
Pain Flare-Up Plan (PFP)
Managing Flares of Persistent Pain

Understanding and Accepting The Flare-Up

A flare is a period when your pain symptoms get worse and can feel difficult to cope with.

Symptoms can include sudden and intense pain, fatigue, aches, stiffness and tension. This can
last from days to weeks.

Pain flares can be unpredictable and occur without warning. Many people feel able to cope
with their day-to-day activities if the pain stays the same, but during a flare-up it might feel
like the pain is overwhelming. People often say they feel a sense of helplessness. Flare-ups are
a normal part of long-term pain. They’re not necessarily a sign that things are getting worse.

Sometimes there isn’t an obvious cause for a flare-up, but a lot of people recognise that
certain things can trigger a flare up for them. Triggers are different from person to person
but some examples might be: overdoing things, doing something differently, not sleeping
well, undergoing physical, emotional or mental stress, being inactive, overweight, or not
eating a healthy balanced diet.

Flare-ups can be part of having persistent pain. Flares are also not consistent and can vary
in symptoms from flare to flare. However, there are things that can be done to reduce how
often you have a flare-up and help you to manage a flare when it happens.

Pain Triggers

Try and think of things that trigger a pain flare up for you and write them below. 
If you are struggling to think of any, you can keep a diary or journal of activities you do and when
pain flares occur to see if you can see a pattern. 

Example: When I’m having a good day, I tend to do too much housework, then my pain gets much
worse for a few days after that.
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Warning Signs

Many people recognise there are changes to how they feel, move, sleep or act that tells them a
flare may be coming. Noticing these can be a good opportunity to change some behaviours or
things you’re doing to try and stop the flare from progressing. 
Have you noticed any warning signs that come before your pain gets worse? If so, write some down.

Example: I wake up stiffer than normal and know the pain will follow.
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Managing the Triggers and Warning Signs

If you know what might trigger a flare and can recognise when that flare-up might be starting,
there is an opportunity to try and stop it getting worse, or even to stop it completely. Write down
ways you can manage the triggers and warning signs before you get a flare.

Example: I will pace myself by having a pacing plan so I don’t do too much on even on my good days,
and I will put in plenty of rest periods.

Hopefully, managing triggers will reduce how often you will have flares, but it is still good to plan
for a flare. If you plan for a pain flare-up, you will be less upset or frustrated when one happens,
and you can feel more empowered and able to manage it.
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Ways to Manage a Flare Up
You may be doing a lot of this already, or these suggestions may be new concepts for you. Take
from the following what you think may help you, and feel free to ignore anything that may not be
relevant to you. You can always come back to it again later.

Managing the Triggers and Warning Signs

Be kind to yourself. Negative thoughts can drive anxiety, low mood, anger and frustration, as well
as prolonging your flare. Don’t over-analyse, blame yourself, panic or catastrophise.
Catastrophising is when you imagine the worst possible outcome, for example, “This flare is never
going to go away, and I will end up in a wheelchair.” 

Keep a list of messages of support to tell yourself, either written down or they could be audio
notes on your phone. You should prepare this list when you are feeling well or when you have
just recovered from a pain flare. 

1.

      Examples: “This flare will pass,” “Keep calm and breathe,” “Don’t forget to eat!”

Letter to myself for a flare:
Example: “Dear Jane, I know what you are going through, and that you feel upset, tired, and in
severe pain. It doesn’t feel like it, but you will get better from this. I am just recovering from a flare,
and this one lasted much less time than the one before. I have made sure that I have rung up Mum
every day to have a chat, and that has really helped. I know it’s tough, but try hard to get out of
bed, eat well, rest and be kind to yourself.”

Activities and work

Cut back on activities, but don’t give them up completely. Prioritise the activities you want or need
to continue. Keep moving gently to reduce risk of losing muscle tone and becoming too stiff. For
some gentle movements you can do during a flare up period, visit:

Consider ‘pausing’ very strenuous exercise. However, restart this as soon as your pain allows it, but
you may need to reduce activity levels to begin with.

If you work or volunteer, you could ask you manager to make a plan for days when your pain is
worse than normal.

    2. Write yourself a letter to read next time you have a pain flare-up that reminds you how to get                 
through the flare and reassures you.

https://rethinkingpain.org/nicky-cavendish-movement-matter-videos
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Soothe the Pain

Use heat pads, wheat bags, hot water bottles, warm baths or blankets to help soothe the
pain. Some people prefer cold showers or cold pads, try both and see what helps you.
Try self-massage with nice smelling oils or creams. 

