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Introduction

Chronic pain affects about 20% of adults in America every year – and yet many sufferers feel left alone 

to manage their condition without any help.

We want you to know that you’re not alone on your pain management journey. That’s why we’ve put 

together this simple guide to help you learn more about proactive pain management and how to reduce 

chronic pain symptoms.

This quick guide will help you to:

- Learn about pain advocacy

- Understand why opioid alternatives could help you

- Discover self-care tips to manage your pain

- Communicate to your loved ones about how they can help, too

Remember: you can also find plenty of information about living with chronic pain  

on our website, too. 

How Pain Advocacy Improves Your Treatment Options 

Pain advocacy is your best chance at getting the most ideal treatment for your pain problems. It’s quite 

scary to approach at first, however, so here’s how to use advocacy to reach the best treatment plan with 

your physicians.

What is Pain Advocacy? 

Advocacy is where you, or someone on your behalf, speaks up about the problems that affect your  

daily activities. 

It’s easy to assume your rheumatologist, physiotherapist, or surgeon will understand your pain issues – 

but they are unique to you. That’s why it’s important to advocate for yourself: without speaking up, you 

could miss treatment opportunities.

Pain relief and pain management doesn’t  
have to mean you’re reliant on painkillers. 

How to manage 
your chronic pain  
in different ways
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How Does Self Advocacy Work? 

It really is as simple as talking to your consultant about what you feel you need to manage your pain and 

related conditions. If you don’t speak up, they won’t necessarily know what would be the best solution 

with you – and so you may end up on a treatment route you don’t want to take.

If you don’t feel confident speaking up at your medical appointments, bring an advocate with you. This 

could be a spouse or a friend, or even someone from a pain advocacy organization who is very familiar 

with representing pain patients.

Tips for Effective Advocacy 

Many people avoid self advocacy because they feel that the doctor knows best, or that they aren’t 

important enough to speak up about whether they want – or don’t want – a particular treatment.

However, it’s easy to become used to advocating for yourself with these simple tips.

1. Educate Yourself

Your medical staff are, of course, highly educated and will know a lot about your condition. However, 

they may have preferred treatment routes that they offer as standard.

Educate yourself about your condition, as well as typical – and alternative – treatment options for it. At 

your next medical appointment, discuss these options with your consultant to see if they may be a better 

fit for you.

2. Be Honest About Your Pain

You may feel like you don’t want to seem like you’re complaining about your pain – but if you don’t 

speak up, your doctor won’t know how much pain you’re really in.

Be honest about your pain with them. If it helps, keep a diary in the weeks running up to your next ap-

pointment that logs your pain on a scale of 1-10 each day. This will help your doctor to spot patterns and 

understand your personal pain experiences in-depth.

3. Get in Touch with Advocacy Groups

There are many pain and patient advocacy groups across the country who may be able to help you 

receive the best treatment option for your pain experience.

The International Association for the Study of Pain has a great section on advocacy resources, and is 

an ideal place to start.

Advocacy groups will be able to help you to learn more about managing your own advocacy, as well as 

put you in touch with other people who share similar circumstances to you. 

Moral support is an under-rated element of pain management, so join forums to learn from other people 

in your situation and receive additional support from them. 

What Happens if You Don’t Self-Advocate 

If you’re not open about how your chronic pain affects your daily life, or if you minimize the scale of the 

pain you experience, your doctor may underestimate the problem.

This often leads to standardized treatment plans, which involve stepping up through increasingly inten-

sive painkillers as you build up a tolerance to different drugs over time.
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Why Chronic Pain Sufferers Turn to Opioid Alternatives 

Painkillers are, of course, a key component for most chronic pain treatment plans. However, there are 

several problems with relying on painkillers to manage your pain.

It’s Easy to Develop a Tolerance 

Your body will naturally develop a tolerance to painkillers when you take them over extended periods  

of time.

This means that you’ll need increasingly higher, and often more frequent, doses – until you’re at the 

maximum safe limit. Once you’re at that stage, the painkillers won’t have the same effect, and you may 

feel that your pain is worse than ever.

You Risk Opiate Dependency 

A common problem in chronic pain sufferers is dependency on opiate-based painkillers. At least 21  

percent of chronic pain patients misuse their prescription, with 8 per cent becoming truly dependent.

