
Chronic Pain
A Self Help Guide  



Chronic pain affects millions of people in the US, so you're not alone. It can have a huge 
impact on your quality of life, and can also affect your job, the lives of your family, and 
those around you.  Pain is a disease for the entire family.

This guide discusses a number of techniques that can help you to manage your life 
more effectively. By using these techniques and making them part of your daily routine, 
we hope you will be able to manage better, making life more enjoyable and rewarding.

These techniques have been tested and are accumulation of many years of clinical 
experience.  They work.

It is often necessary to involve the people around you.  Share this with them.  Solicitous 
partner behavior, both helpful and well meaning, is one of the most common rewards for 
out pain. 

Good Luck!!

Prof. Dr. KatiThieme  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Understanding your pain

What is chronic pain?

Pain is an unpleasant sensory and emotional experience associated with actual or 
potential tissue damage or disease.

Chronic pain is pain that lasts longer than 3 months.  It can occur after the usual 
recovery period for an illness or injury. It may be a result of a chronic condition. It may 
start with a definite problem and hit immediately or come on gradually, perhaps for no 
obvious reason. It may even arise some time after an event; where you managed an 
activity at the time, but you feel pain afterwards. Chronic pain can be felt in a specific 
part of the body, e.g. back, shoulder, legs, head, or more generalized, throughout the 
body. The pain may be continuous or occasional, you may feel more sensitive to pain 
and it may be prone to flaring up or getting worse very quickly.

It goes under various names including fibromyalgia, lower back pain, migraine, cluster 
headache, CPS, TMD, and others.

Despite treatment attempts with medication, rest and relaxation, hot baths or massage, 
chronic pain may not be effectively relieved. Things that usually settle or treat pain are 
not successful for chronic pain. The problem is likely to be with the broader pain system, 
and not really located in any specific part of the body.

Chronic pain either continues on after you have healed or is present without any actual 
physical problem. For example, if a slipped disc is taken out, you would expect the pain 
to go away after surgery. But in some cases the pain remain, and the patient 
experiences just as much pain as before the operation.

While acute pain is part of the body’s normal evolutionary warning system for danger 
and disease, persistent pain no longer serves the necessary function.  Our normal 
reaction to do nothing can be counterproductive both actually increasing the pain and 
destroying our lifestyle.
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How does chronic pain make you feel?

Living with chronic pain can be stressful. Managing home, work, friends and family as 
well as many other things can be difficult. You feel that you have no control over the 
pain and cannot cope with it.

Experiencing pain can lead to anxiety and fear about what might be causing the pain; 
especially where there is no obvious cause. It may feel like damage is being done to 
your body and you may feel some concern about what the pain might mean – what 
damage could have been done and what the future might hold.

Feeling pain can also make you feel tense, especially if you expect the pain to come 
back or get worse. You may feel easily angered and hostile towards people who you 
meet that don’t understand your situation or how your pain affects you. Some people 
even feel anger towards the pain itself.

When things aren’t going so well it can lead to bad temper, anxiousness, frustration and 
having troubled thoughts. You may feel hopeless and very down about feeling this pain, 
which can lead to depression.

The pain itself or worrying about it may cause difficulties with sleeping. You may be kept 
awake or find it difficult to stay relaxed. Being tired and having a sleepless night can 
make people feel more upset and bad tempered.
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How do your feelings and thoughts affect your pain?

Our experience of pain always stays with us; we have a kind of memory for it. The more 
often we associate something with pain, the more we are likely to actively avoid healthy 
behaviors and adaptive coping.  When we avoid pain with adaptations, behaviors and 
cognitions, we condition that we will have the pain.

Thinking of the pain before it happens can make it feel worse. A feeling of pain may 
even be set-off just by thinking of a past experience of pain. Depending on the situation, 
a person’s threshold for feeling pain is altered. Sometimes what would feel a little 
painful may be excruciating and vice versa. For example, during a football match a 
player may be injured but not feel significant pain until after the match. This is caused 
by a hormone called adrenalin, which prepares our body for action in circumstances 
which are perceived as risky. Similarly, during an activity which we enjoy and makes us 
feel good, any pain is often dulled by similar chemicals called endorphins; there is often 
less of a focus on any pain experience. We can be distracted. However, a person who is 
feeling anxious, tense and wound-up in another circumstance may not be able to 
tolerate even the slightest touch. In these scenarios how a person feels has affected 
their perception of the pain – a person’s thoughts and mood can make a difference to 
how they feel pain.

The way you feel and what you expectation affects your pain; 
and in turn your pain that you experience affects how you feel.
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Learning

You have more pain than you actually need to have. 

However, this does not mean that your pain is imaginary! The question is not whether 
your pain is "real," but what are the factors that influence the pain.

We have only recognized in the last few years that pain, along with other physical 
processes, is influenced by learning. For example, through biofeedback we can 
systematically train our brainwaves or our heartbeat to be slower or faster. These 
changes to our physical activities also happen in everyday life without us knowing it.  

Imagine for a moment a delicious cheeseburger in front of you. It is on a freshly 
toasted bun, the patty is oozing juices, the cheese is gloriously melted, and Oh 
that smell! etc..." When you visualize this, do you notice any physical changes?

