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NON-DRUG STRATEGIES FOR PAIN MANAGEMENT

Pain and relaxation do not occur together naturally. In fact, the body usually responds to
pain (or an injury) by tightening muscles. Some patients also experience emotions such as
frustration, anxiety, and anger, which all tend to increase muscle tension levels even further.
Because the way a person responds to emotional stress can affect pain severity, breaking the
cycle between muscle tension and pain is important in self-managing pain. Doing relaxation
exercises is one way to decrease muscle tension, reduce emotional stress, and decrease level of
pain.

Relaxation Techniques

There are different kinds of relaxation techniques and you can choose which one works
best for you. Some of these techniques include: diaphragmatic breathing, autogenic relaxation,
imagery, meditation, and progressive muscle relaxation. The following section provides a
sample of instructions for relaxation strategies that can be used to help with decreasing pain.
There are Podcasts, App’s, commercial books and tapes/CDs available to help you learn to do it
effectively.

1. Diaphragmatic (or Abdominal) Breathing

Make yourself as comfortable as possible in a sitting or reclined position. Place one hand
on your chest and one hand on your abdomen. As you breathe in through your nose, let your lungs
and abdomen area fill with air and expand out. As you breathe out, let those areas gently empty
and sink back in. You should feel the hand on your abdomen moving as you breathe. Abdominal
breathing can feel awkward at first, but with practice it becomes easier and you can relax your
hands by your side. Once you become familiar with this breathing technique, close your eyes and
slowly breathe in through your nose, imagining your lungs and body filling up with warm air. Slowly
breathe out through your mouth and imagine tension leaving your body.

At first, try to practice 5-10 minutes when you are not experiencing pain so that you become
comfortable with this technique. Try to practice two times a day. You will gradually be able to
increase the time spent on this form of relaxation and use it when you are experiencing pain or
stress.

2. Progressive or Deep Muscle Relaxation

This exercise is based on the idea that when our muscles are tense, we feel unsettled
and anxious and when our muscles are relaxed we fee calm and peaceful. The purpose of the
exercise is to train you to better identify when your muscles are tense and to learn how to relax
them in these situations. To do so, you will need to practice tensing each muscle group below
for about 5 seconds, and then relax that same muscle group for about 10 seconds. When you
are tensing, it is not necessary to create high levels of tension — simply tense the muscles firmly
but not enough so that you feel pain. If you feel pain, cramping or trembling, you are tensing too
much.

As you release the tension in each muscle group, say the work “RELAX” slowly to
yourself. Focus on the word and on the feeling of relaxation as the tension flows out of your
muscles. Tense and relax each group of muscles twice before moving on to the next group of
muscles.
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To begin:

Tense and relax each muscle group in order. Remember to tense and relax each group
twice before moving on to the next group.

1. Clench your right fist

2. Clench your left fist

3. Tighten the bicep muscles in your right arm

4. Tighten the bicep muscles in your left arm

5. Bring your right shoulder up towards your ear

6. Bring your left shoulder up towards your ear

7. Tighten the muscles of your forehead

8. Tighten your jaw and grit your teeth

9. Tighten the muscles in your stomach

10. Stretch out both legs in front of you and point your toes towards the ceiling.

After you have tensed and relaxed each muscle group twice, sit quietly for several minutes
with your eyes closed. Sit and enjoy the relaxation.

3. Straw Breathing

Sit comfortably with your back straight but not stiff or tense (face, neck and shoulders soft and
relaxed).

Inhale fully through your nose and then purse your lips as if you had a straw in your mouth and
exhale fully and slowly through the straw. Make sure you exhale fully, but be gentle; do not force
the breath out.

Inhale through your nose again, then exhale through the imaginary straw in your mouth. (Could
use a real one if you had one.)

Try to breathe down into your abdomen. Feel the rising movement of your abdomen as you
inhale, and falling movement of the abdomen as you exhale.

Counting helps; inhale for the count of 4 and exhale a little longer, say for the count of 6-8.
Continue with this practice for about 5 minutes or longer.

4. 4 - Square Breathing

While sitting, breathe in through your nose for a count of 4, taking the breath into your stomach.
Hold your breath for a count of 4. Release your breath through your mouth with a whooshing
sound for a count of 4. And hold breath again for 4 seconds. Then repeat. Breathe in again for a
count of 4, repeating the entire technique 3-4 times or more in a row.
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5. Imagery

Prepare yourself as described in the other relaxation practises - a comfortable, relaxed
posture, spine straight — alert, but not ridged. Face, neck, and shoulders relaxed. Begin
diaphragmatic breathing, but along with the release of tension imagine yourself being in a pleasant
and comfortable setting. You may choose a place you have actually been before (e.g., beach,
cabin) or you can use your imagination to create a peaceful and comfortable environment in your
mind. Once you have thought of where you would like to “go” imagine it in as much detail as
possible by pulling in every sense (i.e., sight, sound, smell, touch, and taste). If you think of a
beach you might feel the warm sand on your back and the sound of waves falling on the shore.
Think of the palm trees moving in the breeze, the smell of the ocean or tropical flowers, and some
food you ate at the beach. Once you have reached your “destination,” take time to think of it as
vividly as possible and enjoy the relaxation that comes from being there.

kkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkk

In addition to relaxation, there are other techniques that can help with pain management. Some
people tend to focus on their pain so much that it is not uncommon for their levels of pain to
increase. There are many strategies you can use to help deal with a preoccupation with pain. One
common consequence of a chronic pain problem is the tendency to focus increasingly upon the
pain sensation itself:

Distraction

One strategy is to do activities that distract you from focusing on your pain. This is useful for
brief periods to help interrupt the focus. For example, you can do a “thinking task” that requires
effort and focus (e.g., subtracting the number 7 from 1000, and then subtract 7 from the result, and
so on). More complex distractions can include doing an activity that you enjoy such as reading,
watching an interesting movie, doing a crossword puzzle, listening to music, talking on the phone,
playing computer games, or going for dinner with friends.

Balanced Thinking

Negative or exaggerated thoughts are a common reaction to continued pain problems.
Sometimes a person’s thoughts reflect hopelessness in dealing with pain. Thoughts such as “|
can'tdo it,” or “Now | can't do anything,” or “My life is over,” can sometimes result in distress and
anxiety. However, these thoughts can be challenged and replaced by more accurate views such
as, “I can control my tension by relaxing my muscles and breathing easily and steadily,” or “I can
manage this pain episode by focusing my attention away from it,” or “My pain is severe right now
but this is only a temporary situation.” These statements are realistic and focus on what you can
do rather than what you cannot do. They lead to reactions that help reduce anxiety and distress
that might be increasing pain. Self-statements such as, “I can't,” lead only to withdrawal or
inactivity, so they should be replaced with realistic statements. Each episode of pain becomes a
signal to use pain control strategies rather than to assume that you have no control over the pain.
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