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Pain Foundations 

Energy Conservation 
What is energy conservation?  

Energy conservation is doing activities in the most efficient way to limit fatigue, pain, and joint stress. 

Boom and bust activity pattern 

This is when you push through the pain to get 

your activities done.  

 

You will often flare up and then must rest for a 

longer time to recover. During your long rest 

times, you get very few activities done. You 

then need to push through pain again to get 

your activities done.   

This leads to the Pain and Fatigue Cycle. 

 

Pain avoidance activity pattern 

This is when you protect yourself by stopping 

activity as soon as there is pain, or you avoid 

all activity.   

 

Over time, inactivity leads to weakness and 

lower tolerance to activity. When you do 

activity, it is often harder and more painful 

because your body is not used to it. This can 

cause you to fear movement.  

This leads to the Cycle of Inactivity. 

Energy conservation can help you break these cycles.  
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The 5 principles of energy conservation 

Pacing Paying attention to how long you are doing activities. Having a good balance 

between rest and activity.   

 

Planning Looking ahead to organize your tasks, and your days and weeks, to have a good 

balance. Planning helps with efficiency and with reaching your goals.   

 

Prioritizing Making sure you spend your energy on the activities that are most meaningful 
and are time sensitive.  

 

Positivity Keeping a good attitude towards your daily tasks and your health. Including 

pleasant activities in your day.  

 

Posture Reducing the amount of effort you need for a task by putting your body in the 

best position to do the task, and also adjusting the things around you.  

 

 

Can you think of activities that you pace? 

Do you plan your activities? 

 

http://www.nyphotographic.com/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
http://alphastockimages.com/
http://alphastockimages.com/
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Pacing 

Pacing is about finding a good balance between activity and rest. When you pace effectively, you get 

more done. Your symptoms are less likely to bother you and you might have fewer and shorter  

flare-ups.  

 

 

Keys to pacing   

 Take short rests frequently in your day instead of just a few long rests. 

 Rest before symptoms increase. Rest to prevent fatigue and pain.  

 Use time, not pain or the completion of a task, to decide when to rest.  

Pacing is time-based 

 

  

https://pixabay.com/vectors/icon-alarm-clock-clock-time-157349/
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Pacing skill – finding baseline 

The first step to pacing is finding your starting point. Your starting point is called your baseline.   

Step 1: Measure your tolerance. Choose an activity that is difficult for you or that you want to 

more of. Measure the length of time you can do this activity before it is too uncomfortable. Repeat on 

3 separate days. 

Step 2: Calculate your baseline. Add the total length of time for all 3 days. Divide this number by 3. 

This is your average tolerance. Next, reduce the time it by 20%. To reduce by 20% you multiply the 

time by 0.8. This is your baseline.  

Step 3: Test it. Do the activity and stop when you reach your baseline.  

You might notice that you have fewer flare-ups. This means the baseline is right for you.  

If your pain got worse and is still more than pre-activity level after 2 hours, this activity is too much. 

You need to lower your baseline.  

Step 4: Challenge yourself. After 1 week of success at your baseline, you can slowly increase your 

time by 10%. 

My activity: Sitting for long periods is difficult 

Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 Tolerance 20% Baseline 

15 min 10 min 7 min 11 min ~2 min 9 min 

  Tolerance: (Day 1 + Day 2 + Day 3) divided by 3 = (15min + 10min + 7min) divided by 3 = 11 minutes of sitting 

  Baseline: Tolerance – 20% = (11 minutes x 0.8) = 9 minutes of sitting then change position 
 

My Baseline for   sitting               is    9     minutes.  

My activity   

Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 Tolerance 20% Baseline       

 

My baseline for _________________ is ______ minutes.  

My activity ________________________ 

Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 Tolerance 20% Baseline 
      

 
My baseline for _________________ is ______ minutes.  
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Pacing skill – activity and rest schedule 

If the activity that you want to do takes longer than your baseline, create an activity and rest 

schedule.   

Step 1: Know your baseline. See the Finding Baseline section above for details. 

Step 2: Choose a rest time. Choose a length of time for rest that you feel is enough.  