You have probably noticed that you are salivating merely by thinking of the delicious 
burger. This is a learned physical reaction. Normally our saliva flows when we bite into 
the burger, because it allows us to swallow and digest foods more easily. But because 
we have eaten burgers before, we have learned to produce saliva before we bite into 
the cheeseburger or even if we just think about eating burgers.
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Summary of key points:

The hungrier we are, the more saliva we produce
The saliva is real - one can see it, feel it, and chemically analyze it
Conclusion: Bodily processes can be influenced by your environment - in this 
case merely talking about food causes you to salivate.

The saliva runs automatically, whether you want it to or not
Conclusion: physical reactions run automatically based on the situation.
Salivating about food has nothing to do with your personality and it is not only in 
your head - it is real.

What controls these processes and reactions? It is experience and learning. A person 
who has never heard of a cheeseburger would not have reacted. We associate 
salivating and food only after repeated consumption of cheeseburgers.

Physical reactions occur regardless of whether we want them to or not, and without our 
personality's intervention. The only situations necessary are ones which we can learn 
from. This is actually the case for many physical reactions: blood pressure, skin 
temperature (such as hands), heartbeat, and brainwaves. You can affect learning and 
conditioning and build thought patterns in the brain.

Brain imaging studies show that learning causes structural changes in the brain.  This 
means that a person with chronic pain has larger pain areas in the brain and mostly 
lower pain thresholds and tolerances.  The good news is that this can be reversed.

Pain ensues because changes have taken place in the brain that cause it to react too 
strongly to stimuli. It can also be that no changes are found in the joints, muscles, and 
vertebra, but someone still has severe pain which triggers learning and memory 
processes. These pain memory traces in the brain can be significantly increased if other 
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people react positively to the patient's pain, and react too little to so called healthy 
behavior. This is normal (pain attracts our attention), but it can reinforce the pain 
memory. That is why the involvement of partners is so important.
 
Pain memory can also be reinforced by drugs and lack of movement. In particular, it is 
important that such unpleasant memories involving pain are reversed through training. A 
daily intensive training in new behavior can cause the pain-altered areas of the brain to 
"shrink" and normalize pain processing. Here training is much more effective than 
medicine because such training works specifically on the affected regions of the brain, 
while medications work everywhere in the brain and so produce many side effects.
 
Conclusion: Your pain and the problems associated with the pain are controlled by 
learning and thought processes.  This finding is actually very positive because it means 
that you can learn new things in order to be less affected by pain.
 
Especially important are the following things that we have learned in the context of pain:
(A) We tend to take more medicine than we need.
(B) We move a lot less than is good for us.

Why do we show pain behaviors?

We show pain behaviors because we have learned over the course of our lives to react 
to pain in certain ways.  This is perfectly fine for acute pain, but for chronic pain it 
becomes a problem, and extends and amplifies the pain we feel.  This happens 
automatically with the right circumstances.

Some examples:

We have learned to be afraid of things even though we do not want to.

We have learned to burden ourselves too much or too little even though we 
don't want to.

We have learned to take more medicine than we need, and then they have 
less effect.  We do this even though we originally did not want to.

We have learned that our muscles tension in stress, anger, and fear 
situations, even though we may not want them to.

We have learned to partially give up our independence in the house, family, 
at work, with friends, and in our free time, even though we don't want to.

We have learned to react aggressively or passively, even though we don't 
want to.

We have learned to show our pain even though we don't want to be pitied.
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Pain Network Activation

You have the sensory aspect (the physical feeling), how you think (thoughts), the 
emotional aspect (how you feel about all of this), and the behavioral aspect (behavior).  
These different aspects all communicate with each other, just like a phone conference, 
to make you feel pain.  Let's say you wake up one morning and feel pain.  You think, 
"Oh man the pain again, I can't handle it today.  This makes you feel sad and frustrated 
because you can't do anything, and so you decide to stay at home today and not do 
anything.
 
Now, if we can cut the connections between these different areas, we can reduce the 
effect of the pain.  Let's say now you need to wash all the windows at home.  You start 
washing one window.  It goes OK.  You move on to the next one, and the pain starts 
getting worse and worse.  By the time you get to the third one the pain is unbearable, 
and you sit down on the couch, defeated.  You think about how much it hurts after so 
little activity and feel like it will never get better and you can't take it anymore and end 
up not finishing, and then feel even worse because you didn't finish.  This is with all the 
different pain aspects communicating at full speed.
 
Now, let's imagine a slightly different scenario.  You start washing a window, and you do 
it right.  After a few minutes, your arm gets a bit tired, so you call your best friend for a 
chat.  "Oh my gosh, did you see the dress she wore the other day! Scandalous!”  So 
you're sitting at the table thinking about the fun you're going to have this afternoon when 
you go out for coffee with your friend, and realize the window is really clean and you did 
a great job.  You forgot about all the other windows you had to clean (it's not hanging 
over you like a black cloud) and you're focused on what you did well, and think, "Hey, I 
can do this.  How can this pain have any power over me?  I got this.” 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Activity levels

People with chronic pain cope in different ways. Below are three examples of how 
different people try to deal with their pain.

Hyperactivity.  Some people stay active until they can do no more and then rest to 
recover before returning to an activity for as long as they can again. This may result in 
their pain getting worse or flaring up when they carry out an activity for too long or 
otherwise.

