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Are there activities you do not do anymore because you worry it will flare 
up your pain? Are you someone who pushes through the pain, overdoing it 
and then you struggle to get out of bed the next day? These patterns of 
rest and being overactive are common with chronic pain.

Often when you have chronic pain, over time you might cut down on your physical activity 
because you are not able to do the same activities you could do before. Sometimes, as soon as 
the pain increases you might stop OR you might push through the pain and overdo things. This 
leaves you out of action for a few days. This can easily become an unhelpful pattern of rest and 
being overactive. All this means is that over time, you do less physical activity and your body is 
less able to do the same level of activity that you could do before. Along with this, often your 
muscles become tense, your joints stiffen, your fitness level decreases and this impacts on your 
mood and day-to-day life. This all makes your pain worse. 

Pacing – learning to do a little bit, often
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One way to deal with this problem is to pace your activities; that is, to learn to do a little bit, 
often. This can take extra work and planning, but it is one of your key tools to manage your pain. 
Pacing means deciding on or setting the amount of physical activity you will do every day given 
your current level of fitness, regardless of pain. It is not resting too much or overdoing it, but 
finding a workable balance between the two.

Activity Level

Flare in pain ‘Boom’ pushing 
through pain

pain starts at lower activity levels

Length of Time

‘Bust’ rest and recover
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Instead of all the ups and downs, when you pace, you will slowly build your activity levels and 
fitness over time. It can be hard to slow yourself down or remember to stop your activity after a 
set time, but it is key to stopping this cycle. 

How to pace your activities  

These are five steps you need to follow to slowly build your activity level over time.

Step 1
Choose your activity

Step 2 
Work out your 

starting 
point

Step 4
Plan how to build 

bit-by-bit 

     Step 3
   Plan for when, 
where and how 
you will do the 

activity

Step 5
Keep on track

My pacing plan
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Below is a common pacing goal, walking more, to show you how to use these five pacing steps. 

Step 1 – Choose your activity 

Select an activity that you enjoy and would like to do more of – often it is better to start with 
something easy. For example, walking, reading, being able to play with your children,  
sitting longer, playing sport, doing household chores, swimming or driving.

My pacing plan

STEP 1

Choose your activity Walking more

Step 2 – Work out your starting point 

Find out what your baseline level is for this activity. For example, your baseline is how far you can  
walk comfortably before your pain gets worse. Track your activity for at least three days (on both 
good and bad days) and work out the average to get your baseline. 

But you do not want to push your pain limits, because this will push your pain up – you need to 
nudge your pain limit slowly over time. You then work out your starting point by reducing your 
baseline by 20%. This means that you will be able to stick to your pacing plan on both good  
and bad days. 

STEP 2 – Work out your starting point

Day 1 500m

Day 2 400m

Day 3 450m

My baseline: 450m

My starting point: 360m

Remember – start off small – make sure that the time, distance and level of the activity is 
manageable for you within your current pain limits.

Average the 3 days to get a baseline

Reduce your baseline by 20% to get a starting point
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Step 3 – Plan for when, where and how you will do the activity

Be clear about how, when and where you will do the activity. The more details you include, the 
more likely it will be that you will do the activity. 

Top planning tips

• Put a reminder in your phone or diary for when you will go for a walk.

• Ask a friend to come with you.

• Put up reminders. 

STEP 3 – Plan for when, where and how you will do the activity

When Every afternoon at 2.00pm.

Where Walk around my local park.

How My carer will drive me to the park.

My activity plan My carer will drop me off at the local park every afternoon so I can go 
for a walk.

My planning tips I have put a reminder in my phone and asked my carer to remind me 
every afternoon. I have a poster on the fridge to track my progress.

Be Pain Smart – Pain



5Pacing

Step 4 - Plan how to build bit-by-bit

Plan how you will grow your activity level over time – after you have started, you need to slowly 
increase either the time, the distance, the repetitions or the intensity of the activity bit-by-bit.  
Only increase when you feel comfortable to do so, but a good rule of thumb is to increase by  
10% each week.

STEP 4 – Plan how to build bit-by-bit

Tick the one you will increase:

 Time  Distance  Intensity/Speed  Repetitions 

My building plan: I will increase my walking distance by 10% every week. 

Week 1 360m

Week 2 396m

Week 3 436m

Week 4 479m
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Step 5 – Keep on track

Write down your progress and talk about it with someone you trust, such as your family, carer or 
healthcare worker. This will help to keep you on track and show your progress.

STEP 5 – Keep on track

My pacing plan record:

Week 1  360m

Sunday  Monday  Tuesday  Wednesday   Thursday  Friday  Saturday 

Week 2  396m

Sunday  Monday  Tuesday   Wednesday  Thursday  Friday  Saturday 

Week 3  436m

Sunday  Monday  Tuesday  Wednesday  Thursday  Friday   Saturday 

Week 4  479m

Sunday  Monday   Tuesday  Wednesday  Thursday  Friday  Saturday 

Remember, you can use pacing to increase your level of activity and fitness which will help your 
overall sense of wellbeing. The gains are up to you, but keep in mind that a small amount of 
regular activity is better than none or doing too much and flaring up your pain.  

Now it is your turn to have a go.
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My pacing plan

STEP 1

Choose your activity

STEP 2 – Work out your starting point

Day 1

Day 2

Day 3

My baseline:

My starting point: 

STEP 3 – Plan for when, where and how you will do the activity

When

Where

How

My activity plan

My planning tips

Average the 3 days to get a baseline

Reduce your baseline by 20% to get a starting point
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STEP 4 – Plan how to build bit-by-bit

Tick the one you will increase:

 Time  Distance  Intensity/Speed  Repetitions 

My building plan: 

Week 1

Week 2

Week 3

Week 4

STEP 5 – Keep on track

Week 1  

Sunday  Monday  Tuesday  Wednesday  Thursday  Friday  Saturday 

Week 2  

Sunday  Monday  Tuesday  Wednesday  Thursday  Friday  Saturday 

Week 3  

Sunday  Monday  Tuesday  Wednesday  Thursday  Friday  Saturday 

Week 4  

Sunday  Monday  Tuesday  Wednesday  Thursday  Friday  Saturday 
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Top tips for pacing 

• Start off with easier activities first. Get used to pacing on easier tasks before you move on  
to harder activities. 

• Sometimes you will need to keep going with an activity, but still try to pace yourself – you 
can add in extra breaks or change your position. 

• Ask for help when you need it.

• Stick to the plan – no matter what happens with your pain. Pacing will help you to get back 
some control from your pain, so stick to the plan. This way you can control when you stop or 
continue with an activity and not your pain. 

Be patient with yourself – it might take some time, but it  
will be worth it.
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