Step 3: Alternate activity and rest time. Do this until you complete your task, or as long as you can. 

Step 4: Monitor. If you have a good balance of activity and rest, you are much less likely to cause a 

flare-up. If you find that you are still doing too much activity, adjust your activity and rest schedule 

by doing one or both of these:  

 Take a shorter time for activity  

 Take a longer time for rest 

Step 5: Challenge yourself. After 1 week of success with your activity and rest schedule, you can 

increase your activity time by 10%. 

Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 Day 4 Day 5 Day 6 Day 7 

Activity: 

Laundry 

Activity: Activity: Activity: Activity: Activity: Activity: 

Activity 
Baseline: 

5 mins 

Activity 
Baseline: 

Activity 
Baseline: 

Activity 
Baseline: 

Activity 
Baseline: 

Activity 
Baseline: 

Activity 
Baseline: 

Rest Time: 

5 mins 

Rest Time: Rest Time: Rest Time: Rest Time: Rest Time: Rest Time: 

 

Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 Day 4 Day 5 Day 6 Day 7 

Activity: Activity: Activity: Activity: Activity: Activity: Activity: 

Activity 
Baseline: 

Activity 
Baseline: 

Activity 
Baseline: 

Activity 
Baseline: 

Activity 
Baseline: 

Activity 
Baseline: 

Activity 
Baseline: 

Rest Time: Rest Time: Rest Time: Rest Time: Rest Time: Rest Time: Rest Time: 
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Planning 

Planning means thinking about your daily or 

weekly schedule. Planning helps you:  

 follow your action plans. 

 reach your goals. 

 manage stress. 

 do your activities with fewer steps. 

Make sure you schedule enough time for each 

activity and include enough breaks. Plan to do 

your most challenging activities at the time of 

day when you are the strongest.  

Balance your activities. 

 Space out heavy and light tasks. 

 Alternate between sitting and  

standing activities. 

Plan tasks in steps. For example, cut 

vegetables, rest, and then cook later. 

Think about when you might need help or a 

rest day. Add that to your plan.  

Prioritization 

Decide which task is most important or is your 

priority. Spend your energy on the most 

important task first to make sure it gets done.  

You might want to wait until a later day to do 

some tasks. For example, wait to do a difficult 

task until someone is available to help you.  

You might want to skip any unnecessary tasks.  

Positivity 
How we think, and what we believe, affects 

how we feel.   

Think about what you expect from your daily 

activities. Is what you expect allowing you to 

enjoy your activities? You might want to 

change what you expect.   

Try to include pleasant activities in your 

schedule. Give them high priority.  

 Look for ways to do a task in a way that 

makes it more enjoyable. While doing 

the task you might try listening to music 

or talking to someone you care about.  

 Think of the positive parts of the activity.  

 Use positive self-talk to keep motivated.  

 Compare yourself to your progress last 

week instead of before your injury. 

 Write down things you have done and 

celebrate your success. 

Examples of pleasant activities 

Draw or paint Try a new food 

Write in journal Go for coffee 

Watch a movie Star gaze 

Watch the sunset Go to library 

Visit or call a friend Visit a park

Read a book Be in nature 

Listen to music Write a letter or email 

Knit Play cards 

Meditate Have a picnic 

Go for walk Play an instrument 

Play a board game Volunteer 

Play with pet Cook a meal or bake 
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Planning and prioritizing skill – weekly planner 

Step 1: List activities 

On a blank piece of paper, write down all the activities you want to do in the next 7 days. Include 

appointments, household chores, errands, phone calls, emails, social activities, exercise, and self-care. 

Be sure to include some pleasant activities. 

Step 2: Organize activities 

Think about each activity in your list and decide if it is a ‘Must Do’, ‘Want to Do’, ‘Can Delegate’, or 

‘Pleasant Activity’. Write the activity in the correct column in the worksheet below.  

For the ‘Must Do’, ‘Want to Do’, and ‘Can Delegate’ columns, rank the activities by priority from 1 to 

10. Start by writing 1 next to the activity you feel is the most important in that column. Write 2 next to 

the activity you feel is the second most important for that column. Continue to write a number for 

each activity based on its priority.  