Anne’s activity levels were high. She fought with her pain and tried to “beat it” 
e.g. she was constantly more active than her pain allowed. She didn’t want to 
“give in” to the pain and felt it had “won” if she had a rest. She pushed through 
the pain and wouldn’t stop and rest. Her motto was “no pain, no gain”. In the end 
she found this way was hard work and very tiring. She often suffered from low 
mood, was upset, frustrated and felt she had failed. Sometimes there seemed 
little choice but to push to try to stay at work. Resting was not an option, the kids 
had to be fed, dropped off and picked up from school etc.
In the end Anne was in pain, tired out, depressed, upset and had given up 
fighting with her pain.

Couch Potato. Often patterns of activity develop as people try to manage their pain. 
Life must go on, and day-to-day activities have to be done. People may say they have 
little choice and that they feel trapped or controlled by the pain.
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Sandra said she couldn’t carry on trying to beat the pain. The good day/bad day 
cycle was too much of a roller coaster. She avoided doing much for fear of 
flaring-up her pain. She didn’t do much but at least she felt she could keep on top 
of it. But she had a poor quality of life, wasn’t able to do much, had little fun and 
often her mood was low. She also felt a lot less fit and was tired when she tried to 
do anything.

Yoyo - Seesaw. Some people manage very little and stop an activity at the slightest hint 
of pain in order to avoid over activity and ‘making things worse’. If such people begin to 
feel pain earlier and earlier in the activity this may stop them from participating at all.

Jim did more on good days. He wanted to get things done when the pain was 
less, activity was not so hard and he had more energy. It was a chance to shop 
and garden. Sometimes he got away with doing quite a lot of things, but it usually 
ended up having a bad day the next day, or a few days later. He would rest and 
recover until the pain eased when he started overdoing it again. For Jim the pain 
was very much in control. When the pain was less he did more and when the 
pain was more, he did less. As time went by he seemed to be able to do less and 
less each time he had a good day. Jim couldn’t plan ahead because he didn’t 
know how he would be feeling.
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Balance your activity

Take a balanced approach to your activities, so you don’t burn-out or become 
completely inactive. You need to take an active interest and involvement in the 
management of your pain; breaking the vicious circle of feeling worse and doing less.

Some people may feel pain almost all the time; it is there in the background. When it 
gets worse and flares up, they find it difficult to cope. It is important that you spot the 
things that are making it worse and find ways to make this happen less often. Learning 
what to do when your pain is worse will also help, so that it does not add to the problem 
and end up making things worse.

Plan how you intend to start an activity and how long you will do it for. Just as an athlete 
in training you can then gradually build this up to a level which you are happy with. This 
pacing of your exercises helps you to introduce things in a controlled and responsible 
manner.

Set yourself positive goals which are realistic, specific and measurable you will begin to 
see how you are progressing.

Prioritize your activities so that you are achieving things in the order that you would like 
to. Also if you are finding things difficult then you can have finished the tasks most 
important to you.

Exercise whenever possible, this will not only keep you fit and take your mind of things, 
but may also help you feel better. 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Managing your activity

Pacing & Spacing activities
Pacing is a technique that you can use to gradually increase your level of activity.

You will have good days, when you can get on with things around the house or do 
something that you enjoy, and bad days, when you can do very little. As time goes on, 
some people find that they have fewer good days and more bad days. Pacing is all 
about breaking this pattern and gradually increasing what you can do. It should be 
possible to pace any activity, although in everyday life, we are not used to doing things 
gradually - we like to get things done quickly. But pacing really does work!

Start by choosing one or more activities that you want to be able to do, or be able to do for 
longer, e.g. walking, sitting, standing, etc. If it's the first time you've tried pacing, don't be too 
ambitious. Choose an activity that you find difficult, but not impossible. Set a baseline amount of 
time that you can easily and comfortably achieve. Then practice that activity regularly, every day 
if possible, on good days and bad. Then gradually build up the amount of time you spend doing 
this activity, but never do more than you planned. Write down your times on each occasion and 
this will help you to see how much you're improving.
Pacing really does work; you can stay motivated by continually achieving a series of small 
goals!

Spacing involves breaking down an activity into manageable chunks and taking some time out 
between each chunk to rest and relax. By dividing up tasks in this way you can keep an eye on 
how you feel and how you are getting on with the task.
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Change your Perception

You know yourself that when you are in pain, you look like you are suffering, and other people 
perceive you to be in pain. Your environment then reacts differently to you. People tend to view 
you as a patient or sick person and no longer treat you normally.  If you change your outer 
behavior in such a way that it changes how "normal" people react, something also indirectly 
changes in your bodily processes and your pain is reduced. So, you should try to act as if you 
had no pain at all and see how other people respond. The goal is to no longer be treated as a 
"person in pain.” 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Monitor your Behaviors

Research and our experience with hundreds of patients show that if you can change 
your behaviors and attitudes, you will change your pain.  Certain attitudes and 
behaviors lead to more pain and others reduce the pain.  Review the following list and 
pay attention to what you do and think both when you are by yourself and when you are 
with others.

