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UNDERSTANDING
DR. JOHN SARNO
AND HIS
REVOLUTIONARY
APPROACH TO
BACK PAIN

For  millions  of  people
worldwide,  chronic
b a c k  p a i n  i s  a
d e b i l i t a t i n g  a n d
frustrating  condition
that  seems  to  defy
explanation.  Doctors
order  scans,  prescribe
medicat ions ,  and
recommend  physical
therapy,  yet  the  pain
persists. Enter Dr. John
Sarno,  a  professor  of
clinical  rehabilitation
medicine at  New York

University  Medical
Center,  who  proposed
a  r a d i c a l  a n d
transformative  theory
t h a t  h a s  h e l p e d
countless  individuals
find relief. His concept,
often  referred  to  as
John  Sarno  healing
back pain, challenges
conventional  medical
wisdom and places the
root  cause  of  most
chron ic  back  pa in
squarely  in  the  mind.
This  article  explores
the  l i fe,  work,  and
enduring legacy of Dr.
Sarno,  offering  a  deep
dive into his mind-body
approach  and  how  it
continues  to  change
lives.
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Who Was
Dr. John
Sarno?
Dr .  J ohn  E .  Sa rno
(1923–2017)  was  a
pioneering  physician
who  spent  decades
treating  patients  with
chronic  back  pain  at
the  Rusk  Institute  of
Rehabilitation Medicine
in  New  Yo rk  C i t y .
F rust rated  by  the
l imited  success  of
traditional  treatments
like surgery, injections,
and  physical  therapy,
Sarno began to notice
a pattern. Many of his
p a t i e n t s  h a d  n o
s t r u c t u r a l
abnormalit ies  that
cou ld  adequate ly
explain the severity or
persistence  of  their
p a i n .  E v e n  w h e n
i m a g i n g  s h o w e d
herniated  discs  or

spinal  degeneration,
these findings often did
not  correlate  with  the
patient's  symptoms.
T h i s  l e d  S a r n o  t o
d e v e l o p  h i s
groundbreaking  theory
of  Tension  Myositis
Syndrome  (TMS).
S a r n o ' s  w o r k ,
d o c u m e n t e d  i n
bestselling books such
as  Healing  Back  Pain:
T h e  M i n d - B o d y
Connection  and  The
Mindbody  Prescription,
h a s  g a r n e r e d  a
devoted  following.  His
approach is not merely
a  treatment  for  back
pain;  it  is  a  complete
paradigm shift  in  how
we  understand  pain
itself. The core premise
of  John  Sarno  healing
back  pain  is  that  the
source of most chronic
pain  is  emotional,  not
physical.
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The Core
Theory:
Tension
Myositis
Syndrom

e (TMS)
At the heart of Sarno's
philosophy  is  Tension
Myositis  Syndrome,  a
condition  he  identified
and  named.  TMS is  a
physical  manifestation
of repressed emotions,
p a r t i c u l a r l y
unconscious  anger,
anxiety,  and  other
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
stressors. According to
S a r n o ,  t h e  b r a i n
creates  physical  pain
as a distraction. It does
this  to  protect  the
conscious  mind  from
being overwhelmed by

d a n g e r o u s  o r
u n a c c e p t a b l e
emotions.  The  pain  is
real—the  muscles,
nerves,  or  tendons
may indeed be oxygen-
deprived or tense—but
the  underlying  trigger
is psychological.
This theory posits that
the autonomic nervous
system,  under  the
influence  of  repressed
emotions,  reduces
blood  flow  to  specific
areas of the body, such
as  the  lower  back,
neck,  shoulders,  or
buttocks.  This  mild
oxygen  deprivation
causes muscle tension
and  pain.  The  brain
then chooses a location
for the pain that makes
sense  to  the  patient,
often focusing on areas
where structural issues
have been identified on
scans,  even  if  those
issues are benign and
common  in  pain-free
individuals.  The  key
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insight  of  John  Sarno
healing  back  pain  is
that the pain serves a
purpose: it keeps your
mind  off  your
emotional  turmoil.

Why
Tradition
al
Treatmen
ts Often
Fail
Sarno  was  h igh l y
c r i t i c a l  o f  t h e
conventional  medical
approach to back pain.
H e  a r g u e d  t h a t
t r e a t m e n t s  l i k e
s u r g e r y ,  s p i n a l
injections,  chiropractic
ad justments ,  and
end less  phys i ca l
therapy  are  o f ten

ineffective  because
t h e y  t a r g e t  t h e
symptom,  not  the
cause. When a patient
u n d e r g o e s  b a c k
surgery for a herniated
disc,  the  structural
issue  may  be  "fixed,"
but the emotional root
of the pain remains. It
i s  not  uncommon,
S a r n o  n o t e d ,  f o r
patients  to  develop
pain  in  another  area
after  a  successfu l
surgery,  or  for  the
same  pain  to  return
after a period of relief.
This cycle of treatment
a n d  r e l a p s e  i s  a
hallmark  of  TMS.  The
b r a i n ,  n e e d i n g  a
distraction,  simply
moves  the  pain  to  a
n e w  l o c a t i o n .
Furthermore,  the  fear
and anxiety generated
by  a  diagnosis  of  a
"degenerated  disc"  or
"sciatica"  can  actually
worsen  the  condition
b y  i n c r e a s i n g
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psychological  stress.
Sarno's method breaks
t h i s  c y c l e  b y
addressing  the  root
cause:  the  repressed
emotions  driving  the
pain.  Understanding
this  is  the  first  step  in
John  Sarno  healing
back  pain.