Worksheet 

Must do Want to do Can delegate Pleasant 

Activity 
Priority  
1-10 

Activity 
Priority 
1-10 

Activity 
Priority 
1-10 

Activity 
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Step 3: Schedule ‘Must Do’ activities 

Start with the highest priority activity (number 1 in priority) from the ‘Must Do’ column. Write it into 

the Weekly Planner that is below. Then go to second priority activity and add it. Continue adding 

activities in order of priority. Consider re-scheduling lower priority activities to another week if your 

schedule is too full.  

Step 4: Schedule ‘Pleasant’ activities 

Now add your ‘Pleasant’ activities to your Weekly Planner. Make sure you include enough time  

for breaks. 

Step 5: Schedule ‘Want to Do’ activities 

Lastly, add your ‘Want to Do’ activities to the Weekly Planner. Start with the greatest priority activity.  

Leave any activity that does not fit in your Weekly Planner this week on your list for next week. 

You might want to schedule some time in your Weekly Planner to tell people about the activities 

from your ‘Can Delegate’ list.  
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My Weekly Planner for ____________________ 

 
Morning Afternoon Evening 

M 
   

T 
   

W 
   

Th 
   

F 
   

S 
   

Su 
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Posture 

Posture is the way you hold our body when 

standing, sitting, walking, working, and 

exercising. Posture looks at the position of the 

body parts to one another and to  

the environment.  

Good posture is posture that puts the least 

strain and stress on your body. As you pay 

more attention to your body’s position, good 

posture becomes more natural. Your muscles 

that protect and support your spine  

become stronger. 

Why posture matters 

Your spine is involved in all postures and 

activities. Chronic pain can cause you to 

develop poor posture that can make  

symptoms worse. 

Good posture can make it easier to do your 

daily activities. Using good posture can send 

positive information to your brain and  

prevent injuries. 

Ways to have good posture   

 Try to have your spine in a neutral 

position. This puts less stress on  

your body. 

 Try to avoid movements that repeat often.  

 Move closer to objects that are far away 

instead of reaching far.  

 Change your posture and activities often. 

 Separate heavy items that you need to lift 

into several lighter pieces if possible. 

 Use larger muscle groups  

whenever possible. 

Standing  

 Stand up tall with your feet wide apart 

for a stable base.  

 Pull your chin in. Relax your shoulders 

down and back.  

 Lift your chest forward and up.  

 Keep your knees relaxed and  

slightly bent.  

 Place one foot on a footstool or other 

object to ease tension in your back. 

 Wear flat shoes and stand on a 

cushioned mat if you stand for a  

long time. 

 Raise or lower work surfaces.   

Working at a counter 
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Sitting 

 Keep a natural spinal curve. Use a 

lumbar support or a rolled up towel to 

support the curve in your lower back. 

 Sit evenly on both buttocks.  

 Adjust your chair height to keep your 

knees level with your hips.  

 Have three fingers width space from the 

back of your knee to the end of the chair. 

 Support your feet flat on the floor or on 

a footrest.  

 Relax your shoulders. 

 Relax your breathing.  

If you have sat for a long time, take a break. 

Stand up. Move around. Stretch.  

Working on a Computer 

Lifting 

 Stand square to the item you are lifting. 

 Keep a stable and wide base. 

 Keep a natural spinal curve. 

 Relax your shoulders. 

 Relax your breathing. 

 Keep your core muscles engaged. 

 Lift with your legs. 

 Keep your heels on the ground  

for balance. 

 Keep the item close to your body.  

 

If the item that you are lifting is heavy and 

must travel a distance, you might want to lift 

in stages. For example, first move the object 

from the floor onto a chair. Rest. Then move 

the object from the chair onto the counter.  

Instead of lifting, you might decide to slide the 

object. It is better to push an object than pull it. 

Your body stays more even, and you can use 

your body weight to assist you. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://opentextbc.ca/h5ppsychology/chapter/what-is-industrial-and-organizational-psychology/
https://opentextbc.ca/h5ppsychology/chapter/what-is-industrial-and-organizational-psychology/
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Sleeping

Lying on your side 

Use one or two pillows, or a contour pillow, 

to keep your neck in line with your spine. 