Identify whether the attitude is pain behavior or healthy behavior: 

I can do it.
I can't do it.
This pain is making me crazy.
Distractions help me the most.
I can do something against my pain.
I cannot endure this pain any more.
I will finish.
I will get better soon.
I am getting worse.
I am a lost cause.
My pain will never stop.
I need to take pain meds now.
No matter what I do, I cannot change anything regarding my pain.
I need to relax myself now.
When I stay calm and relax, I feel better.
I can help myself.
When will it get worse again?
There are worse things than my pain?
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Goal setting

Chronic pain can affect lots of different aspects of your life. You may find that you have 
had to give up going places or doing things that you used to enjoy because you are 
afraid that this may make you feel worse. Also, it may be a little frightening to think 
about starting something new.

Goal setting is rather like pacing - you can use it to gradually build up the activities that 
you do. It's all about giving you some control back, rather than letting the pain take over.

A goal is something that you would like to achieve. It may be going to the cinema, 
walking the dog, or playing with your children or grandchildren. You could have all kinds 
of different goals, and they can be either short- or long-term.

There are three golden rules for setting goals:

The goal must be realistic.
It must be something you can measure.
It should be your own goal - don't let someone else pick it for you.

Don't be too ambitious to start with – pick something that's important to you, but not 
impossible. Look to what's important in your life.
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The first step is to decide on your goal. Then think about all the things you need to do to 
achieve that goal. It might help to write all this down on a piece of paper. Say, for 
example, that your goal is to start driving your car again. There are lots of things 
involved in this:

Getting in and out of the car
Sitting in the driver's seat
Cling the door
Turning your head to look in the mirror
Twisting to put on your seat belt
Moving the pedals up and down
Leaning forward over the steering wheel
Release the handbrake
Changing gear
Concentrating on the road
Looking to the side as you pull out

Now look at each of these things in turn - what do you have problems with? If, for 
example, you have a problem with sitting, start by gradually increasing the amount of 
time that you sit in the driver's seat. Use the pacing technique to do this. To start with, 
you might only be able to sit for a minute or two, but after a few weeks, you should 
hopefully be able to build this up to 15
minutes or so. You may also want to make practical changes, such as back supports 
and wider mirrors.

It's important to review your progress regularly - about once a week if you can - and re-
think some of your methods if they're not working. Always remember that each small 
step is an achievement in itself, and that lots of small steps can help you take one big 
leap. Hopefully you'll be on your way back to a more active life.

Remember – always take time to enjoy your successes.
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Assertiveness / Communication

You can lose your confidence, finding it hard to express their needs. If you don't express 
your needs clearly, this can increase your tension, which as you know, can increase 
your pain. So it's important to communicate well and to be assertive. You can do this by 
following the simple tips given below.

Be firm and say what you mean

Try not to complain, plead or be apologetic

Don't shout or raise your voice, keep it calm

Make your message clear, don’t expecting people to guess what you're getting at

Don't tell people what to do, tell them why you're asking them to do something

Ask for help when you need it

When you ask, say 'I want' instead of 'I need' and 'I don't want' instead of 'I 
cannot'

Be precise and to the point - don't beat about the bush!

It’s ok to change your mind and to say ‘no’ without feeling guilty - be in control.
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Assertiveness Triangle

The large triangle has been divided into two, one part called the "Area of Choice and the 
other the "Area of Non – choice". In the area of choice we are in control of our selves 
and can manage our emotions and the behavior they lead to. We can use various 
strategies such as cooperative, aggressive, passive aggressive, purposely passive to 
achieve our goal using empathy.  Whereas in the area of non - choice we are not in 
control of ourselves or the situation and cannot manage the emotions we feel and the 
behavior they lead to; we become instinctive in our responses and are either passive or 
aggressive.
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Stress

Stress and tension can make you worse, so it's important that you learn how to cope 
with (or even avoid) stress. This involves knowing what it is and recognizing when you 
are suffering from it.

When undertaking activities you must be sensitive to the feelings that you are having, 
especially in relation to any pain that you may experience. Being aware of your 
emotions and taking action to calm yourself down and relax despite the pain will require 
practice and patience.

In our day-to-day lives, each of us faces physical and emotional demands from our 
friends, family, work and so on. Most of the time, we can cope with these demands and 
there's no problem. However, stress occurs when you find that you are unable to cope. 
As well as increasing the pain, this can make you quick-tempered, weepy, angry and 
frustrated. Chronic pain itself also causes stress.

Studies show that what is critical is how you perceive stress.  If you view stress as 
something that wears you down, it will and does.  However, stress is the natural bodies 
reaction to allow it to meet a challenge. It allows you to cope with unexpected and 
difficult situations. 

If you view your stress response as helpful, it will not have the harm generally 
associated with stress.  It creates resilience and the ability to cope. 

Oxytocin is expressed during stress.  It also increase stress resilience and encourages 
social interaction.  It makes you more trusting allowing additional social contact. 
Physically oxytocin protects the heart from the damage which can be caused by stress.
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There are a number of ways of coping with stress.

Being able to relax.
Having someone to talk to and confide in.
Being able to find a practical solution to the problem, rather than worrying.
Using pacing techniques and breathing exercises.

