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Lesson 3: Pacing
While learning key skills for chronic pain management, it’s helpful to keep in mind 
the “3 Ps”:

• Prioritizing each activity

• Planning how to complete important activities by breaking them into smaller tasks

• Pacing yourself

It’s important to keep an open mind while you try out new skills. You may be doing things differently 
than you’re used to. Staying flexible allows you to gain more benefit.

Typical Activity Pattern
A typical activity pattern for people with chronic pain looks like this: 
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The “Excessive Rest” Cycle 
A typical pattern for people who rest excessively looks like this:

A
m

o
un

t o
f a

ct
iv

it
y

Time

“Flare up”
Pain alarm activation
Activity level



12 Managing Your Pain  Participant Workbook

2020 Kaiser Permanente, Northern California.  
The Permanente Medical Group, Inc. all rights reserved. 

Health Engagement Consulting Services. 00110-010 (Rev. 03/20)

“Pushing Through It” Cycle
A typical pattern for people who push through the pain looks like this:
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Activity Pattern Using Pacing
Pacing is a very useful skill that can help you change the roller-coaster activity pattern. The key is to 
change how you do activities. It’s especially important to break large tasks down into smaller steps. 
Pacing yourself can help you reduce flare-ups, decrease down time, and get more done overall.
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Lesson 3: Pacing Your Daily Activities
Many people override their body’s needs so they can get things done. Knowing your limits is key 
to pacing yourself. For example, if you know you can work actively for 15 minutes without pain or 
fatigue, you can break a large task into several 15-minute work periods. You can alternate high 
impact tasks (such as grocery shopping, walking) with low-impact activities (such as resting or 
reading). 

Activity Switching
• Alternate high and low impact activities. Low impact activity is something you can

do to reduce your pain or stress like reading, walking, meditating.

• Plan to alternate heavier tasks with lighter ones and incorporate relaxation periods
throughout the day. This may seem complicated at first but is a helpful way to reduce
pain. Many activities you may have given up might become possible again.

1. Use the two-notch rule:

• Stop an activity when your pain goes up 2 points on a 10-point pain scale (0–10).

• For example, if you start doing dishes and you’re at 5 on the 10-point pain scale,
then you stop when your pain gets to 7.

• By using a baseline for your activities, you can do more activities you need and want to do.

• This strategy helps you learn to be mindful of your body and pay attention to what activities
increase your pain and/or stress. If it’s difficult for you to be aware of your pain increasing in
the moment (and only notice it at the end of the day), then you can set time limits instead.

High-Impact 
Activity Time

Pain 
Level

Low-Impact 
Activity Time

Pain 
Level

Washing dishes 20 min. 5 Mindfulness 10 min. 3

Vacuuming 30 min. 7 Reading 10 min. 5
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2. Work by planned time management, not by goal achievement or pain level:

• Everyone’s activity level is different and may vary from day to day. This approach is based on
the amount of time doing an activity rather than the pain level associated with the activity.

• Decide what your baseline amount of time is for doing specific high-impact activities. A
baseline is the amount of time you can do an activity without your pain level significantly
increasing.

• Plan to stop before you hit that time and begin doing a low-impact activity instead.

• You can then return to doing your higher-impact activity in a paced way. Over time, you can
slowly increase the amount of activity you do using SMART goals.

Tips for pacing success include:

• Scheduling and writing down the activities you plan to use.

• Getting a pacing partner (or team).

• Reflecting and writing about (journaling) how you felt after an activity.

• Visualizing success and celebrating it afterward!
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Lesson 3: Pleasant Activities

• Be outdoors in nature
(beach, country)

• Go to a play, concert, or ballet

• Plan a trip or vacation

• Read books or magazines

• Attend a lecture or sermon

• Go boating
(canoe or rowboat)

• Play board games

• Take a long shower or bath

• Gather natural objects
(rocks, driftwood)

• Write stories, poetry, or music

• Sing

• Go to a group meeting

• Play a musical instrument

• Sit in the sun

• Go to a fair, zoo, or park

• Give gifts

• Enjoy jokes or comedy shows

• See beautiful scenery

• Enjoy a good meal
at home or out

• Go to a museum or exhibit

• Dance

• Walk barefoot

• Listen to music

• Watch a movie or video

• Build or watch a fire

• Repair something
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• Learn to do something new

• Take action on social, political,
or environmental issues

• Write in a diary

• Sew or do needlework

• Be with someone you love

• Go to the library

• Prepare a new or special food

• Write letters, cards, or notes

• Go to a potluck

• Care for a houseplant

• Play with children

• Go to auctions or garage sales

• Play with pets

• Consider an interesting question

• Do volunteer work

• Read cartoons or comic books

• Go to a barber or beautician

• Get a back rub or massage

• Visit with friends
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Lesson 3: Pleasant Activity Goal
Instructions: 

1. Pick a date and time to do your activity.

2. Describe the activity you plan to do.

3. Before doing the activity, make a guess about how much you’ll enjoy it
(0 = No enjoyment, 10 = Maximum enjoyment).

4. Do the activity.

5. Rate how much you enjoyed the activity (use the same scale of 0 to 10)

6. Add any comments.

Date 
Time Activity

How much do 
you think you 
will enjoy the 
activity? 
(0 to 10)

How much 
did you enjoy 
the activity? 
(0 to 10) Comments
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Lesson 3: Pacing with Mindful Movement

Yang Circle Hands Movement

Think and say:  
“I am at peace.”

Double Hand Circle Movement

Think and say 
“I am whole.”
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Lesson 3: SMART Goals
As you set goals, assess whether each one fits the SMART criteria (below). Each week you’ll set new 
goals to develop skills to manage your pain and feel better.

S Specific
What do you want to accomplish?  
Specify what, when, with whom, and how often.

M Measurable How will you measure your progress toward your goal?

A Achievable
Is your goal realistic? Do you have what you need to meet it? 
Think about your time, health, finances, etc.

R Relevant
Is your goal meaningful and important to you? 
Is it in line with your values?

T Time-bound Set the time period for meeting your goal.

Week 3

Mind and Body Goals
This week’s goal ties in with this value: .

This week I will  (what) 

 (how much)  (with whom) 

 (when)  (how often).

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

MY CONFIDENCE LEVEL (1 = not at all confident, 10 = very confident)

Movement/Exercise Goals
This week I will  (what) 

 (how much)  (with whom) 

 (when)  (how often).

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

MY CONFIDENCE LEVEL (1 = not at all confident, 10 = very confident)
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