Your pillow should be thicker when side 

sleeping due to the distance between the side 

of your head and shoulder. 

Use a pillow between your knees to help keep 

your spine aligned. A u-shaped or body 

pillow works well for this too. 

You might want to add a pillow along your 

back, under your waist, or under the top arm 

to help align your spine. 

 

Lying on your back 

Place your pillow under your head and neck. 

The bottom of your pillow should line up 

with the top of your shoulders. 

Use a pillow under your knees to decrease 

tension on the lower back. 

You might want to put a pillow under your 

shoulders, arms or lower spine.  

 

Avoid lying on your stomach 

Try to sleep on your side or back. Sleeping on 

your stomach causes your lower back to arch 

and forces your neck to the side in an 

unhealthy position.  

If you do choose to sleep on your stomach, 

use only a thin pillow for your head and 

place a pillow under your hips. You might 

also want to place a pillow under your shins 

for knee and ankle comfort.  
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Daily tasks 

Everything you do during the day needs energy. Daily tasks often bring on pain and fatigue, 

especially when you are in the Pain and Fatigue Cycle or the Cycle of Inactivity.  

Here are ways that the 5 P’s of energy conservation can help you save energy and reduce flare-ups as 

you do your daily tasks. The 5 P’s will also help you avoid getting into the cycles.  

What daily tasks are difficult for you? 

How could you modify? 

Personal care 

Taking a bath or shower 

If bathing is tiring for you, try taking a bath 

or shower every other day. Take a sponge 

bath instead. 

Install grab bars for extra support when 

getting in and out of the shower or tub. 

Use a shower chair or tub transfer bench to sit 

on. It is easier to get in and out of a tub if you 

are on a chair instead of sitting in the bottom 

of the tub. 

Use a hand-held showerhead if you sit on a 

chair. This will help you control the  

water flow. 

 
  

Use a sponge with a long handle to wash 

your back and feet. 

Instead of drying off with a towel, put your 

bathrobe on right away. Leave it on until you 

are dry.

 

Getting dressed  

Choose clothes that: 

 are easy to wear and loose fitting 

 do up in the front or pull on 

 have zippers, elastic waistbands, large 

buttons or Velcro. 

Sit down to get dressed. Use tools to help you 

dress, such as:  

 a long-handled reacher 

 

 long-handled shoe horn 

 

 

 a sock aid to help you pull on your socks 

without bending forward  

 shoe laces that don’t need tying  
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Organizing kitchen 

Setting up your kitchen  

Consider placing a high stool in the kitchen 

so you can alternate between sitting and 

standing. Also, keep a step stool in the 

kitchen for reaching up into high cupboards. 

Think about where you put items. 

 Keep items you use often: 

-near each other  

-within easy reach  

-around the level of your waist 

 Keep clean dishes you use every day in 

a drying rack or stacked on the counter. 

 Keep heavy items on the counter. 

 Put items back where they belong after 

use.  

Think about the types of items you use. 

 Use lightweight utensils and pots, such 

as anodized aluminium instead of  

cast-iron. 

 Use non-stick pots and pans so they are 

easier to clean.  

 Use sharp knives to decrease effort 

when cutting. 

 Consider electric tools like can openers, 

carvers, mixers, and choppers.  

Grocery shopping 

Planning your meals in advance  

Choose recipes that: require less stirring and 

less attention. Consider one-pot meals such as 

casseroles, soups and stews. 

Keep meals in the freezer and reheat them on 

days you have less energy. 

Planning your trip to the grocery store 

Make a list of items you need. Take it with 

you to the store. 

You might want to go to a smaller store to 

limit how much you need to walk in the store. 

Shopping at the grocery store 

Use a shopping cart. Place heavy items near 

the handle. 

Ask someone to help you reach high or low 

items. Ask to have your bags packed lightly 

so they are easier to carry. 

Find a place to sit for a break. 

Unpacking groceries 

Place perishable items in a 

cooler so that you can rest when 

you get home and unpack later.  

Use a small, wheeled cart to 

bring your groceries into your 

home. Bring a few bags at a 

time. Place groceries on the 

counter to sort. 