           Finally, and most importantly view your stress as something positive.
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Sleep

Those with chronic pain often find that they have problems sleeping. You might find it 
difficult to get off to sleep, or find that you wake up during the night. Unfortunately, the 
more you try to sleep, the harder it sometimes becomes. This can increase your stress 
levels, which can make the pain worse, which, in turn, makes it more difficult to sleep. 
So, it's like a vicious circle. If this sounds familiar, try following the advice below:

Try not to nap during the day, no matter how tired you feel - do something else.
Avoid tea, coffee, alcohol and cigarettes for 4 hours before you go to bed.
Wait until you feel tired before you go to bed.
Be aware of messages you give yourself - don't go to bed expecting not to sleep!
Try to go to bed at the same time each night.
Do not read, eat or watch TV in bed.
Make sure that your bed is comfortable - use pillows to support legs and back.
Use relaxation and breathing exercises in bed.
If you can't get to sleep, get up and do something, reading or relaxation 
exercises.

Get up at the same time every morning, regardless of how much you slept during 
the night - set your alarm clock if you need to

Remember – a good short sleep is better than tossing and turning all night.
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Exercise

You may be afraid to do exercise, but staying active, within realistic limits, is very 
beneficial.

When a person experiences acute pain, it makes them rest so that healing can take 
place. For example, if you sprained your wrist, the pain would stop you using it so that it 
can heal. However, with chronic pain, you may feel pain even if there is no injury and no 
healing. This pain causes you to avoid certain movements and activities, making your 
muscles and joints stiff. This, in turn, makes the pain worse - this is called the pain 
cycle.

Remember, unused muscles feel more pain than toned, flexible ones. Find an exercise 
plan that is suitable for you, and as you build up your strength, you will be able to do 
more exercise.
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Coping with flare-ups

From time to time, you may find that you experience periods of increased flare-ups. 
Although these flare-ups don't usually last very long, they often come on quickly and 
without much warning, so they can be difficult to cope with. It may be tempting to go 
back to your old habits, like taking more medication or going to bed. Try not to do this. 
Flare ups may happen, and if they do then all we can do is accept that. Coping with 
flare-ups is a skill and will grow with time and experience. You might also find that 
preparing in advance for any flare-ups can really reduce your distress.

Recognize what is happening

Don't panic

Take your medications regularly

If you are unable to continue for a couple of days, start slowly and re-set 
your goals if you need to

Try to think positively - negative thoughts can make things worse

Be kind to yourself!

If the flare-up carries on for more than a few days, contact your nurse or GP
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Relaxation

Learning relaxation techniques can be a very useful skill to help cope with and manage 
pain. Anxiety, tension and stress can make the pain worse. Also, the pain itself can lead 
to anxiety, tension and stress, so it's like a vicious circle. The trick is to break this cycle 
and relaxation can help you to do this.

It sounds easy, but learning to relax takes time. You have to practice everyday. Don't be 
too ambitious when you first start – also, it's best not to try the techniques if you're 
having a really bad day, as they probably won't work. However, as you get better at 
relaxing, you will be able to use the techniques when you are having a bad day, and you 
will even be able to practice when you're out and about, standing in a queue, sitting in 
the car, etc. You might find it useful to keep a relaxation diary - make a note of the type 
of relaxation exercise you did, when and where you did it, and how it felt. This diary 
should help you to see an improvement in your relaxation skills.
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Quick Relaxation
Use this quick, simple relaxation exercise whenever you feel tense. You can use it 
anytime, any place - when you're sitting down or even in crowded places.

Take one good, deep breath

Keep breathing slowly and deeply

Let your shoulders droop

Relax your hands

Take slow, deep breaths.

Tense and then relax different muscles of the body (e.g. hands, face, arms, 
legs).

This exercise takes about 10 minutes. Try to practice it as often as possible 
- once a day if you can.
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Deep Relaxation

Get prepared.

Find somewhere quiet. You might like to play some soothing music. Sit in a comfortable 
chair or lie down (on your front, back or side). Make yourself comfortable, e.g. you might 
want to bend your knees. Close your eyes and breathe deeply. Relax your body - let it 
go all loose and floppy

Relax your muscles.

As you breathe in and out, relax all the major muscle groups in turn Start with your feet. 
Is there any tension? If there is, release it and relax - and at the same time, say 'my feet 
feel calm and relaxed'. Do this three times, then move up to your calves, bottom, and so 
on.

Calm your thoughts.

Stay fully relaxed, and breathe slowly and regularly. Distract your mind by thinking about 
a relaxing, pleasant scene or playing some soothing music.

For example, imagine that you are in the countryside on a sunny summer 
afternoon. Imagine that you are slowly walking on your own through a field … 
you can feel the warmth of the sun streaming down from the blue sky. You can 
see the grass, the trees and the flowers in the field. You can hear the birds 
singing, and in the distance you can hear children's voices. Feel the ground 
beneath you as you walk, and walk slowly, looking at everything around you. 
Think about what you can see, hear, smell and touch. Focus all your thoughts on 
this scene, and remove any other thoughts or worries that may come to mind.

Spend five minutes fully relaxed physically and mentally.

When you want to get up, count backwards from four to one. You will hopefully feel 
refreshed, wide awake and calm. Keep this feeling with you when you carry on with your 
daily routine, and don't rush around too fast. Stay as calm as possible.

You can practice any of the exercises described above on your own, but why not 
consider joining a yoga or gentle movement group? For example, Yoga is particularly 
suitable for people with disabilities.

