
Improve Your Functioning 
Through Effective Pacing 

 
 
 
One of the most effective forms of therapy for increasing physical 
functioning and improving your quality of life is NOT a pill and it’s NOT an 
exercise.   
 

 
It’s changing how you do your routine daily tasks by Pacing. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

And 
 

 
 

Flare-ups 
Overactivity 
Inactivity 

Feeling Behind 
Being Isolated 
Loss of Fun 

Loss of Involvement 
Loss of Function 
Feeling Down  

(due to the above) 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
Time-Based Pacing 

Pleasant Activities Scheduling
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The Pain and Fatigue Cycle 
 
 

Have you noticed that if you are overly active, 
you get more pain or fatigue? 

 
When pain and fatigue set in, the natural response is to rest. 
 
Sometimes it seems like it takes a lot of rest in order to feel “OK” again. 

 
When you rest for a long time, very little gets accomplished and the desire 
to be active becomes stronger. 
 
Since rest can result in less productivity, people with pain and fatigue tend 
to feel like they’re always behind and can’t catch up. 

 
Once rested, there’s the temptation to be overly active in order to catch-up.    

 
The Pain & Fatigue Cycle sets in again. 

 
 
 
 

    Over Activity 
 
 
 
 

Diminished      Increased 
Productivity      Pain & Fatigue 

 
 
 
 
 

Prolonged Rest 
 
 

BEWARE
Pain & 
Fatigue  
Cycle
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 Will the Cycle 
 Get Worse?   

YES. 
 
•  Self-esteem often drives people to be overly active. 
•  People often sacrifice their bodies in order to get things done. 
•  It’s frustrating to have pain and fatigue set in at activity levels that once 

produced no pain or fatigue. This often leads people to overdo in order to 
prove they can still do the activity.  

 
Why Does The Cycle Get Worse? 
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ies show that when a person is stuck in the cycle, it takes less and less 
 to overdo and cause pain and fatigue. 
o takes more rest to feel recovered. 
 time, it takes longer to recover from less work. 
 rest means less productive activity and more concern about being 
ically behind. 
 feeling better, there is a HIGHER RISK of OVERDOING and setting 
ycle in motion again. 

 

YES!  With your next new self-
management skill… 

Can I  
Break the Cycle?
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Most people use some form of pacing. 
   PACING!    

But the method of pacing in this course is 
probably quite different from any form 
you’ve used before. 

It’s NOT pacing when: 
 
“I do a task only to the point where I feel pain, then I rest”. 

 If you are active to the point of pain, you’ve been active too long. 
“I do all my tasks in the morning and reserve the afternoon for rest.” 

 Wearing yourself out in the morning insures the need for prolonged 
rest in the afternoon and maintains the cycle. 

“I only wash one car then take a rest; whereas I used to wash both”. 
 Pacing based on the completion of a task can still result in overdoing. 

 

 
 

TIME is the key  
to good pacing! 

 
 
 
Here’s an example of how to use time in order to pace:  If you know that you 
can be active at a specific task such as grocery shopping for 15 minutes 
BEFORE pain or fatigue worsen, then you would break the task into short 
active periods – 15 minutes at a time.   

Shop for 15 minutes - - - Re
Stop and rest after 15 minut
the pharmacy area where the
activity with a time of rest, 

Activity…Res
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How Do You Design Your Own Personal Pacing Schedule? 
 

 Select any activity you wish to pace. Estimate how long you can do the 
task “safely” without creating a flare-up in your symptoms.  For most tasks, 
you’ll be able to work safely for a short period of time before your 
symptoms become noticeable. Determine the amount of time you can be 
active before you start to feel worse (the Danger Zone). 
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AVOID 
the 

DANGER 
ZONE 

 
 The “safe” zone (before symptoms worsen) will be the ACTIVITY time 

period.  Base your future pacing of this activity on this TIME period (not 
when you’re ready to collapse or when the task is done).  

 
 Estimate a REST time period, enough to recover from that short period of 

activity.  
  

 Alternate:  Activity time…rest time…activity time…rest time.   
 

 Track your progress.  If you’re within the “Safe Zone,” your activity won’t 
trigger a flare-up.  

 
 You can SAFELY increase the activity time for this task gradually.  For 

example, if after 3 days your symptoms do not worsen, increase the activity 
time just a few minutes (and try to keep the rest time the same).  Keep 
increasing over 3 day intervals, as long as symptoms don’t worsen. 
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My symptoms worsen in just 5 
minutes. If I rest that often,
I’ll never get anything done!

  
 

 
Research has shown that people who use time-based 
pacing (as opposed to other types of pacing) actually get 
MORE accomplished. 
 
By stopping before pain and fatigue set in, your body only 
needs to recover from the past period of activity (e.g. 15 
minutes).  Since you were not overly active, you will not 
need to rest long.   
 
With pacing, you won’t need to recover all afternoon.  And 
you avoid flare-ups. 
 

 
By avoiding flare-ups, 

you actually get more done by day’s end and 
don’t have to deal with increasing pain or fatigue. 

 
 

 

 

Gradually 
increasing your 
activity can be 
accomplished 

with shorter and 
shorter rest 
breaks.  And 
WITHOUT 
increasing  
flare-ups.   
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TIME-BASED PACING works for very  
short periods (as little as 30 seconds of 
activity) and for longer periods (to a 
maximum of 2 hours of work followed by 
15 minutes of rest).  The ”suggested pace” 
for healthy workers is 2 hours of work followed 
by 15 minutes of rest.  In some factories, this is 
a required pacing schedule because it’s related 
to fewer injuries and increased productivity. 

