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This journal recently published a paper by Naylor et al. (2026) 
entitled ‘Variations in current and desired limb perception in 
complex regional pain syndrome’. Misperceptions and delusions 
about one's body are a striking feature of many neurological 
and psychiatric conditions, from phantom limbs in amputees to 
body image distortions in eating disorders. Pain is no exception, 
and misperceptions of the body have been reported in several 
varieties of chronic pain, notably including complex regional 
pain syndrome (CRPS; Lewis et al. 2007).

In the present study, Naylor et al. (2026) administered an explor-
atory online survey to 115 individuals diagnosed with CRPS ask-
ing them about both their current perceptions of their affected 
limb and their desires about what they would like their limb to 
be like. Perceptions were assessed for four separate aspects of 
body perception: size, shape, position, and definition (i.e., the 
sharpness of the limb's outline), and separately for sensations 
of what the limb looks like versus what it feels like. This rich 
dataset allowed the authors to investigate several novel aspects 
of body perception in CRPS.

Consistent with previous studies (e.g., Lewis et al. 2007), misper-
ceptions of the limb were very common and took a wide range 
of forms. Distortions of size, shape, position, and definition were 
all reported by 70%–90% of patients, and 96% of patients reported 
at least one distortion. While many patients reported distortions 
in all modalities, multivariate analyses showed that patients 
clustered into three distinct sub-groups based on the patterns 
of disturbances across modalities and between visual and felt 
experience. This suggests that body perception disturbance in 
CRPS is not a single thing which is present or absent, but a more 
complex constellation of experiences. The present exploratory 
study provides little direct insight into the underlying mech-
anisms distinguishing these sub-groups. But future research 

should move from asking whether body perception disturbances 
are present to asking what kinds of disturbance occur, in what 
combinations, and what these reveal about the neurocognitive 
processes underlying body representation and pain.

Perhaps the most novel aspect of the study is the inclusion of 
questions about the desired state of the limb. More than 90% of 
patients indicated that they would desire to change the visual 
and felt properties of the affected limb. While this number is 
striking, it is also important to note that there was no non-CRPS 
control group, so it is unclear how common such desires might 
be even in the non-clinical population. It will be important in 
future research to obtain baseline data to provide context to un-
derstand how specifically this high level of desire for change is 
to CRPS.

One intriguing finding was that most patients expressed a desire 
for changes to the limb which were not exactly what they con-
sidered to be a ‘typical’ limb. It is intuitive to imagine that CRPS 
might be linked to a distorted feeling of the affected limb and 
that patients might therefore desire for the limb to feel normal. 
The present results, in contrast, suggest a much more complex 
relationship between perceived and desired body states. The 
body that CRPS patients want is not necessarily the body that 
they regard as normal.

Previous research has shown that allowing CRPS patients to 
manipulate their perceived limb using augmented reality can 
effectively reduce pain (Lewis et  al.  2021). It is natural to in-
terpret this as a normalisation of perceived body properties. 
The present results, however, suggest that the benefits of such 
procedures may result not from making the limb appear nor-
mal, but from making it appear abnormal in particular ways. 
More broadly, these results suggest that the body perception 
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disturbances in CRPS should not be understood as deviations 
from a veridical representation of typical body representation. It 
remains unclear, however, what factors determine deviations of 
desired limb form from normality.

While exploratory, the study of Naylor et al. (2026) provides in-
triguing evidence that body perception disturbances in CRPS 
are ubiquitous and heterogeneous. By examining not only how 
patients perceive their affected limb but also how they wish it to 
be, the study opens new avenues for understanding disturbed 
body experience and its contribution to chronic pain. Future 
hypothesis-driven studies can build on these findings to clarify 
both underlying mechanisms and therapeutic implications.
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