A self help guide for Chronic Pain   @ OPFL 2016                                      Page �  of �28 44



A self help guide for Chronic Pain   @ OPFL 2016                                      Page �  of �29 44



Breathing

The way that you breathe is very important. This may sound strange, as breathing is 
something we don't usually think about! However, when you are in pain, your breathing 
may be shallow or you may find that you are holding your breath. This can lead to 
tension, which may make your pain worse. The trick is to take time to think about your 
breathing, making sure it is slow and relaxed.  The rate of breathing affects both heart 
rate blood pressure

The exercise described below can help you do this. Your diaphragm is a band of muscle 
that sits just below your lungs. It helps you to breathe by moving up and down, forcing 
air in and out of the lungs. Normally, this happens spontaneously, you don't have to 
think about it. However, there is a technique called 'diaphragmatic breathing', in which 
you deliberately use your diaphragm to control your breathing.

To try it, follow the steps below.

Start off by making sure that you are comfortable.

Make sure that your back is well supported and put one hand on your 
upper chest and the other on your tummy.

Now close your eyes and focus on your breathing.

Notice how quickly you are breathing and try to slow it down

Take a long, slow, relaxed breath in through your nose. 

Push out your tummy (this helps your lungs to fill up) and feel the air 
gliding slowly down in to your lungs.

Hold it there for a few seconds, then slowly breathe out again through your 
mouth, with your lips slightly parted. 

Let your tummy fall - this helps get rid of the air from your lungs.

Take another long, slow breath in, pushing your tummy out, then breathe 
out, letting your tummy fall.

Think about your neck and shoulders - is there any tension there? If there 
is, bring your shoulders up towards your ears, then slowly lower them 
back down, loosening any tension.

Check for signs of tension in any other parts of your body.

Focus on your breathing again, taking slow, relaxed breaths in through 
your nose and slow, relaxed breaths out through your mouth. Imagine the 
tension flowing away with every breath out.
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Belly Breathing 

See.  Youtube - https://www.youtube.com/embed/eRIV2R3jzaQ”

Prāṇāyāma 
A Sanskrit word meaning "extension of the prāṇa or breath" or "extension of the life 
force". The word is composed from two Sanskrit words: prana meaning life force (noted 
particularly as the breath), and ayāma, to extend or draw out. 
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Surf the urge

Trying to ignore or suppress your cravings doesn’t work very well – the more you try not to think 
about having that jelly donut, smoke, drink, or hit, invariable the more you do think about it!

So you don’t ignore them… you fight them, right?

Well, battling against your cravings doesn’t always work that well either. Sometimes your 
cravings are just too strong for you to fight, and you relapse. Other times you are able to resist 
your urges for a while, but you find yourself spending a lot of time and energy each day 
engaged in an internal back and forth debate about whether or not to give in to your cravings – 
it’s like by resisting your cravings you feed them with your mental energy and in response they 
grow stronger and occur with more frequency.

So, if fighting against the craving doesn’t always work either - what can you do?!

Try just going with your cravings using a mindfulness technique known as urge surfing and you 
might find that though you still experience cravings, they no longer have the power over you 
they once did and you can literally glide over and down a craving as naturally as if you were 
surfing a wave on the ocean.

Urge Surfing
As the intensity of an urge builds it feels like it is going to keep on getting worse and if you don’t 
give in to it, it will last forever. In actual fact, if you can just wait it out it will peak in intensity after 
a few minutes and then gradually subside into nothingness; just as a wave crests and falls. 
Cravings very rarely last for longer than half an hour and are generally briefer in duration.1

The trick is to forget fighting or suppressing cravings but instead to learn a technique that asks 
you to experience a craving fully so that you rob that craving of its power over you.

Mindfulness
Urge surfing is a relapse prevention technique based on the principles of mindfulness 
meditation. By paying great attention to what a craving actually feels like, by maintaining 
awareness on the craving on a second by second basis and by avoiding passing value 
judgments about what you are experiencing (this is good, this is terrible, this will never end etc.) 
you learn to ride over waves of cravings and you rob these cravings of much of their power.

To get started with urge surfing try these three steps:

1. When you feel a craving coming on, sit down in a  comfortable chair (ideally in a place 
where you won’t be disturbed), put your feet flat on the floor and take a few deep breaths to 
relax yourself. Close your eyes and look inward into your body. Try to feel where in your 
body you experience sensations of cravings and describe to yourself what these cravings 
feel like in different parts of your body (for example "I feel a tightness in my legs and my 
stomach is kind of jumpy…").

2. Pick one area in your body that seems most affected by sensations of craving and focus 
deeply on these sensations as they pass by. To keep your mind from wandering, describe 
the sensations you experience in your chosen part of the body as they arise (for example 
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"my arm is kind of itchy, now it’s almost like a pins-and-needles sensation just below my 
elbow in my inner arm…It feels warm too now…") 

3. Next move to another affected part of the body and repeat the focused attention there, and 
then repeat with another part of the body. After a while, you will notice that the craving will 
have passed by.2

By learning a new way to experience cravings you learn to overcome them, and as you 
learn to experience your cravings in a mindful way, without judging and without giving in, you will 
find that in time the frequency and intensity with which you experience them will diminish.
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Work

A number of factors can contribute to back pain at work. For example:

Force. Exerting too much force on your back — such as by lifting or moving 
heavy objects — can cause injury.
Repetition. Repeating certain movements can lead to muscle fatigue or injury.
Posture. Slouching exaggerates your back's natural curves, which can lead to 
muscle fatigue and injury.
Medical conditions and lifestyle factors — such as obesity, sleeping position, 
poor physical condition, smoking and stress.