Order groceries online  

When entering your order, include a message 

asking to have bags packed lightly so they are 

easier for you to carry from the door into  

your house.  

Choose a delivery time that is a time when 

you usually have energy.  
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Preparing food 

Consider making extra food so you have 

enough for another meal or two.  

Set out the items you need before you start. 

Don’t forget to use your electronic tools.  

Put a cloth underneath heavier items so you 

can slide them along the counter instead  

of lifting. 

Sit as much as you can. 

Washing dishes 

If you have a dishwasher, use it as much as 

possible. Sit on a chair to load and unload  

your dishwasher. 

Sit on a high stool to wash your dishes. Place 

one foot on a stool or edge of the counter to 

relieve pressure in your back.  

Place a plastic container upside-down in your 

sink to raise the height of the sink bottom. 

Let pots and pans soak in hot soapy water. 

Let dishes air dry in a drying rack on  

the counter. 

Put a few dishes away at a time. 

Doing housework 

Cleaning 

Do only one heavy job a day. Clean one room 

at a time. Try to keep your home tidy every 

day so there is less to clean. The following can 

make cleaning easier:  

 Have a basket or small bag at the 

bottom of the stairs to collect items. 

Take them up on your next trip.  

 Use a bucket with a handle to carry 

cleaning supplies. 

 Use lightweight equipment, such as a 

lightweight vacuum or mop. 

To do less bending, try the following:  

 Sit to clean when possible. For example, 

sit on a chair in the bathtub or shower 

stall to clean.  

 You might want to try these tools:  

-long handled cleaning tools, like a 

 dustpan and brush 

-long-handled reacher to pick up 

 items off the floor 

 Use Golfer’s Lift to pick things up or 

to reach. 
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Doing laundry 

Carry laundry in a rolling cart or mesh bag 

that you can drag. If washer and dryer are 

downstairs, throw the clothes down the stairs 

in bag instead of carrying them. 

If possible, place the washer and dryer on 

risers to decrease the amount of  

bending needed. 

 Do laundry in smaller loads. 

 Sit on a chair or stool to put clothes in 

and out of the washer and dryer. 

 Place smaller items in a mesh bag, 

making it easier to remove from the 

washer and dryer. 

 Remove clothes from dryer and fold 

them right away instead of ironing. If 

you do iron, use a lightweight iron and 

sit to iron.  

 Sort clothes on a table or counter.  

Making your bed 

Use lightweight blankets. 

Make one side of the bed. Then move around 

the bed to finish each side. 

Put one knee up on the bed if you are 

stretching the bedding across the bed. Try 

to keep your back straight as you lean.  

You might want to try an ergonomic bed 

sheet-tucking tool. 

Doing yard work 

Doing outdoor chores 

Remember to take rest breaks when you are 

doing outdoor chores. Sit as much as possible 

while you work. 

Use ergonomic and lightweight tools. Keep 

similar tools stored together for 

convenience. Try these tools:   

-a folding or rolling stool  

-a garden kneeler 

-a wheeled cart to transport items 

 

Mowing the lawn 

Use a lightweight mower. Do the mowing 

over several days. 
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Driving 

Getting into your car and positioning 

Sit down on the seat first to get into your car. 

Keep your knees together. Then swing your 

legs in.  

When you need to change your position, you 

might want to pull your car to the side of the 

road.  

 

Driving your car 

Consider which of the following might be 

helpful for you when driving.   

 Portable handle to help you get in and 

out of the car 

 Clip on armrest to support arms for 

neck and shoulder pain 

 Lumbar support cushion to support your 

back. Or, adjust the seat for support. 

 Neck pillow to support your neck 

 Blind spot mirrors and a wide-angle 

rear-view mirror to help you see more 

 

 



Energy Conservation - continued 

www.fraserhealth.ca 

This information does not replace the advice given to you by your healthcare provider. 

Catalogue #267837 January 2023    Page 18 of 21 
To order: patienteduc.fraserhealth.ca  

What stood out to me in this section? 

