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Pain Self-Management Strategies 
 

 
 
If you have chronic pain, this guide can help you 
manage your pain. 
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Steps for Developing a Pain Self-Management Plan 

 
 
 Use this guide in consultation with your health care provider.  Keep 

your health care provider informed about your use of the strategies in this 
guide.   

 
 Learn about each strategy.  Read this guide to learn about strategies that 

can help you manage your pain.   
 
 Rate how well you think you are doing with each strategy.  The wheel 

on the next page shows a picture of each strategy next to a wedge of the 
wheel.  Each wedge is divided into three sections.  Use the key shown on 
the page to put an X in the section of the wedge that matches how well you 
are managing that strategy right now.  Continue to use this wheel to track 
your progress. 

 
 Choose a strategy you would like to work on.  It is best to choose one 

that is important to you and that you think you can start to change right now.   
 
 Develop a plan for the strategy you choose to work on.  Use the Self-

Management Action Plan on the last page of this booklet to help develop 
your plan.   

 
 Experiment with your plan.  Many people find that their plan will change as 

they experiment with how it fits into their daily routine.  Make adjustments as 
you experiment rather than trying to get the perfect plan developed before 
you start.   

 
 Finally, pay close attention to any small or large changes in how well 

you function and cope with pain.  Notice what strategies seem to provide 
you the best results.  Remember to keep your health care provider updated 
about your activities and progress. 
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Pain Self-Management Strategies Wheel 
 
Each strategy has its own wedge on this wheel.  Each wedge is divided into 
three sections.  After you read about a strategy, use the key below to rate 
how well you think you are doing with that strategy right now.  Put an X in 
the section of the wedge that matches how well you think you are managing 
it.  Continue to use this wheel to track your progress.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Move/Exercise 

Improve Sleep Shift Focus 

T o o  M u c h  

T o o  L i t t l e  

Socialize/Recreate 

 Not well managed Fairly well managed Well managed   

     Think    

  Constructively 

Improve Mood 

Pace Activities 

Ease Tension 

Consume Wisely 

Use 
Good 
Ergonomics 

Use  
Medications 
Appropriately 
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T o o  M u c h  

T o o  L i t t l e  

 
 
 
 
PACE ACTIVITIES 

 
 
Many people who have had pain for a long time talk about having “good days” 
and “bad days.” They are talking about how much their pain gets in the way of 
daily activities.  You may have tried to take advantage of a “good day” by using it 
as a “catch-up day,” doing all the things you couldn’t do on days when pain was 
overwhelming.  As a result of over-doing on a catch-up day, you may have found 
that you’ve needed several days of rest to recover.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Effective Pacing means that you

• Break up tasks into smaller parts – take rest breaks in between tasks. 

, rather than pain, are in charge of how you 
plan, start, stop, and change what you are doing.  When you pace effectively, 
you can accomplish some activities every day. 
 
Here are some examples of ways to pace your activities: 

• Work at a slower, less intense pace. 
• Gradually increase the amount of time spent doing a specific task. 
• Change tasks often and use different parts of the body throughout the day.   

 
 

Too Much Activ ity  
in  order  to  catch -up 

E F F E C T I V E 

P A C I N G 
No Act iv ity  

in  order  to  recover  
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CONSUME WISELY 

 
 
The food we eat and the other substances we consume can affect pain.  Eating 
regular, nourishing, high fiber meals and drinking plenty of fluids are important to 
healing, managing pain, and staying well.  Please Note:  Constipation (difficulty 
moving your bowels) is a side effect of many medications.  Getting plenty of 
fluids and regular, healthy meals can help you manage this side effect.  If you 
have problems with constipation, please call your nurse or doctor for assistance.   
 

 
Plenty of Water   
Drinking plenty of water is the best way to stay hydrated and avoid 
constipation.  It is best to limit soda, tea, or coffee. 

 
Regular, Well-Balanced Eating  
Regular, healthy eating is important for healing, medication effectiveness, 
maintaining your energy level, managing constipation, and managing 
pain.  Keep in mind that some medications are best taken with food.  This 
can help decrease nausea and avoid other possible side effects.  Please 
talk with your nurse or doctor about the types of foods you eat, your 
eating patterns, and what suggestions they might have to help you eat 
well.  
 