What can I do?

You can take steps to prevent back pain and injuries at work. For example:

Include physical activity in your daily routine. Maintaining a healthy weight 
minimizes stress on your back. For most healthy adults, the Department of 
Health and Human Services recommends 150 minutes a week (20 min per day) 
of moderate aerobic activity or 75 minutes a week of vigorous aerobic activity — 
preferably spread throughout the week — and strength training exercises at least 
twice a week. Combine aerobic exercise, such as swimming or walking, with 
exercises that strengthen and stretch your back muscles and abdomen.
Pay attention to posture. When standing, keep your weight balanced on your 
feet. Don't slouch. To promote good posture when sitting, choose a chair that 
allows you to rest both feet flat on the floor while keeping your knees level with 
your hips. If necessary, prop your feet with a footstool or other support. If the 
chair doesn't support your lower back's curve, place a rolled towel or small pillow 
behind your lower back. Remove your wallet or cellphone from your back pocket 
when sitting, to prevent putting extra pressure on your buttocks or lower back.
Lift properly. When lifting and carrying a heavy object, lift with your knees and 
tighten your core muscles. Hold the object close to your body. Maintain the 
natural curve of your back. If an object is too heavy to lift safely, find someone to 
help you.
Modify repetitive tasks. Use lifting devices, when available, to help you lift 
loads. Try to alternate physically demanding tasks with less demanding ones. If 
you work at a computer, make sure that your monitor, keyboard, mouse and chair 
are positioned properly. If you're on the phone most of the day, use a headset. 
Avoid unnecessary bending, twisting and reaching. Limit the time you spend 
carrying heavy briefcases, purses and bags. Consider using a rolling suitcase.
Listen to your body. If you must sit for a prolonged period, change your position 
occasionally, stand up or stretch whenever you feel tired.

A self help guide for Chronic Pain   @ OPFL 2016                                      Page �  of �34 44



Back pain can plague your workdays and free time. Take time to examine your 
environment and address situations that might aggravate your back. Even 
simple steps to ease back pain are steps in the right direction.

Can’t seem to get anything done?  Try the Pomodoro Technique.  Start with 10 
minutes, but with NO distractions.  Start with a couple of sessions per day.  
Increase slowly.

Pomodoro Technique
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Pain Medication Behavior

Pain medication intake is a good example of learned pain behavior:
 
It is clear that pain is uncomfortable and we want to it pain at any cost. Most of us wait 
until the pain is very strong before we take a painkiller. The pill reduces the pain and we 
feel better. Taking the pill thus causes something positive: the reduction of pain. It is a 
simple learning principle that we do things that feel good or end something unpleasant 
more often, because we have learned that they have positive consequences for us. So, 
we learn to take more and more pills because the pain goes away after taking them. 
taking pills will thus always feel positive, not because of ourselves (many of us would 
prefer to take less painkillers), but because of our bodies. The body automatically and 
unconsciously creates a connection between taking pills and the pleasant feeling that 
results from pain reduction.
 
We can only interrupt this learning process if we eliminate the correlation between 
taking pills and pain reduction.  When the body no longer remembers the connection 
between the two, the tendency to take tablets will ebb and we can take fewer and fewer 
pills. That is why it is so incredibly important to take the tablets not when the pain is 
particularly strong, but at a specific time of day. The positive effect, pain reduction, is 
then no longer connected with the pill, but with the time of day, and learning will be 
reversed. The body forgets the relationship between pain and drugs.
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What the right medication intake for chronic pain (not acute pain) looks like is 
summarized below:
 

1. Consumption should never be reliant on pain because we learn to take more and 
more.

2. Medicines are taken according to a fixed schedule.
3. If the plan is followed, reduction of drug quantity is very possible.
4. It is better not to take painkillers because they have side effects. Dependencies 

can arise and we need greater and greater quantities over time, and eventually 
pain medication itself can trigger pain.  

This plan is not medically monitored and you should consult your doctor and 
follow his advice, even if it is contrary to ours.  We do not know your specific 
condition and our advice is general in nature. It may not apply to you.  

For most persistent pain patients this advice will help you use your pain medication 
correctly and effectively. Pain medication reduction is an important part of effective pain 
relief. You always have the choice to resume old practices - including medication - after 
the treatment if you find the changes are not favorable, but you shouldn't dismiss this 
before you have even tried it!

Much has been written about opiates and opiate abuse.  Our take is that opiates cause 
the brain to produce more of the very pain receptors that they are blocking and that long 
term use can actually increase your pain.
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Summary - additional thoughts

There are various things that you can do to help keep on top of your pain. Although we 
cannot promise to reduce the pain, this guide can introduce you to ways that help it 
have less effect on the quality of your life and help you feel more in control. By learning 
ways to cope with chronic pain and understanding more about it, hopefully you can 
manage better to live.
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Practice gratitude: 

Write what you’re thankful for.

