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Managing Activities 

I expect that you have seen quite a change in the types and amount of activity that you 

can do since having persistent pain.  There may be things that you struggle with, and 

other things that you can’t do at all.  

In the previous section, we have been learning about the 

oversensitive nervous system including our over-protective 

brain.  One of the problems with an oversensitive system is that 

when we try and do more activity, our brain doesn’t like it 

because it thinks we are danger, so it tries to protect us with more pain.   

You may have tried pushing through the pain, but I am guessing this has just made 

things worse!  

How do you decide when it’s time to stop doing something?  Is it when the pain or 

fatigue gets so bad that you can’t go on?  That is a very common way to do things, but 

unfortunately if you have an overprotective brain, that approach just makes everything 

worse!  Your brain tries to stop you doing anything it thinks will hurt you and gives you 

more pain – even sooner.  

Unfortunately, over time, our brain becomes so good at protecting us that we can do 

less and less before the pain comes on and we take longer and longer to recover. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So what is the answer?  The good news is that we can calm down our sensitive nervous 

system and retrain our brain to be less protective.  The bad news is that this takes time 

and perseverance!  

There are some specific ways that can help you to retrain 

your brain to cope better with activity.  

• Pacing 

• Planning 

• Prioritising 

DANGER 

The point when Pain/fatigue 
makes you stop. 

Activity 

Time 

Rest to recover 

Creazilla 
EmojiOne project 



Pain Management Occupational Therapy  

Pain Clinic, Queen Elizabeth Hospital King’s Lynn NHS Foundation Trust 
 

These techniques don’t just help with managing pain, but also with managing fatigue.  

We will look at some specific techniques for managing fatigue later in this chapter. 

Pacing                                                                                         

You may have been told, “you must pace yourself”.  But what does that 

actually mean, and why is it important? 

Pacing is a way of calming down the brain by stopping activities BEFORE 

your body (pain/fatigue) tells you to.  This is VERY difficult to do because it 

doesn’t feel natural to stop when you feel like you can go on. But by pushing until pain 

tells you to stop, you are causing your brain to become MORE protective which will 

mean you will get pain even sooner. 

To pace your activities, you should try and do small amounts of activity with frequent 

rest breaks. This takes a bit of trial and error as it means trying to work out how long 

you can do an activity before your pain or fatigue get worse.  We call this your 

baseline.  It’s the starting point which you can build on.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pacing is also about varying the types of activity you do.  

Activities all have different types of demands – physical, 

cognitive, social and emotional. Activities that you can do 

sitting down, for example sorting out your banking, might 

be less physically demanding than say, cleaning, but will be 

cognitively demanding because of the amount of 

concentration you need. Using your brain can be just as 

exhausting as using your body! 

 

Jenny finds that if she stands for 5 minutes her pain increases, so 

she has decided she will only stand for 4 minutes before having a 

break.  She wants to do the washing up and has worked out that she 

can wash 10 items in 4 minutes.  So, after washing 10 items, she sits 

down at the kitchen table for a couple of minutes and then gets up 

and does another 10 items.  

 

Mark works in an office but struggles to sit for more than 15 

minutes.  After sitting at his desk for 14 minutes, he gets up and 

stands behind his chair for 30 seconds before sitting down again for 

another 14 minutes. 
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Planning and Prioritising 

We often have routines of activities that we do when we are well, that don’t always 

work for us when we have pain and fatigue.  It is good to stop and think about what 

we are doing, when and how we are doing it.  

If possible, it is good to spread out activities over the day 

and week.  You probably can’t do everything that you want 

to do, so think about the activities that are most important 

and make them a priority.  Perhaps some jobs don’t need 

to be done so often. 

Have you ever started a job and then struggled to finish 

it?  Perhaps you have pushed yourself to get it done?  It is 

really hard to leave a job not finished, which means we 

can be tempted to push through until it’s done and then suffer 

later. If you think about breaking down jobs into smaller tasks it may be easier to stop 

when you need to.  

