
Pacing

Patient information leafl et

Pacing is a strategy to balance rest and activity in 
a measured way to help you cope more effectively 

with your pain or fatigue.

Community Health Services

Email:  feedback@leicspart.nhs.uk   Website:  www.leicspart.nhs.uk
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If you need clarifi cation or advice on any 
aspect of this treatment, please contact

your therapist:

Fiona Tunbridge         or         Lucy Lyon  

Tel: 01509 564 318



2
2

Good days and bad days
People with persistent pain or fatigue often fi nd that they 
experience fl uctuations in their symptoms, perhaps for no 
obvious reason.  Sometimes these “ups and downs” in pain or 
fatigue can be linked to activity levels.

A common problem is that some people try to do more when 
their pain or fatigue feels more tolerable, often trying to “catch 
up” and subsequently overdoing it.  Most people recognise that 
if they do this, their symptoms are made worse in the following 
hours or days. The result is that they are forced to do less, and 
their mood becomes lowered or more irritable.  We call this the 
‘over-activity / under-activity cycle’ as shown below. 

PAIN PAIN PAIN 

TIME 

REST REST 

A 
C 
T 
I 
V 
I 
T 
Y 

Pain/
fatigue

Pain/
fatigue

Pain/
fatigue



3

What is the alternative?
Pacing is a key strategy to break the over-activity/under-activity 
cycle. 

Pacing is not a cure for your condition, but rather it aims to help 
you cope more effectively with your pain or fatigue. It does 
this by reducing the peaks and troughs in your activity levels. 
Hopefully this will help put you back in control of your activities 
and allow you to cope better with your pain or fatigue. This 
should also reduce some of the exhaustion and frustration you 
may experience. 

“Pacing is balancing rest and activity
in a measured way”

The diagram below shows the change that pacing can have:
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Some people identify that they already pace themselves or their 
activities, because they break up their activities and take rests. 
For example:

“I stopped cleaning because I felt bad
and couldn’t do any more.”

“I walked for 30 minutes before I took a rest,
despite knowing that I would pay for it later.”

However, as shown on the previous page, this can still cause the 
over-activity/under-activity cycle. More effective pacing is not 
based on how much activity you can do or on how you feel - or 
on how much energy you think you have. Instead it involves 
deciding and planning the amount of activity that you can 
manage before you begin to experience symptoms of pain or 
fatigue, and sticking to it on a regular basis.

Practical pointers to pacing activity
Break the activity down into smaller and more manageable 
‘parts’. Spread the demanding ‘parts’ out over the day/week, 
rather than completing them in one go.

Plan in advance a set time when you will stop or break from 
an activity, rather than stopping at differing times based on 
how you feel. Set the time to stop when the activity is still 
manageable.  

On stopping an activity or task - either:

• Take a rest break   

• Incorporate a change of posture 

• Change or alternate the activity
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Some examples of pacing
• Iron fi ve items at a time, make a phone call, do fi ve more 

items etc.

• Mow the front lawn, read some of the paper, and mow the 
back lawn.

• Hoover one room a day instead of doing them all in one go.

• Plan rest breaks at set intervals on a long drive.

• Wash up the dishes, leave them to drip dry while you have 
a cup of tea, and put them away later.

• Sit down on a bench for fi ve minutes halfway round your 
dog walking route.

• Prepare vegetables whilst standing. After ten minutes 
change your posture to continue the task sitting down (set 
kitchen timer to prompt you). Continue posture changes 
every ten minutes.

Remember that the amount of activity in the examples 
above will differ according to the person. 

And fi nally….
The reason that we choose to do activities is complex. It is not 
just based on how physically able we are, but may also involve 
our level of motivation, our routines and habits and what we 
or others expect from us. It could also be infl uenced by the 
responsibilities that we have in our families, friendships and 
work or fi nancial commitments. 

This means that learning how to pace does not occur overnight 
and may feel like a challenging process. What many people 
have told us is that pacing requires time, effort and careful 
communication, but has improved their quality of life. 
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If you need this information in another language
or format please telephone 0116 295 0994 or
email: Patient.Information@leicspart.nhs.uk

Bengali

Traditional Chinese
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Arabic
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