If you woke up tomorrow and only had the things you were thankful for today, what would you 
have?

By spending time each day expressing gratitude for all of the blessings in your life, you do two 
things. First, you recognize that even though things may not be exactly as you’d like, you are 
fortunate to have what you do. Second, the more blessings you are thankful for, the more you 
draw in or attract. It’s like they multiply.

Come up with a list of all of the things that you are grateful for and go over it when you get up in 
the morning and again before you go to bed at night. You can also take it one step further and 
pick someone from your past that you’re grateful for, get in touch with them, and let them know. 
Imagine the impact this could have on them…and you!
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Learn something new (every day!)

Learning something new makes you happier long-term. While it may cause you a little 
stress in the short-term, at least until you reach some level of comfort, the end result is 
a higher level of life satisfaction, making it more than worth the initial uneasiness.

What are some things you could learn that you haven’t already?

Perhaps painting, drawing, a language or writing? Or maybe you’d prefer something a 
little more physical like yoga or tai chi? Or you could even go all out and test your 
strength by trying out for American Bandstand Why not?

Spend less time with people who don’t lift you up

Cut down interaction with those who drag you down.

Think about the people in your life…do they give you emotional energy or take it away? 
If it’s the former, spend more time with them. If it’s the latter, keep your distance and 
you’ll be happier.
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STOP RUMINATING!

One way to get over this obstacle is to ask yourself:

“What is really the worst thing that could happen if (insert potential future bad situation 
here) were to come true?”

Thinking about a possible negative outcome can actually help you realize “that your 
anxiety or your fears about those situations were exaggerated.”

In other words, by truly thinking through potential situations and their outcomes, you’ll 
likely see that it isn’t a life or death deal.

Or you can do “The Work” an amazing process that will help you identify and question 
your harmful thoughts. This tool gives you four simple questions to ask yourself and 
allows you to experience the happiness of undoing those thoughts.
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Do fewer things, better.

1. Decide on what matters the most.
2. Say no to everything else.
3. When something falls in the gray area, re-read #2.

Of course, that's easier to say than do. Here are some tips:

1. When making your list, start with a low-level of abstraction.  Resist the 
temptation to make your list "high-level".  Try to be specific enough that the number 
of things that "fit" is a manageable number.  If you find yourself taking on too much 
(which you probably do), refine your filters and move to a lower-level of abstraction.  

2. Forgive yourself for having to say "no" to things not on your "fewer things" 
list.  

3. Remember that every time you say "no" to something you might have said 
"yes" to, it frees up time to focus on the things that matter.  And the more time 
you spend on the things that matter, the better you get at them.  By the way, the 
reverse of this is true to: Every time you say "yes" to something, you're saying "no" 
to something else.  Often, you're saying "no" to something more important.

4. Fight the FOMO (Fear Of Missing Out) emotion.  It's a killer. We all have it to 
varying degrees.  This fear that if we don't say "yes" to something, we're going to 
miss out on some big opportunity, small joy or new connection.  Yes, sometimes you 
will miss out, but that's OK.  Life goes on.  On average, you will be better off skipping 
some things, instead of trying to do too much.  More people fail from a gluttony of 
good activities than from being starved of them. 

5. As painful as it is, prune your prior commitments. If you are like me (and 
apologies if you are), you've said yes to a few things that you now sort of regret.  Get 
yourself out of those.  Be respectful, be understanding and be fair -- but be 
disciplined and true to yourself.  And just because you committed to something last 
year with no real "expiration date" doesn't mean you have to do it forever.  Things 
change.  On a related note:  For things that don't have an expiration date, remember 
that it's going to be just as painful to prune later as it is now -- why not give yourself 
the gift of some time back sooner?

6. Try to solve for outcome, not activity.  Figure out what you want to happen, and 
figure out how to best create impact.  Usually, optimal outcomes are not achieved by 
saying "yes" to a bunch of "good" activities (however well-intentioned).
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Give to others

There is something extremely satisfying about helping those around you. It doesn’t have 
to be huge acts of service either. Something as simple as opening the door for someone 
or giving a stranger (or loved one) a genuine compliment has the ability to make a huge 
impact on their day…and yours.

Make it a goal to do something good for someone each day…and the smile on your 
face will be as big as the one on theirs.

If you have time, you might also want to volunteer at a local charity or non-profit 
organization. Websites like ours can always use help otherwise VolunteerMatch, 
GiveBack and AllForGood can help you find something that’s right for you.
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We hope you will find this guide helpful. In order to get the maximum benefit, it is best to 
continue the exercises described here over a period of several weeks, as problems 
usually take some time to overcome. These approaches are tried and tested and most 
people find them beneficial if they persist. You are learning new, healthy habits which 
will stand you in good stead for the future. It is a good idea to keep this guide handy so 
that you can keep referring to it from time to time.

If, after a few weeks, you feel you are making little progress, then seek help in 
overcoming your problem. Your GP is the best person to talk to first. Your GP may 
suggest a talking treatment or tablets or both. He or she may suggest you see a mental 
health worker who can offer expert help with your problems.

If you feel so distressed that you have thoughts of harming yourself or you feel you are 
at risk of harming others, then visit your doctor as soon as possible and explain to him 
or her how you are feeling.

All rights reserved @ OPFL 2016 
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