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Pacing Yourself With Chronic Pain

People with FM often struggle with the balance between doing nothing because of pain and fatigue and doing too much, leading to more pain and fatigue. Finding a balance between too much and too little is about pacing yourself. 
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Resting too much leads to deconditioning – where you lose muscle strength and endurance because you aren’t using your muscles enough. Then you become more fatigued by simple tasks, and you may limit your activity even more. This becomes a vicious cycle where fatigue leads to inactivity, which leads to deconditioning, which leads to more fatigue. The cycle starts because the normal response to acute pain is to rest until the pain has resolved. However, chronic pain is not like acute pain: rest often doesn’t make it better and activity, while it may make you tired, doesn’t make your condition worse. People with true chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS) may be exceptions to this rule; recent research suggests that exercise may actually make people with CFS more fatigued. 

On the other hand, pushing yourself too hard, without listening to your body at all, can also be bad for you. You may ignore your body’s signals that enough is enough. If you overdo it, you may hurt for days and, overall, get less done than if you had done a little at a time.

“A little at a time” is what pacing is all about. Pacing is like the story of the tortoise and the hare: the hare bolted off the starting line, sure to win the race; but then he got distracted and tired and fell asleep. The tortoise started out slow but steady and eventually passed the hare. The goal is to do an activity but stop before you have done too much. Either stop for the day, or take a break and come back to the activity later. 

Here is one strategy for figuring out how much is enough but not too much.  Pick an activity you want to do – whether it is walking, playing with your children, or working at the computer. Keep track of how long you can do the activity without aggravating your pain or becoming too fatigued; do this 3 times; include both good days and bad days. Then take an average of how long you were able to comfortably do that activity. Calculate 80% of that time and use that as your starting goal. This will give you a target that you can reliably and successfully achieve. When you do your chosen activity, stop at this 80% point, even if you feel good and feel like you could continue. The point is to stop before you have to. 

Once you have done your selected activity for your target amount of time for 1-2 weeks, you can try increasing the time by about 5-10%. This will allow you to gradually increase your time without causing a relapse.

Make sure you keep track of time; if you lose track and do your task for so long that you increase your pain, you will be reluctant to do the activity again. Set an alarm clock, if necessary.

This form of pacing is called “time-based pacing” to distinguish it from “task-based pacing.” In time-based pacing, you stop after a certain amount of time, independent of where you are in the project. The sink may still be full of dishes or you may be only half-way around the block. Task-based pacing, on the other hand, involves doing a task until it is finished. Task-based pacing often leads us to do more than we safely can because we push ourselves to finish the task. 


When it is time to stop your activity, do something different. If you have been sitting at the computer, get up and walk around. If you have been walking, then sit for a few minutes. If you have been concentrating to pay bills, put some pleasant music on and listen or dance to the music. If you have been loading the dishwasher, then sit and write a letter to a friend. Find an activity that is physically and mentally different from what you were doing. 

It may take a bit of planning to break tasks into manageable chunks of time. For example, if you can’t cook a whole dinner, break it into 10 minute tasks that you spread over the day. Gather all the ingredients and recipes together (maybe 8 minutes); chop the vegetables (6 minutes); get the pots and pans out (only 4 minutes, but involves lifting some heavy pans). You get the idea. 

Time-based pacing means that you don’t’ stop because of pain. At first, this may seem to make you worse. However, over time, your endurance will increase and you will accomplish more – generally with the same or lower levels of pain. This will make you feel better and want to continue. Become time-oriented rather than pain-oriented. 

Time based pacing suggests you not stop because of pain because, in chronic pain, painharm. That means, increased pain doesn’t necessarily mean that you are causing yourself harm. The connection between pain and tissue damage has warped so pain is no longer a good indicator of tissue damage. This doesn’t mean you should run a marathon; it just means you shouldn’t listen to every ache and pain in your body.

What are some obstacles to time-based pacing?

· Wanting to get too much done. Especially if you have had some bad days and you finally feel good – you may want to do everything you couldn’t do before. Be patient. Pace yourself and you will get some things done now and will hopefully be well enough to do more later. 

· Not knowing how long is appropriate. Take a few days to keep track of how long you can do certain tasks and still feel okay. Once you have invested in figuring out a starting point, you will know when you can increase the time (i.e., if you can do a given amount of time for 1-2 weeks).

· Using task-based pacing because it is more convenient. It is certainly easy to say that you will wash dishes until they are done or sit at the computer until you answer all your emails. It takes a bit more planning to set a timer. And sometimes it is frustrating to stop in the middle of something. 
· Being unrealistic in setting your initial goals. Don’t plan to work at the computer for 4 hours if you know that’s too much. Patience!
· Losing track of time once you are involved in an activity. Set a timer. Your watch, phone, or computer may have a timer; or use an old-fashioned kitchen timer. 

· Feeling like a failure for not finishing a task. Remember that your goal is to accomplish more through pacing yourself. Do not criticize yourself for taking a rest break. 

· Other people expecting things of you, asking you to do things, or adding things to your planned schedule. This is where it is important to be assertive: hold your ground without violating the rights or dignity of the other person. Next month’s newsletter will discuss assertiveness more. For now, remember that you have a right to say “no” when someone asks you to do something.  One quick tip: Have an increasing scale for how you say No: 
· “I’m sorry, but that won’t work for me.”

· “I really need to say ‘no’.”

· “I feel like you are trying to pressure me into doing this.”

June Potsdam Meeting: 


The June meeting of the Potsdam Fibromyalgia Support Group will be at 6:30 pm on Monday, June 25th. This month will be a guided discussion “Pacing ourselves and learning to say ‘No’.” Why do you overextend yourself, doing things that flare your fibro? How can you say ‘no’ assertively and still feel good about yourself? This will be a group problem-solving session. Meetings are in Clarkson Hall, at 59 Main St. For information about meetings, contact CPH Physical Therapy Department at 261-5460.

Massena Support Group: 


The Massena Support Group meets at 1:30 pm on the 2nd Saturday of each month in the Massena Hospital.  For more information, please contact facilitator Maxine Dodge, at 769-5778.  
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  Be not afraid of 


going slowly, be afraid only of standing still. 


~ Chinese Proverb

