Pacing 

  

  

  

Planning and Prioritization 

  

  

  

Positivity 

  

  

  

Posture 

  

  

  

Questions I still have on this topic 
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Energy conservation skill – exploring activities 

This worksheet will help you use the 5 P’s of Energy Conservation to problem solve an activity.  

See the getting groceries example below. Then try with one of your own activities on the empty 

worksheet on the next page. Choose an activity that you are still finding difficult. Write your activity 

in the first blank. Write why it is important to you in the first row. To plan and prioritize activities, it 

is helpful to know why this activity is important to you. Continue to fill in each of the rows.  

My Activity getting groceries 

 

Why is this activity 

important to you? 
We need food 

Must pack lunches 

 

I like to eat 

Family depends on me for this task 

 

What steps does this 

activity involve? 
Driving to store and back 

Standing in line 

Reaching for items 

Heavy lifting 

 

Walking 

Loading groceries 

Unpacking groceries 

Long time 

 

Which steps are 

challenging for you? 
Standing in line 

Reaching for items 

Heavy lifting 

 

Walking 

Loading groceries 

Unpacking groceries 

Long time 

 
What can I do differently? 

What am I willing to 

change?  

Think of the 5 Ps:  

Pacing 

Planning  

Prioritization 

Posture 

Positivity 

 

Pacing 

I can break up a big 

grocery shop into 

smaller shops 

I can take breaks by 

sitting at Pharmacy 

I can take a rest 

when I get home, 

then go back to 

unload the car 

 

Planning and 

Prioritization 

I can choose a time of 

day that I am my 

best at 

Go when its less busy 

to avoid line ups 

I can meal plan so I 

know what I need 

I can make a grocery 

list 

This will save me time 

and stress 

Plan to go with 

helper 

 

Posture  

I can use proper 

lifting technique  

Bring reacher for 

things down low 

Always use buggy 

Positivity or 

Mindset 

Ask for help 

loading 

Get kids to unload 

Perhaps I order 

online when I am 

more flared 
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My Activity   

Why is this activity 

important to you? 

 

 

What steps does this 

activity involve? 
  

Which steps are 

challenging for you? 
  

What can I do differently? 

What am I willing to 

change?  

Think of the 5 Ps:  

Pacing 

Planning  

Prioritization 

Posture 

Positivity 
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Resources 

Videos 

Proper Lifting Technique 

Learn how to lift objects off the ground in this 3-minute video. 

 A physiotherapist demonstrates the correct position of the body.  

Focus is to prevent back injuries.   

Computer Ergonomics 

Learn the best posture and positioning for sitting at a computer. A two-

minute animated video with no audio.  

Websites 

Daily Living with Chronic Pain – Fraser Health 

Read tips for living with chronic pain. Explains the 5 P’s.  

Tips for Everyday Living – Live Plan Be 

Read articles, watch videos and listen to audio. Tips to help you  

conserve energy and function well in your home environment.  

Assistive Devices and Tools to Ease Chronic Pain – Live Plan Be 

Learn how to use assistive tools and techniques. Includes two videos 

 by Occupational Therapists. Videos demonstrate bathing, food  

preparation, housekeeping, gardening and more.  

Pacing – Toronto Academic Pain Medicine Institute 

Check out the learning module on pacing. Learn to make a pacing plan.  

Apps 

Calendar Apps 

Use your cell phone calendar or computer calendar to help with planning and pacing or try a calendar 

app. Connect your family’s calendar into your calendar.  

Books 

How to Make Your Computer Workstation Fit You by WorkSafe BC.  

Go to link to download book for free or buy a paper copy.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PTFBQYxAi_U
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nnpHLxlj3fQ
https://www.fraserhealth.ca/health-topics-a-to-z/chronic-pain/patient-resources-and-pain-programs/managing-your-pain#.Yw443EfMKUl
http://www.liveplanbe.ca/pain-education/everyday-living
https://www.liveplanbe.ca/pain-education/everyday-living/assistive-tools-techniques-to-ease-chronic-pain
https://tapmipain.ca/patient/managing-my-pain/pain-u-online/pacing-module.html
https://www.worksafebc.com/en/health-safety/hazards-exposures/ergonomics