Alcohol  
Alcohol may interact with medications and cause serious side effects.  It 
may interfere with your ability to get deep, restful sleep.  Alcohol may also 
make it harder to deal with emotions that may arise.    

 
Smoking or Other Use of Tobacco Products   
Smoking impairs healing and can interfere with your body’s ability to 
manage pain.   
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USE MEDICATIONS APPROPRIATELY 
 

 
Some people find it helpful to have a medication plan.  Knowing the names of 
your medications, what they are for, how and when to take them, and potential 
harmful side effects can help you make an individual medication plan that works 
best for you.   
 
You may have already developed a successful medication plan.  For example, 
some people keep a written medication list or use pillboxes to regulate how 
medications are taken.  Other people link the medication to an activity they do 
each day, such as taking medications with meals, when brushing their teeth, or at 
bedtime.  Your personal medication plan will depend upon the medications you 
take and the information your doctor, nurse or pharmacist may give you about 
your medications  
 
Suggestions for Managing Medications 
 

• Keep an updated file of all current medications that includes all the written 
instructions about your medications.   

• Use a pill box with appropriate doses sorted out for each day and time the 
medication will be taken.  Pill boxes are available at many pharmacies and 
drug stores.   

• Use a timer or cell phone alarm to remind you when to take your 
medication 

• Depending upon when the medication should be taken, link it to another 
routine daily activity such as eating a regular meal, brushing your teeth, or 
preparing for bed. 
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Pain 

Increased 
Disability 

Decreased 
Activity  

 

 
MOVE/EXERCISE 

 
 
Participating in regular movement and exercise can improve the body’s strength, 
flexibility, and endurance.   
 
There may be times when it is necessary to lower 
your activity level due to illness or to recover from an 
acute, painful injury.  However, this is not typically 
recommended for managing chronic pain.  Repeated 
use of rest and avoidance of movement to 
temporarily reduce pain can lead to a decrease in 
strength, flexibility and endurance, and an increase in disability.   
 
Although initial increases in movement and exercise can result in muscle 
soreness, this can be managed by finding the most appropriate activity and using 
a gradual approach.  If you are uncertain about how to increase your activity level 
or what exercises or activities are appropriate for you, please discuss this with 
your health care providers. 
 
Suggestions to Improve Exercise & Movement 
 
Motivation plays a large role in whether we follow through with our plans to 
pursue an activity.  Therefore, be sure to let your nurse or doctor know what 
activities you most enjoy or are most likely to do.  If you worry that any discomfort 
you might experience in response to increased activity means further harm is 
occurring, please let your doctor or nurse know your concerns. 
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EASE TENSION 

 
 
Stress, Tension and Pain   
 
You may have noticed that when stress is high, your 
tension levels rise and pain gets worse.  On the other hand, 
you might also notice that pain itself can be a source of 
increased stress and tension.  This can feel like a vicious 
cycle that is difficult to break.   

  
All of us experience different levels of stress, tension, and relaxation at different 
times in our lives.  The tension we experience in response to stress can be 
emotional, such as being worried, fearful, or frustrated.  Stress can also affect 
how we think.  For example, when stressed, we tend to focus more on negative 
events.   
 
Our bodies may respond physically to stress, for example, with muscle tightness.  
Tense muscles can aggravate some kinds of pain and can use up energy that we 
might need for other tasks.  Restoring the body’s energy requires adequate rest, 
relaxation and proper nutrition.   
 
Suggestions to Ease Stress & Tension   
 
In this section you will find some ways to lower stress and restore energy through 
techniques designed to decrease muscle tension and improve relaxation.   
 
Regular practice of one or more of these techniques may help you gain a sense 
of control over your personal experience of the Stress – Tension – Pain cycle.  
With this cycle under better control, you will have more energy and focus for 
making other positive behavior changes in your life. 