Dependency, and even addiction, cause further problems. For example, you risk an accidental overdose 

by taking higher than the recommended amount. Or, you want to come off opiates – but have to strug-

gle with the effects of withdrawal, on top of managing your chronic pain.  

Side Effects Limit Your Daily Activity 

Painkillers are great for dulling the pain – but they dull a lot of other things, too. Many prescription pain-

killers mean you can’t drive when you’ve taken them, because they can cause you to feel drowsy or ‘out 

of it’. 

Other side effects, such as nausea, make it hard to maintain a regular healthy diet – something which is 

essential for the positive management of chronic pain conditions. 

 Important: Speak to Your Doctor About Your Prescription Painkillers 

If you want to stop taking your painkillers, make sure you talk to your physician first. You’ll often need to 

step down the dose over time, as it’s dangerous to suddenly stop this type of drug in one go.

Alternatives to Opioids for Chronic Pain 

There are many alternatives you can try as part of your pain management program. These will also work 

in conjunction with prescription painkillers to help reduce the impact chronic pain has on your life.

1. Massage Therapies

Massage increases blood flow to tight muscles. This, in turn, will aid your pain by helping to relax tension 

in the area that’s causing a problem.

Massage can also target areas of ‘referred pain’. This is where you hold pain in your body that’s caused 

by a problem somewhere else. For example, many people experience headaches when the real problem 

lies in the shoulder region.

Referred pain is often hard to spot, but a massage therapist is trained to recognize the typical patterns 

of connected pain areas in the body. They’ll be able to help you to relieve tension in other parts of the 

body as well as alleviate pain around your problem area.
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2. Physical Therapy

When you’re in pain, it’s tempting to try and limit movement of the joint or muscle causing a problem. 

However, gentle exercise that retains flexibility and mobility will help you to manage your pain in the 

longer term.

Keeping an area immobile is only ideal when the area must heal – such as in a torn muscle. Otherwise, 

gentle movement ensures the muscles retain their strength. This helps to support the joint or area in pain, 

much like a natural brace.

A physical therapist will be able to work with you to develop a gentle exercise routine that maintains 

your flexibility and health, without impacting the problem area or exacerbating the pain.

3. Electrical Stimulation

BioWaveGo is a portable TENS machine that uses electrical pulses to block pain pathways to the brain. 

It’s a safe way to reduce your pain, and can be used in conjunction with traditional painkillers or as an 

alternative.

4. Guided Exercise

A guided exercise program, such as a regular yoga class, is an ideal way to learn how to stay active and 

flexible to reduce your pain and improve your quality of life. While you can exercise at home, learning 

how to do so safely via a class or with a personal trainer is always recommended.

It’s always best to find a class with a teacher who knows how to adapt exercises to take into account 

your problem areas. Yoga, for example, is ideal for many pain sufferers as it is low-impact yet provides 

many benefits. Exercises can be adapted for people with pain in their joints, back, or neck, making it an 

ideal activity to consider.

Knowing the alternatives you can turn to, such as using electrical pulses and massage therapies, will 

help you to develop more ways to manage your pain. There are many more ways to help reduce the 

triggers of pain flare-ups, and manage the tough days, too.

Self Care Tips for Chronic Pain Management 

Self care is vital for every chronic pain patient, but it’s something that often slips down the list as life gets 

in the way. You may feel responsible for your family, spouse, work, or friends – but it’s important to put 

yourself first.

Stress exacerbates chronic pain conditions, so here are a few ways you can minimize stress to reduce 

and effectively manage your pain.

Make Changes for a Good Night’s Sleep 

Tossing and turning at night because of pain can stress you out even more when you know that the lack 

of sleep makes your pain worse, too.

Pain conditions interrupt the restorative stages of sleep. This, in turn, will affect your mood as well as 

your body’s ability to cope with pain during the day.

Improve your sleep routine by investing in a good quality mattress and pillows, and allowing yourself at 

least eight hours of sleep each night. You should also avoid stimulants, such as caffeine and alcohol, at 

least a few hours before bedtime.
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Try Meditation Techniques

Meditation can help you to learn how to cope with pain. It teaches you to calm your breathing, reducing 

anxiety and stress which would otherwise exacerbate your pain experience.

A simple meditation trick to try any time you feel pain uses a breathing technique to help you focus. 