There are lots of jobs that we do that could be broken down into smaller chunks and 

spread across the day or week.  

 

 

John has found that he can dust for 10 minutes comfortably and then 

sits down to do paperwork for 20 minutes.  He then carries on with the 

dusting for another 10 minutes before having a rest or doing another 

task sitting down. 

In the past Barbara cleaned her bathroom everyday but now she struggles to cope with 

it. She has decided that she only really needs to do it all once a week, and just clean 

the toilet and sink twice a week.  She broke it down into four tasks: toilet + bath/shower 

+ sink + tiles.  She now cleans each item on different days rather than all on the same 

day. Her weekly plan looks like this: 

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday Sunday 

Toilet shower sink toilet tiles sink rest 

This way her bathroom is completely cleaned each week – but it doesn’t all have to be 

done on the same day. 
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How else can I manage fatigue? 

Fatigue can be as disabling as pain and all the techniques we have just described are 

useful for managing fatigue as well as pain. Managing energy levels is really important 

as pushing too hard can cause the fatigue to get worse. In the same way as it is not 

good to do too much on a day when your pain is lower, it’s not good to do too much 

when you feel you have more energy, as this can result in a crash on the following 

day/s. 

 

It is useful to think of the concept of energy in terms of a battery with a 

limited capacity.  Every activity will use up energy and this doesn’t just apply 

to physical activities.  Mental, social, and emotional activities will drain your 

battery just as much. Fatigue will also be affected by stress and anxiety, as 

they cause tension which uses up energy. Feeling low in mood will also make 

you feel more tired. 

 

The capacity of your battery may fluctuate – some days you may feel you have less 

battery charge than others.  It is important to understand how to work with the energy 

that you have and try to conserve energy for the activities that are most important to 

you. 

 

Recharge the battery 

Rest helps to recharge and can provide extra energy. Rest is not 

the same as just stopping being active.  Effective rest involves 

relaxation. Everyone is different, so try and find what helps you 

to relax.  You could try some of the techniques in the section on 

Stress. If you struggle to allow yourself to rest completely, you 

may choose to do something which helps you to relax, such as 

reading a book or chatting to a friend. Enjoyable activities can also help to recharge us, 

by giving us a psychological boost – but they will still use energy, so balance is 

important.  

 

 

 

Mary struggles to get the dinner ready for her family.  By the time it gets to the time to 

prepare it, she is already exhausted.  Her children also come home from school and 

want her attention. She now breaks down the preparation into smaller chunks and 

spreads it throughout the day.  For example, she can prepare the vegetables at 

different times in the day.  This means that she has much less to do when it comes to 

dinner time.  She also makes larger amounts so that she can freeze some for those 

days when she really doesn’t feel up to doing anything. 
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Keep Healthy 

Eating healthily can make a big difference to energy levels and a good balanced diet 

will give your body the nutrients it needs.  When you are feeling 

fatigued, it is easy to grab something sugary to give a quick 

energy boost, but this soon leads to another drop in energy.  

Instead, try to base your meals on potatoes, bread, rice, pasta or 

other starchy carbohydrates, as they are a good source of 

energy. Aim to choose ‘lower GI’ carbohydrates that release 

energy more slowly (e.g. wholegrain bread, porridge) to help 

keep your blood glucose levels steady.  

 

Exercise is also important.  It may seem wrong to advise exercise when you are so 

exhausted, but weak muscles will require more energy to use, and so will cause you to 

feel more tired.  Small amounts of exercise to strengthen muscles can be really helpful. 

See the section on Exercise for more information. 

 

Ideas to conserve energy 

There are ways to adapt activities so that you don’t use up as much energy, and 

therefore have more energy for the things you enjoy. 

 

Here are some ideas: 

 

Washing 

Prioritise Plan Pace 

• How often do I want/need 

to shower/bath? 

• Can I strip-wash instead of 

showering? 

• Choose the time of day to 

shower/bath when you 

have energy. Perhaps the 

evening so you can rest 

afterwards. 