Stress 

Pain Tension  
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Techniques to Ease Stress & Tension 
 

 
 
 

Relax Your Mind 
Once you have practiced a breathing or muscle relaxation exercise as described 
above, you may want to imagine yourself visiting a peaceful, pleasant location.  
Imagery typically works best with eyes closed and muscles relaxed.  The place 
you imagine can be one that you have actually visited or one you develop by just 
using your imagination.  Some people imagine taking a walk along a beautiful, 
tree-lined path.  Others imagine visiting the beach or a peaceful river or lake.  
Make this experience as real as possible by imagining as many details as you 
can.  For example, imagine what kind of day it is, the look of the sky, and all the 
things you see around you.  Imagine the beautiful colors you see, enjoyable 
scents you notice, and the pleasant temperature of the air around you.  Relax in 
this place for a time and enjoy your visit. 
 
When you are ready to leave your imaginary place, readjust slowly by bringing 
your attention back to the room you are in.  Slowly open your eyes and gently 
move your body, noticing the things around you as you end your relaxing journey. 
 
 
 
 

Relax Your Breathing 
Many people have heard that taking deep breaths can help reduce stress, but 
most haven't been taught how to do it the most helpful way.  The secret to 
relaxed breathing is to push your stomach outward as you inhale.  This allows 
you to inflate your lungs more fully, so you can breathe more slowly.  Instead of 
breathing about 14 times a minute like most people, or about 18 times a minute 
like someone who is highly anxious, work towards a slower relaxed breathing 
rhythm of 6-10 times per minute.  If you can, try to spend a little longer blowing 
the air out, as this is the most relaxing part of the breathing cycle.  Breathing in 
this way will turn down your body's stress response system and allow you to relax 
more fully. 

Relax Your Muscles 
You may have noticed that stress, anxious mood, and worrisome thoughts can 
lead to tense muscles.  Have you also noticed that relaxing your muscles can 
reduce anxious mood and worrisome thoughts?  Try sitting or lying comfortably 
and consciously relaxing each of your muscle groups (e.g., starting at the head 
and working down the body).  Pay special attention to common trouble spots like 
the forehead, jaw, and shoulders.  Smooth your forehead, unclench your jaw, put 
a slight smile on the corners of your mouth, and let your shoulders relax and drop 
into a more comfortable position. 



 

Richard Wanlass, Ph.D. & Debra Fishman, Psy.D.  
UC Davis Medical Center, Department of Physical Medicine & Rehabilitation, 060411 

This project was funded in part by a grant from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 
10 

 
 
IMPROVE SLEEP 
 

 
Chronic pain and poor sleep often go together.  Lack of sleep leads to fatigue, 
irritability, stress, and tension, which make it harder to cope with pain.  If 
depression accompanies the painful condition, it can also interfere with sleep.  
The most common sleep disturbance associated with depression is a tendency to 
awaken very early and be unable to fall back asleep.  Sleep disturbances can 
also develop from strategies used to cope with pain, such as resting in bed too 
much, sleeping late, or napping throughout the day to make up for sleepless 
nights.   
 
Suggestions to Improve Sleep 
 
Set your bedroom aside as a special place that your mind will associate 
with sleep:   
• Do activities like watching TV or studying in a different room.   
• Think of ways to make your bedroom a peaceful place. 
 
Consider changing eating habits that may interfere with sleep: 
• Eat larger meals earlier in the day and reduce or avoid caffeine in coffee, soft 

drinks, energy drinks, or tea, especially within a few hours of bedtime.   
• Reduce or avoid alcohol, especially within a few hours of bedtime.  Alcohol 

can interfere with getting a deep, restful sleep and with the ability to stay 
asleep. 

 
Slow down before you lie down:   
• Take a warm bath or shower prior to going to bed.  
• Perform peaceful, pre-bedtime rituals or engage in calming activities, such as 

reading or listening to relaxing music. 
• Avoid exercising within a few hours of bedtime. 
• Try to get appropriate exposure to natural light during the day (especially in 

the morning) to reset your internal clock for sleep and wakefulness. 
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SHIFT FOCUS 

 
If you have found many aspects of your life pushed aside because of pain or 
have found that pain seems to occupy most of your thoughts and behaviors, 
please consider the strategy of shifting focus in order to regain more quality of 
life.     
 