Close your eyes, and breathe in through your nose for a count of 7. Hold your breath for five seconds, 

and then release it from your mouth for 6 seconds. Repeat this for a few minutes, focusing on counting 

your breath.

There are many apps to help reduce your stress and help you to focus your mind away from your pain. 

The Calm app, for example, has background noises and guided meditations that you can listen to as 

part of your pain management and stress relief strategy.

 Say “No” More Often 

Life gets busy – but there are ways you can have a quieter life without feeling like you’re  

disappointing anybody.

Learn to say ‘no’ to social engagements, school parent-teacher groups, work gatherings, and anything 

else that you actually don’t want to do but feel obliged to say ‘yes’ to. Explain to people that you are 

currently focusing on restoring your health, and that you’ll consider future events when you’re better.

You can also suggest alternatives, too. If saying ‘no’ isn’t an option, try to adapt the situation to benefit 

you and reduce the stress you’re under. For example, instead of going out to a busy restaurant, invite 

your friend over and cook dinner at home.

 Try Heat and Ice Packs 

Some people find that heat packs help to increase blood flow to sore areas, reducing tension and lessen-

ing pain. Others find that heat can exacerbate inflamed areas and make them feel worse.

The same is also said for ice packs: some pain patients prefer them, others need to steer clear.

Experiment with heat and ice to see how each affects your pain condition. When you know which works 

best for you, invest in the best heat or ice packs you can and make sure they’re easy to find and use 

even on your really bad days.

There are other ways to use temperature to reduce your pain, too. A warm bath, for example, can help to 

relieve tension and also improve your mental wellbeing.

 Use Technology to Track and Manage Your Pain

There are many apps for your smartphone available that can help you to track your pain. Keeping a 

diary by tracking with an app will help you to identify your personal pain triggers, so that you can avoid 

them in the future. 

You can also try exercise apps designed for physiotherapy-based exercise, or ones that will guide you 

through gentle stretching and yoga routines. These will help to keep you flexible and active, which is 

important in pain management.

Some pain technology also uses apps to help you control gadgets as well as manage your pain. The 

BioWaveGO app helps you to rate your pain score before and after using the portable BioWaveGO 

machine, so you can learn the best settings and times to use it for your pain. 
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 Maintain a Healthy Diet 

Some foods, such as sugar, are known to cause inflammation. Eat a healthy diet filled with plenty of fruit, 

vegetables, and lean meat to keep your body in the best health possible.

When the rest of your body is well nourished with plenty of vitamins, protein, and minerals, you will no-

tice an increase in energy and positive feeling – all of which contribute towards the reduction of  

pain symptoms.

A healthy diet is also a great way to start involving your family and friends in helping to manage your 

pain. Cook meals with them, and learn about good nutrition together: this social time will help you to 

maintain your relationships while doing something positive to managing your pain together, too.

How to Talk to Loved Ones About Pain 

It’s often hard to explain how you’re really feeling when it comes to chronic pain. You don’t want to feel 

like you’re complaining, so may downplay how bad your pain really is.

However, it’s important to find a trusted friend or family member who you can really open up to, to help 

manage your pain. Sharing how it affects the way you manage your life – as well as the impact it has on 

your self-esteem, image, and confidence – will help them to understand in more detail.

If you find it difficult to talk about your pain, try these tips:

1. Use a Pain Scale

Some people find it easier to talk about their pain on a scale of 1-10, rather than use descriptive words to 

try and explain it. 

Tell your family and friends what the scale means to you: where a 1 is “I feel almost normal today”, and a 

10 might be “I should see a doctor immediately”. It’s a quick and easy way to communicate how you’re 

feeling, without needing to talk much about it.

2. Write it Down

You may find that it’s easier to talk about your pain by writing it down in a journal. Share your writing 

with someone you trust, so that they can understand how your pain affects you – without having a 

difficult conversation about it.

3. Take them to Appointments with You

As well as acting as a pain advocate for you during medical appointments, it can also help to educate 

your spouse or loved one about your pain experience if they are able to talk to your doctor about it.

Once the conversation has been opened up in a medical setting, it’s often easier to continue communi-

cating about your pain afterward, too.

More Pain Management Resources 

We hope this guide has helped you to think about ways you can manage your chronic pain, as well as 

how you might find support from others in your journey, too.

To learn about more pain management tips, pain resources, and specific pain conditions such as arthri-

tis, head on over to our blog page.
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