• Collect everything you 

need before starting. 

• Use long-handled sponge 

• Use a towelling robe to 

dry yourself 

 

• Sit to wash or clean teeth. 

• Rest after each stage. 

  

 

Hair care 

Prioritise Plan Pace 

• Can I use dry shampoo 

instead of washing hair as 

often? 

• Can I have a hairstyle that 

is easier to manage? 

 

• Use a long-handled 

hairbrush. 

• Buy a lightweight 

hairdryer. 

• Use a stand for the 

hairdryer or prop your 

arm on a surface while 

sitting or standing to 

support the weight of the 

hairdryer. 

 

• Sit to style and dry hair. 

Have a rest between stages. 
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Housework 

Prioritise Plan Pace 

• What jobs are most 

important to me? 

• Can I ask someone else to 

help? 

 

 

  

• Spread tasks over the 

week/month.   

• Choose a lightweight 

vacuum cleaner – 

rechargeable models are 

often the lightest. 

• Have a vacuum cleaner 

upstairs and downstairs to 

save carrying. 

• Use a long-handled duster 

and a long-handled 

dustpan and brush to 

reach low and high places.  

A steam mop can be 

easier than a traditional 

mop and bucket. 

• Choose furniture that 

doesn’t show the dust 

quickly, or place a cloth 

over a glass coffee table, 

for example. 

  

• Vary tasks to vary 

positions.  Alternate 

heavier tasks with easier 

ones. 

• Clean in areas where you 

are; for example, wipe 

surfaces in the bathroom 

when you are there, clean 

the shower or bath while 

you are in it. 

• Rest between tasks. 

 

 

Shopping 

Prioritise Plan Pace 

• Order via the internet or 

make use of the home 

delivery services. 

• Ask for help to carry or 

push the trolley 

 

 

• Plan weekly menus and 

keep a list as you run out 

of food stuff  

• Familiarise yourself with 

the supermarket layout 

and right your list 

accordingly. 

• Shop at quiet times so 

that it is a less stressful, 

rushed experience. 

  

• Ask for help in packing 

your bags and reaching 

for items up high or low 

down.  

• Load bags half full to aid 

carrying 

• Use a trolley instead of 

carrying items, even if you 

only have a few items.  
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Laundry 

Prioritise Plan Pace 

• Can I ask someone else to 

help?  

• Get other people to do 

their own clothes  

• Do more small loads to 

reduce the weight; 

remember wet washing is 

heavier than dry washing. 

• Keep your washing basket 

handy on a small box or 

stool.  This saves 

unnecessary bending and 

stretching.  

• If you use a clothesline, 

use a clothes prop so you 

don’t have to reach too 

high to hang the clothes.  

If you have a rotary line, 

stand on a low, stable 

stool and then turn the 

line.  

 

• Kneel or sit on a stool to 

load or unload your 

washing machine and 

tumble dryer. 

• Put the basket on a stool 

to avoid bending when 

hanging washing on the 

line.  Use a trolley to 

wheel the basket to the 

clothesline, or buy a 

laundry basket on wheels. 

• If you have stairs, put the 

dirty laundry into a bag 

and throw it down the 

stairs to save carrying it.  

Take the clean laundry up 

a bit at a time. 

• Sit down to do the 

ironing. 

  
 

  

Cooking 

Prioritise Plan Pace 

• Buy frozen ready meals 

for days when you are 

really tired. 

• Buy pre-prepared 

vegetables 

• Can someone help you 

with some or all of the 

task?  

• Spread food preparation 

out throughout the day to 

avoid more work at a time 

when you are already 

tired. 

• Use a travel kettle, or only 

put into the kettle what 

you need to make the 

drink.   

• Use gadgets to reduce 

effort such as an electric 

tin opener, and a food 

mixer. 

• Plan meals so you know 

what preparation is 

needed and choose easier 

meals on busy days. 

• Cook larger quantities and 

freeze for days when you 

have little energy/time. 