 
 
 
Ideally, you’d pace any  
activity that increases your 
pain or fatigue. 

 
WITH PRACTICE, some people find 
that they can identify an activity-rest 
rhythm (like 50 minutes active and 10 
minutes rest EACH HOUR) that can be 
applied across many activities and used 
throughout the day.   
 

 
 
 
 
Many people use brief relaxation exercises like deep breathing, yoga stretches 
or visualization in order to rest their MINDS and bodies.  Others find working 
crossword puzzles, reading, praying, listening to relaxing music or a book-on-
tape helpful.   
 
 
 

 
 

You bet it’s hard to pace! 
‘All work and no play’ is NOT recommended. 

In fact, play is absolutely essential. 

Time-Based Pacing is 
rd to doha !  

What do I do during 
the rest period?

Can I pace the whole 
day, instead of just 
individual activities?  

How many activities
do I need to pace?

Is there a “suggested” 
Pacing schedule? 
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Pleasant Activities!
 

 
When people are in pain or feel fatigued, doing something pleasant is usually the 
last thing on their minds.  In fact, when people are in pain, they usually have a hard 
time thinking of anything that would be pleasant. 
 
Pain is associated with negative emotions such as sadness, frustration, and 
irritability.  When people are in pain and also have these emotions, the pain becomes 
worse.  That is because these emotions are processed in the same area of the brain 
as is pain. 

 
Research has shown that pain decreases 
when people experience more positive 
emotions.   
 
Most people can’t just WILL themselves to feel 
happy.  Perhaps the easiest way to introduce 
positive emotions is to engage in pleasant activity. 
 
 
 

Easier said than done… 
 When you’re not feeling well, it’s difficult to think of anything that could be 

pleasant. 
 It may not be physically possible to do the activities that used to be fun. 
 Often when you’re chronically ill, all energy is saved for getting the 

essentials done; no energy is left over for pleasant tasks.  
 

 
 
 
Why is it important to schedule them? 

 They may not occur otherwise. 
 You’ll enjoy them more if you schedule them at your best time of day. 
 Sometimes, when they occur unplanned (and not paced), they can trigger 

a flare-up  
 
 

 
Let’s learn the skills of Pacing & Pleasant Activity Scheduling. 

 
 

Schedule Them…
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LEARN A NEW SELF-MANAGEMENT SKILL:  
Activity-Rest Pacing  

 
 
Purpose: To safely increase physical functioning. 
Goals: 

 Increase physical functioning without flare-ups. 
 Increase the amount of time you can be active in the course of a day. 

 
Step 1:  Identify a task which increases your pain and/or fatigue 
 
Step 2:    Design a Pacing Schedule that fits you (doing this task). 
 

A. Estimate the ACTIVITY time period. How long you can do 
this task safely – or how long can you be active (at this 
task) BEFORE you start to feel worse (the Danger Zone)? 

 
B. Estimate the REST time period. How long is enough time 

for you to recover from that short activity time period?  
 

C. Alternate the 2 time periods.  Activity Time…Rest 
Time…Activity Time…Rest Time.  Track your progress.   

 
Step 3:  Review & Revise 
 

A. You may INCREASE your activity time. Use 3 days as a safe 
time to change your schedule.  After 3 days of being in the “safe 
zone” (no worsening of symptoms), increase the ACTIVITY time by a small 
amount (e.g., 5 minutes).  Track it to observe whether this change is in the 
“safe zone.” You can continue to increase with each new 3 days of no 
worsening of symptoms. 

 
B. During a flare-up, DECREASE your activity time by HALF.  For 

instance, if you’re normally active for 10 minutes, cut it down to 5 minutes, 
then rest. Try your best to return to your 
previous level of 10 minutes…within 3 days.  
For example:  

On DAY 1, cut from 10 minutes down to 5.   
On Day 2, increase to 7 minutes.  
On Day 3, return to 10 minutes.   
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LEARN A NEW SELF-MANAGEMENT 
SKILL:  Pleasant Activity Scheduling  

 
 
Purpose:  To increase positive emotions through pleasant activities. 
Goals: 

 To decrease pain. 
 To facilitate a balance among types of activities that occur during 

your day. 
 
STEP 1:  Make a list of activities that you think might be pleasurable.  Here’s a 
sample.  Include some ideas of your own. Review the Treat Menu (in the Goals 
Module). 

Possible Pleasurable Activities 
 

Shopping (window)  Crafts (all types)  Reading 
Cooking   Eating    Eating out 
Fishing   Hunting   Camping 
Library/bookstore  Yard sales   Spectator sports 
Walking (in/outdoors) Music (play & listen)  Church 
Games/cards   Relaxation Tape  Travel 
Exercise/sports  Volunteer work  Sex/Affection 
Bubble Bath   Visitors   Phone Calls 
Group Activities  Mail    Dancing 
Pets    Plants    Hobbies 
Praying   Yard work   Photography 
Mechanics   Writing   TV 
Radio    Hot shower   Singing 
Smiling   Movies    E-mail a friend 

 
 
STEP 2: Rate each item according to your abilities. 

 Consider activities you can realistically do right now 
 Also think about activities you might realistically be able to do 1 

week from now or 1 month from now.  It’s nice to have a 
pleasurable goal to work toward. 

 
STEP 3: Choose an activity from your list that you have never done or 

haven’t done in quite a while, but that you could do this week.  
Plan a time in the upcoming week when you will do the pleasant 
activity.  Thus, “schedule” your pleasant activity. 
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