The Key
Compone
nts of the
Sarno
Method
T h e  p r o t o c o l  f o r
overcoming  TMS  is
surprisingly  simple,
though  it  requires  a
significant  shift  in
mindset.  It  is  not  a
physical treatment but
an  educational  and
psychological one. The
method  has  several

core  components:

Education: The
patient must fully
understand the
TMS theory.
Sarno believed
that knowledge
itself is healing.
When a patient
truly accepts that
their pain is
caused by
emotional factors
and is not a sign
of physical
damage, the
brain no longer
needs to create
the pain as a
distraction.
Reading his book
or attending his
lectures is often
the first step.
Inner
Examination:
Patients are
encouraged to
look inward and
identify the
emotions they
have been



6

6 John Sarno Healing Back Pain 2023-05-31

repressing. This
includes
unconscious
anger,
perfectionism,
guilt, low self-
esteem, and
anxiety about
personal or
professional
relationships.
Sarno often
asked patients to
make a list of
their stressors.
Directing the
Mind: When pain
occurs, Sarno
advised patients
to engage in
"mind-directed"
thinking. Instead
of reacting with
fear and
thinking, "Oh no,
my back is out
again," the
patient is to
think, "This is
TMS. It is a
distraction. I am
going to think

about what is
bothering me
emotionally right
now." This simple
mental shift can
often cause the
pain to subside
quickly.
Resuming
Normal
Activity: A
crucial part of
John Sarno
healing back
pain is the
abandonment of
the "invalid" role.
Patients are
instructed to
stop avoiding
activities they
fear. They are
told to resume
exercise, lifting,
bending, and
other
movements
without fear. This
sends a powerful
message to the
brain that the
body is not
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fragile or
damaged.

Addressin
g the
Skeptics
and
Scientific
Scrutiny
Dr.  Sarno's  theories
have  a lways  been
controversial  within
mainstream  medicine.
Critics  argue  that  his
ideas  lack  rigorous
scientific  evidence
f rom  large-sca le ,
randomized  controlled
trials.  They  point  out
that  TMS  is  difficult  to
measure and that  the
placebo  effect  may
account  for  many  of
the positive outcomes.

Neuro log i s t s  and
orthopedic  surgeons
often dismiss his work
as  unscientific  and
overly  simplistic.
However,  a  growing
body of research in the
field  of  pain
n e u r o s c i e n c e  i s
beginning  to  validate
Sarno's  core  insights.
The concept of "central
sensitization,"  where
the  central  nervous
s y s t e m  b e c o m e s
hypersensitive  and
amplifies  pain  signals,
al igns  closely  with
Sarno's  description  of
TMS.  Furthermore,
r e s e a r c h  o n  t h e
effectiveness  of  Pain
Reprocessing  Therapy
(PRT ) ,  a  mode rn ,
e v i d e n c e - b a s e d
treatment  for  chronic
back  pain,  has  shown
remarkable  results.
P R T  i s  d i r e c t l y
d e s c e n d e d  f r o m
Sarno's  work,  proving
that  teaching  patients
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that pain is not a sign
of  tissue  damage  can
lead  to  significant  and
last ing  re l ie f .  For
many,  the  results  of
John  Sarno  healing
back  pain  are  self-
e v i d e n t ,  w i t h
t h o u s a n d s  o f
test imonia ls  f rom
patients who were told
they  would  never  get
better, only to recover
fully  after  embracing
his  teachings.

How to
Start Your
Journey
with John
Sarno
Healing

Back Pain
If  you  are  suffering
from chronic back pain
and are curious about
this approach, here is a
pract ica l  guide  to
getting  started:

Read the Core1.
Material: The
foundational text
is Healing Back
Pain: The Mind-
Body Connection.
For a more
detailed
exploration, read
The Mindbody
Prescription.
Understanding
the theory is
90% of the cure.
Rule Out Red2.
Flags: Sarno
always
emphasized that
his method is for
chronic pain, not
for acute
emergencies.
Ensure you have
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been evaluated
by a doctor to
rule out serious
conditions like
tumors,
fractures, or
infections. If you
have a structural
issue that
requires surgical
intervention, that
should be
addressed first.
Keep a Journal:3.
Start writing
about your
emotional life.
What makes you
angry? What are
you anxious
about? Do you
have
perfectionist
tendencies? Do
you feel
burdened by
responsibilities?
Bringing these
unconscious
feelings to the
surface is key.
Talk to Your4.