How Does Shifting Focus Help? 
 
People often find that their perception of pain changes according to what they are 
focused on.  For example, watching TV or a movie, or becoming involved in a 
hobby or interesting conversation can distract the mind away from pain.  
Participating in some enjoyable activities can help reduce attention to pain and 
can help you rediscover ways to enjoy life.   
 
Brain researchers have found areas in the brain that are very active during pain 
episodes.  These same areas can quiet down when a person in pain focuses 
very intently on something else.  This shows that we can have some control over 
how much the brain is focused on processing pain signals.     
 
A Suggested Approach to Shifting Focus 
 
Pay just enough attention to pain to properly pace your activities and avoid doing 
any real harm.  Otherwise, look for examples of times, even brief times, when 
your mind was so focused on something enjoyable or important that pain 
receded a bit into the background.  Use these examples to strengthen your 
understanding that pain is experienced more intensely when you actually pay 
attention to it, and less intensely when you engage your mind with other 
activities.  Start to fill your conscious awareness with other, more enjoyable 
things to focus on.  This may take some work because the pain condition can 
make some former favorite activities difficult to do in the same way.  However, 
with some effort and creativity, you may rediscover former sources of enjoyment 
and perhaps also discover new ones.  
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THINK CONSTRUCTIVELY  
 

Thinking constructively means developing beliefs and attitudes that help you 
cope with pain in a more useful way.  For example, a belief that managing pain is 
totally the responsibility of your doctor may limit you from adopting health 
behaviors that are known to help with self-management of pain.   
 
Suggestions for Thinking Constructively  
Take some time to review the following pain beliefs.  For those that seem true for 
you, try to think of a more constructive way to think about that issue.  For each 
belief, we have included at least one suggestion to help you get started.  You can 
use that suggestion, or come up with your own constructive way of thinking about 
the issue. 
 
■ My pain makes it impossible to do anything constructive or enjoyable. 

Suggested Alternative:  Challenge the assumption that being productive or 
happy is not possible with pain.  Start by taking note of the activities you are 
still able to do.  For activities you previously enjoyed, explore ways to 
creatively modify them so that participation is still possible.  Begin to also 
notice pleasurable, satisfying, or even joyful moments you’ve experienced 
since the pain condition began.   
 

■ It is primarily the responsibility of my doctor to relieve pain. 
Suggested Alternative:  Start to notice and think more about small, 
temporary ways you have been able to manage pain.  Try to implement more 
of these small measures into your daily life.  Talk with your medical providers 
about ways to build on your personal strategies and ways to combine them 
with medical interventions to achieve the best outcome.   
 

■ It is best to avoid all painful activity so I do not cause more injury. 
Suggested Alternative:  Ask your medical providers about what exercises 
and activities are safe and what kinds of pain and soreness are just harmless 
signs that you are beginning to use your body more.  Once you have the 
knowledge, practice thinking of soreness as a sign of progress. 

 
■ My attitudes and emotions don’t affect how much I suffer from my pain. 

Suggested Alternative:  Recognize that pain is a process influenced by 
attitudes and emotions.  Recall the stress-tension-pain cycle described in the 
Ease Tension section of this guide.  Think of examples of how your pain or 
your ability to cope with it seems to change with stress or strong emotions.  
Then, think about ways to manage emotions or attitudes that seem to 
negatively influence your ability to manage your pain. 
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SOCIALIZE/RECREATE 
 

 
Pain often leads people to reduce involvement in social and recreational 
activities.  People may feel that they cannot contribute socially as they once 
could or that they cannot keep up with friends in recreational activities, and so 
they withdraw.  Unfortunately this withdrawal and nonparticipation can lead to 
depressed mood and increased focus on pain and disability.  The more adaptive 
approach is to remain socially active and involved in recreation.  This requires 
some creativity as well as some willingness to be flexible and to try different 
approaches. 
 
