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Introduction: Chronic pain is a serious health threat, impacting heavily on peoples’ lives. Fear of pain and
avoidance were identified as important factors for pain-related disability. Although exposure treatments
challenging fear-avoidance patterns have proven successful, a subset of patients is resistant to treatment or
experiences relapse. In the last decades, evidence has accumulated that optimism protects against pain-related
disability. Moreover, recent work suggests that positive emotions/cognitions might enhance short- and long-
term exposure effects. Hypothesis and Objectives: This project aims to further unravel ‘if’, ‘when’ and ‘how’
optimism enhances extinction of pain-related fear. The key objectives are to systematically investigate: 1.
causal effects of optimism on distinct extinction phases and 2. the role of underlying mechanisms through
which optimism might enhance extinction processes. Setting and Methods: First, three experiments are carried
out in healthy participants to study the influence of optimism on ‘extinction’, ‘generalization of extinction’ and
‘post-extinction retrieval of fear’ with a voluntary movement paradigm. Second, the influence of an optimism
intervention on short- and long term treatment effects are experimentally investigated using a replicated single
case experimental design in chronic pain patients receiving an (optimism-enriched) exposure treatment. A well-
validated writing- and visualization exercise (Best Possible Self) will be used to induce optimism in all studies.
Impact: The results will provide more insight in the causal effect and underlying mechanism of optimism on
fear extinction. The project will contribute to a novel/exciting research field. It might stimulate creating new
avenues in the treatment of chronic pain based on optimism.

Requirements candidate: Highly motivated student with good English communication skills and proactive and
resolute attitude.
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