Pain: This
sounds strange,
but it is a core
technique. When
your back hurts,
instead of
tensing up with
fear, mentally
speak to the
pain. Tell it, "I
know you are
TMS. You are a
distraction. I am
not afraid of
you." This act of
mental defiance
can be incredibly
powerful in John
Sarno healing
back pain.
Stop Being5.
Careful: One of
the most
liberating steps
is to stop
treating your
body as fragile.
Throw away your
back brace. Stop
sitting in special
chairs. Start
walking, running,



10

10 John Sarno Healing Back Pain 2023-05-31

and lifting
weights. Your
body is strong
and capable. The
fear of
movement is
often more
damaging than
the movement
itself.

The Role
of the
Unconsci
ous Mind
A  centra l  p i l la r  o f
Sarno's work is the role
of  the  unconscious
m i n d ,  a  c o n c e p t
b o r r o w e d  f r o m
Freudian  psychology.
He  believed  that  we
repress  power fu l
emotions,  especially
anger,  because  they
are too threatening for
our conscious minds to

h a n d l e .  T h i s  i s
especially  common  in
people  who  are  high-
a c h i e v i n g ,
conscientious,  and
"nice"  —individuals
w h o  a r e  p r o n e  t o
putting  others'  needs
before  their  own.  The
unconscious  mind,
needing a way to keep
t h e s e  d a n g e r o u s
feelings  bottled  up,
generates  physical
pain.  The  pain  is,  in
effect,  a  benevolent
deception.  The  magic
of  John  Sarno  healing
b a c k  p a i n  l i e s  i n
e x p o s i n g  t h i s
deception.  Once  you
see the trick,  it  stops
working.

Common
Misconce
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ptions
About the
Sarno

Method
There  are  severa l
misunders tand ings
about  this  approach
t h a t  a r e  w o r t h
clarifying:

It is not "all in
your head":
Sarno was
adamant that the
pain is real. The
physical
symptoms are
real. The
difference is that
they are caused
by a
physiological
process (oxygen
deprivation in
the tissues)
triggered by
psychological

factors, not by
structural
damage.
It is not just for
back pain:
Sarno's method
has been applied
successfully to a
wide range of
chronic pain
conditions,
including
fibromyalgia,
tension
headaches,
irritable bowel
syndrome (IBS),
plantar fasciitis,
and tendinitis.
Any chronic pain
condition that
lacks a clear
structural cause
can potentially
be TMS.
It is not a quick
fix: While some
people
experience
immediate relief
after reading
Sarno's book, for
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others, it takes
time and
consistent effort.
It involves a
fundamental
change in how
you perceive
your body and
your pain.
Patience and
persistence are
required for John
Sarno healing
back pain to
work effectively.

The
Lasting
Legacy of
Dr. John
Sarno
Despite the skepticism
he  faced  during  his
l i fe t ime,  Dr .  John
Sarno's  influence

continues  to  grow.  A
new  generat ion  of
doctors ,  phys ica l
therapists,  and  pain
coaches  are  building
u p o n  h i s  w o r k .
Treatments  like  Pain
Reprocessing  Therapy
(PRT ) ,  Emot iona l
A w a r e n e s s  a n d
Expression  Therapy
(EAET),  and  various
fo rms  o f  Somat i c
Experiencing all owe a
d e b t  t o  S a r n o ' s
pioneering insights. His
b o o k s  h a v e  s o l d
millions of copies, and
online  communities
dedicated to TMS have
tens  of  thousands  of
members  who  share
their  success  stories
every  day.
The  legacy  of  John
Sarno  healing  back
pain  is  not  just  about
getting rid of pain; it is
about  reclaiming  your
life. It offers a path out
of  the  cycle  of  fear,
suffering, and disability
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that  traps  so  many
chronic  pain  sufferers.
I t  e m p o w e r s  t h e
patient  by putting the
solution  in  their  own
hands,  rather  than  in
the hands of a surgeon
or a bottle of pills.

CONCLUSION

D r .  J o h n  S a r n o ' s
approach  to  healing
back pain represents a
profound and enduring
challenge to the status
q u o  o f  p a i n
m a n a g e m e n t .  B y
shifting the focus from
the spine to the mind,
he  offered  millions  of
people  a  way  out  of
suffering  that  did  not
require surgery, drugs,

or endless therapy. The
theory  o f  Tens ion
Myositis  Syndrome
may seem radical, but
for  those  who  have
found relief through it,
t h e  r e s u l t s  a r e
undeniable.  Whether
you  are  a  l i fe long
sufferer  or  someone
newly  grappling  with
chronic pain, exploring
the  principles  of  John
Sarno  healing  back
pain could be the most
important  step  you
ever take. It  asks you
to look not at your MRI,
but  at  your  life,  your
emotions,  and  your
fears.  In  doing  so,  it
does not just heal your
back—it  frees  your
mind.


