
1Managing emotions

There is a link between your emotions and your pain. Learning how to 
manage your emotions is key to managing your chronic pain.

Emotions are a normal part of life. After a brain injury it can be hard to manage your emotions. 
You may get angry easily, be more anxious or feel down for no reason. This can settle down over 
time, but when these emotions hang around, you can get stuck feeling like this all the time. If this 
continues, it can also impact on how you manage your chronic pain. 

There is a link between your emotions and your pain – this is not to say that your pain is not real, 
but when you feel strong emotions such as anger, sadness or anxiety, this can make your pain 
worse. When your pain is worse, this often makes these emotions stronger. Learning how to 
manage your emotions is a key part to getting on top of your chronic pain. 

Remember, the way you think, act and feel are also connected.  
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Over time, it can be hard to recognise emotions or tell them apart. To help you, check in with your 
thoughts, what is happening in your body and what you are doing (or not doing). This will give 
you an idea about the emotion you are feeling. Read the table below to get some ideas on what 
other people say they think, feel and do when they have these emotions. 

EMOTION WHAT YOU THINK WHAT YOU FEEL IN 
YOUR BODY

WHAT YOU DO

ANGER This is so unfair, people 
are out to get me.

Heart races, muscles 
tighten, breathing faster, 
feel hot.

Yell, threaten or confront 
others.

SADNESS I will never be able to do 
what I used to do. I miss 
my old life.

Heavy body, low energy, 
empty.

Withdraw, keep to 
yourself, pull away, 
become less active.

ANXIETY My pain will get worse. 
This is too scary.

Heart races, muscles 
tighten, breathing faster.

Stop activities, pull-out of 
events or situations.

STRESS I cannot cope with my 
pain. I cannot change my 
situation.

Upset tummy, trouble 
sleeping, tense muscles, 
restless.

Over or under eat, use 
unhelpful coping strategies 
like drugs and alcohol.  

Did you know that your emotions are sending you a message? These messages make you aware 
of what is going around you. This could be a something small, like being cut off while you are 
driving, or bigger things like dealing with the loss of a loved one. Each emotion tells you a 
different message. 

The anger you feel when you get cut off while driving tells you to lookout for unsafe drivers, and 
the grief you feel when a loved one dies shows the strength of your love for that person. Some 
emotions are more pleasant than others, but they are all important signs to look out for.

Once you start being aware of your emotions, you can begin to learn ways to manage these 
emotions in the moment. 
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Here are tips and ideas on how to manage these emotions. You can also check out other tools on 
the website to help you. 

Anger

• Slow breathing – try slow breathing a few deep breaths to calm you down. Breathe in 
slowly through your nose for three to four seconds and then breathe out slowly through 
your mouth for five to six seconds.

• Timeout – when you start to get angry, walk away or remove yourself from the situation 
to give yourself time to cool down. Make sure you tell others about your plan, so they know 
why you are leaving. 

• Distraction – it can help to distract yourself from whatever is making you angry. Try doing 
something else, like reading a book, listening to music or talking to a friend.

• Relaxation – find ways to help you relax, this could be meditating, yoga and getting out 
into nature. Learning to relax takes time, so be patient. 

• Use humour – try to make a funny link to what is making you angry. If your neighbour 
annoys you, give them a funny nickname to turn the heat down, or you could call all bad 
drivers silly names, like penguins or clowns. You could even imagine that they look like 
these things. It is hard to stay angry when you have a silly image in your mind.
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Sadness

• Connect with others – when you feel sad, you tend to keep away from others and do not 
go out much. To feel better, make an effort to spend more time with people you care about.

• Make a plan for the day – having a routine that you do each day can help you to do more, 
build your confidence and boost your mood. 

• Do something fun – sometimes you have to fake it until you make it. Planning activities 
that you used to enjoy and doing them even when you do not feel like it, rebuilds the mood 
boosting pathways in your brain. 

• Talk to someone – if your sadness continues, talk to someone you trust, like a family 
member or GP. They can help you to feel better and put things into perspective. 

• Go to the Depression brick for more tools.
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Anxiety

• Meditation – learning how to meditate can make you less anxious, calm your mind and get 
rid of tension in your body. There are lots of different types of meditation. Try a few to see 
which one works best for you. Do it each day so that your daily level of anxiety goes down 
and so the tool is ready for you when you need it. Take a look at the ‘Meditation’ tool to 
learn more. 

• Grounding – to ground yourself in the present and not get caught up in anxiety, tap into 
your five senses and use the 5-4-3-2-1 tool. Take a deep breath and then find five things 
you can see, four things you can touch, three things you can hear, two things you can smell 
and one thing you can taste.

• Worry time – it can help to make a special time to worry and find answers to your 
problems – this means that you do not have to think about your worries at other times 
because you have set aside time to do this later. Check out the ‘worry time’ tool in the 
anxiety brick.

• Try ‘4-7-8’ breathing – this type of breathing helps you to calm your anxiety quickly – try 
breathing in for four seconds, holding your breath for seven seconds and then breathing 
out for eight seconds. Repeat this four times. 

• Go to the Anxiety brick for more tools.
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Stress

• Make a plan – often you feel stressed because you are overwhelmed and feel like you have 
more to do than you can handle. If you sit down and make a list of what you need to do and 
then plan when to do it, this can help to reduce your stress. 

• Problem-solve – you might think a lot about the stressors in your life, but often you deal 
with them in the same way every time they came up. Spending time and effort actively 
problem-solving and coming up with new ways of doing things, can help to get rid of your 
stress. 

• Get out into nature – try spending time outside, go for a walk, look at a beautiful view or 
even just place your bare feet on the ground.

• Ask for help – reaching out and getting help from others can lessen your stress because 
you feel more supported and confident that you can get through this together. 

• Check out the ‘winding down your stress’ tool in the anxiety brick.

Pick one emotion that you would like to start managing better. Think about what message it is 
sending you, how you recognise this in your body and what you might do or not do when you feel 
like this. Then work out which tools will help you to manage these emotions. 

Remember, handling your emotions will help you to manage your pain better. 
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My plan to manage my emotions

Look at this example and then make your own plan.

Which emotion do you want to work on?

ANGER SADNESS ANXIETY STRESS

When I have this emotion, what do I feel in my body?

When I feel angry, I start to get hot and my hands get sweaty.

I feel like my heart is racing a million miles an hour.

My hands start shaking and I feel like I cannot catch my breath.

When I have this emotion, what thoughts do I have?

I usually think things are really unfair.

I also think that it should not have happened and that people are out to get me.

When I have this emotion, what do I do or not do?

Ever since I had my brain injury, I tend to snap easily at people when they make me mad. 

I cannot stay still and I need to walk around the room.

Sometimes I yell at people or I say mean things to them.
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What are two things I will do to manage this emotion?

1.
Slow breathing

I will practice this each day and then use it when I start to feel hot and my heart starts racing – 
this tells me I am angry.

 

2.
Timeout

When I start to feel my hands shaking and my heart racing, I will take a timeout.  
I will tell those around me about this so that they know that I am doing this to manage my anger 
and do not think I am just leaving them.
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Now it is your turn to have a go – pick an emotion to work on and then go through the steps below.

My plan to manage my emotions 

Which emotion do you want to work on? Tick the one below.

Which emotion do you want to work on?

ANGER SADNESS ANXIETY STRESS

When I have this emotion, what do I feel in my body?

When I have this emotion, what thoughts do I have?
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When I have this emotion, what do I do or not do?

What are two things I will do to manage this emotion?

1.
 

2.
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