tetsuo Koyama,
M.D., Ph.D., and colleagues at Wake For-
est University, Winston-Salem, N.C. 

The team trained 10 healthy volunteers
(aged 26-46
years) to associ-
ate tones of dif-
ferent durations
with increasing-
ly painful heat
s t i mu l a t i o n .
(Proc. Natl.
Acad. Sci.
2005;102:12950-
5).

Subjects then underwent 30 trials that
were monitored with fMRI. About a third
of the time, the researchers mixed the sig-
nals, so that participants were expecting
one temperature, but received a different
one. When they expected moderate pain
but received severe pain, all 10 subjects re-
ported decreased pain intensity. Findings
from fMRIs supported these perceptions,
Dr. Koyama and associates said. 

Expectations of decreased pain signifi-
cantly reduced pain intensity–related brain
activation; the severe pain evoked the
same patterns as expected moderate pain.

“These data provide a neural mecha-
nism that can, in part, explain the positive
impact of optimism in chronic disease
states,” the investigators wrote.

—Michele G. Sullivan

Those who expect
less pain have
functional MRIs
showing less
activation of pain-
related areas.
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