  

• Stand as close as possible 

to the work surface to 

save unnecessary bending 

and reaching. 

• Sit to peel vegetables or 

while waiting for things 

to boil. 

• Slide heavy objects along 

the worktops rather than 

lifting. 

• Fill pans with a 

lightweight jug of water.  

Use a basket (like in a chip 

pan) to cook vegetables in 

so you only have to lift 

the basket rather than tip 

the pan.  Alternatively, 

use a steamer. 
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How can I do more? 

If the purpose of this workbook is to help you to do more – then why does it seem we 

are telling you to do less?! 

In order to calm down the oversensitive nervous system, we have to start by working 

within our pain limits – not pushing through them.  But this isn’t the end of the story!  

The whole point is that as your brain becomes less protective you can start to do more 

without it over-reacting. 

When you feel you have got your activity levels more even, then you can start to 

gradually increase by very small amounts at a time.   

This graph shows how small increases can lead to you doing more over time, in 

comparison to the boom and bust pattern which leads to a reduction in activity levels 

and longer periods of rest. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Examples: Jenny and Mark (see earlier example)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mark and Jenny can continue to build up the amount of time they stand or sit 

gradually.  If their pain increases, they can just go back to the previous stage and they 

can try and slowly increase again. 

Gradually increasing activity 
levels 

Boom and bust pattern 
of activity 

Jenny wants to increase the amount 

of time she can wash up for.  So once 

she can do 10 items comfortably, she 

increases to 11 items.  After a few 

days, she increases again to 12 items. 

 

Mark wants to increase the amount of 

time he can sit at his desk.  He can 

manage 15 minutes comfortably but 

then starts to increase to 16 minutes 

before getting up.  He does that for a 

week and as his pain hasn’t got 

worse, he increases again to 17 

minutes. 
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It is really helpful to look at what you are doing now, 

in terms of activity, so you can see where perhaps you 

could make some changes.  The following Daily 

Activity and Rest Diary can be useful for this.  Write 

down the activities you are doing and the times you are resting.   

You could colour-code the activities in terms of their 

difficulty: red/amber/green.  A red activity would be a 

demanding activity that causes you increased pain and/or 

fatigue and is very challenging.  A green activity would be 

one that doesn’t increase your pain/fatigue. An amber 

activity would be something in between.  Once you have 

done it, look back at how you are spreading activities through the week, and what 

impact this is having on your pain and fatigue levels. 

Here is an example:  

 

Looking at your timetable this way can easily help you to see how your activities are 

distributed and how this affects your recovery time.  You can then look at spreading 

the red activities out throughout the week.

 Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday Sunday 

AM 

- Washing 

up 

- Laundry 

 - Cleaned 

toilet 

 - Cleaned 

windows 

- Had 

shower 

Back to bed 

- Cleaned 

bathroom 

In bed 

 

- phoned 

friend 

- Shopping Resting 

PM 

- Walked 

dog 

- Cooked 

dinner 

- Took 

grand- 

daughter to 

park 

In bed Rested In bed Rested - Walk with 

husband 

and dog 

EVE Watched TV Watched TV Watched TV In bed On sofa Rested Watched TV 

 Pain 6/10 Pain 7/10 Pain 8/10 Pain 8/10 Pain 7/10 Pain 6/10 Pain 6/10 
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 Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday Sunday 
Time you got up: 

Morning 

 

 

 

       

Afternoon 

 

 

 

 

       

Evening 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Time in bed: 

       

Average 

pain/fatigue 

(out of 10) 

       

Daily Activity and Rest Diary 
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Think of some activities that you could try to pace.  Write 

down how long you normally do this for.  Then time how 

long it is before your pain starts to get worse.  What 

would be a good baseline? 

 

 

Activity 
How long I do it for 

now 

How long before my 

pain/fatigue gets 

worse 

Baseline 

Eg. Washing up 
Until it’s finished!  

(About 15 minutes) 
5 minutes 4 minutes 

   

 

   

 

   

 

   

 

   

 

   

 

   

 