Suggestions to Increase Participation in Social and Recreational Activities 
 
Think about activities you used to enjoy before pain became a problem.  Then, 
try to think of ways to experience that enjoyment while also managing your 
discomfort.  For example, you might consider how to shorten the time you 
personally spend on an outing or plan ways to take frequent breaks or change 
postures.  Make a list of activities and options, and then plan a way to regularly 
do them.  As you experiment with different activities, you will begin to discover 
new ways to participate and enjoy them. 
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IMPROVE MOOD 
 

When people experience chronic pain, it is common for them to stop doing some 
of the activities that they once enjoyed.  Over time, restricting and/or eliminating 
enjoyable activities leads to worsening mood and sometimes to depression.  
Depression can increase the experience of pain, leading to even less 
involvement in activities and loss of confidence about doing them.  This can turn 
into a vicious cycle that negatively affects recovery.     
 
Suggestions to Help Improve Mood  
To break the cycle, try to find some new enjoyable activities that you can do.  
Also, think about how you can modify previous activities in ways that help you 
experience some enjoyment without physical harm.  Make a plan to start 
participating in these activities now, rather than waiting until your mood improves.  
Over time, your mood will begin to improve as you do more, and you will begin to 
enjoy your activities again.   
 
Another approach is to increase smiling and laughing.  Many people find this 
difficult because they just do not feel like smiling or laughing.  However, mood 
can actually improve as a result of smiling and laughing.  Watching funny TV 
shows, spending time with cheerful friends, or even just smiling at strangers can 
actually improve mood and the ability to cope with pain.   
 
Another strategy that can improve mood is to reduce self-critical thinking.  An 
example might be a tendency to label oneself as less useful due to pain or 
physical limitations.  This can lead to a depressed mood, which can further 
increase the frequency of self-critical thoughts.  The first step towards managing 
this problem is to become aware of self-critical thoughts.  Then, replace them 
with kinder and more understanding thoughts such as "I'm doing the best that I 
can."  
 
Another way to improve mood is to make a regular practice of appreciating good 
things that are still a part of your life and focusing on the emotion of gratitude.   
 
One of the major sources of enjoyment most people obtain in life is from being 
helpful to others.  Although it takes creativity, figuring out ways to still provide 
help to others, such as being a good listener, can lead to improved mood and 
less focus on pain and disability. 
 
If depression has become a major problem, it may be useful to consider seeking 
additional help.  Talk with your health care providers about what options are 
available to you. 
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USE GOOD ERGONOMICS 

 
Ergonomics refers to the interaction of the human body with work tasks and work 
settings.  The goal of ergonomics is to design tasks, tools, furniture, and 
equipment in a way that minimizes risk of injury and improves efficiency.  The 
principles of ergonomics can be applied in any setting.  When we propose the 
use of good ergonomics, we are suggesting that you think about some of the 
tasks and activities you are doing and consider if there are ways to minimize the 
physical stresses on your body.  This can include simple things like improving 
your posture when you sit or stand, or the way you might lift, reach for, or move 
objects.     
 
Suggested Ways to Use Good Ergonomics 
Here are some examples of how you might use good ergonomics.  If you find it 
difficult to lift things from shelves that are located above your eye level, you might 
move the items or shelf heights to a lower level to reduce the physical stress.  
Your health care providers can help you learn the best way to lift items from the 
floor using the appropriate postures, movements, or assistive devices, depending 
upon your needs.  If you encounter problems at work, you may want to ask if 
ergonomic evaluation services are available for your work area.  
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Self-Management Action Plan 
 

 
One way I want to better manage my health is (examples: walk, stretch, do 
a relaxation exercise, take medications as prescribed):   

              
 

I will focus on this for the next    (# days, weeks). 
 

 
When I will do it (examples:  every day after work, Mon/Wed/Fri mornings): 

              

 
Where I will do it (examples: at the gym, in my neighborhood, at physical 
therapy): 

              
 

What might get in the way of following through (examples: I may have         
other things to do, it might rain):   

              
 
What I will do about it (examples: pick another day, go to the gym, get rain 
gear):  
              
 
 
 
 
 
 

If I rated my chance for success less than 80%, 
what improvements can I make to my plan to increase my rating? 

              
              

How successful do I think I will be with my plan? 
 

0% 
Successful 

 

50% 
Successful 

 

100% 
Successful 
 