For some guided relaxation, massage, meditation and tapping videos, visit:

Relaxation and Mindfulness

Stress can make pain worse, so it’s important to learn how to manage it and have some coping
strategies prepared. ​Learning relaxation skills can help you to break this cycle and manage both
stress and pain in a way that works for you.​

For some guided relaxation and breathing technique videos, visit: 

Medication

If you feel medications help you during a flare-up, have a plan for what to do with your dosage,
e.g. what dose, how often to take it, and how to wean it down after the flare has settled. Ensure
you have enough medication available in the house for a flare. 

Support and Asking For Help

Arrange with someone in your social circle to tell them when you are having a flare. Talk to them
about how you are feeling. Use the conversation as a way to also distract yourself from your pain.

Ask for help if you need it. Use in-person, online or WhatsApp peer support groups to talk to other
people who may understand about how you are feeling. 
If you have children or pets, you may need extra help to look after them, e.g. school pick up, or
walking the dog. Ensure you have instructions ready for someone who may be able to help.
Examples: “All the cleaning products are under the sink,” “My spare keys are in the blue box by the
door.”

Write who your support network includes here:

https://rethinkingpain.org/relaxation-matters/

https://rethinkingpain.org/relaxation-matters/
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Diet and Nutrition

When you have a pain flare, you may not feel well enough to shop, cook or prepare snacks, meals
and drinks. Additionally, you may feel more like grabbing unhealthier choices like crisps and biscuits
than making yourself something more nutritious, and that’s okay for short periods of time. Most of us
know, however, that our body will thank us for eating more nutritious food. It is also worth
remembering that pain and inflammation may be eased by including certain nutrients in our diet.
 
We can plan ahead to eat as well as possible during a flare up period. Here are some ideas:

Try to prepare for a flare by having your freezer full of nutritious meals you can easily heat up on
the hob or in the oven/microwave when needed. It may help to make extra portions when you
or your family cook, or to have some nutritious ready meals available. 
Have some tinned food you can reheat on the hob or in a microwave, or consider having some
or low salt noodles/soup pots you can add hot water to. 
Consider having a shelf in your cupboard where you have dry, longer shelf-life ingredients and
foods to eat on pain flare-up days.
You might want to reach for some easy to prepare meals or snacks, for example cereal and milk
with a sliced banana, poached eggs or beans on toast, wholemeal pasta mixed with tomato or
pesto sauce from a jar. 
If there is someone else in your home or living close by, consider asking for some help. Perhaps
they can make you a meal or a pan of something you could refrigerate and have over a few
days. Alternately, they might prepare you something simple like soup and bread, or pakoras
and salad. Or if you fancy something sweet, natural yoghurt with berries and honey or Seviyan
(vermicelli pudding).
Staying hydrated is really important for people who have pain. It is advised to drink 2 litres
(approximately 6-8 glasses) of water a day. It is best’s good to sip fluids throughout the day
and you might consider getting a water bottle to fill to reduce how often you have to go and fill
up a glass up. Another thing you can do is, besides your regular tea and coffee, have a
selection of drinks at home, for example, juices, hot chocolate, lassi or herbal teas. 
Make sure you are getting enough vitamins and minerals into your body by eating a balanced
diet or if you think your diet may be deficient in some of vitamins and minerals, you might
consider taking nutritional supplements. For persistent pain there is evidence that taking
omega-3, magnesium, zinc, selenium and vitamin D and B vitamins (you can take a Vitamin B
complex) can help. It’s worth noting that everyone in the Bradford & Craven area is advised to
take a daily vitamin D supplement (10mcg) or more if you are diagnosed as deficient, especially
because vitamin D deficiency can cause aches and pains. It may be worth trying individual
supplements first for 6-12 weeks to see if you notice a benefit as you don’t want to be
spending money on supplements if you don’t need to. 
If you are under nourished or are having trouble eating enough daily calories, you may want to
use ready-to-eat nutrition, such as Complan. It is advisable to get the opinion of a health care
professional first, to understand if nutritional supplements will be useful for you in the short
term.

For more help and information about eating well for people with persistent pain, visit:
https://rethinkingpain.org/diet-therapy/
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Flare Kit
It can be useful to have a box or bag full of things you can use during a flare - you don’t want to be
walking round unnecessarily, trying to find things you need. Think about this as a first aid kit for your
flares. Use the information in the previous paragraphs to work out what you may need in your flare
kit.

Ideas for your kit:

Mobile phone, perhaps with some relaxation or self-care apps downloaded
Favourite films
Favourite music
Cosy pyjamas or lounging clothes (with textures that won’t worsen your pain)
Fluffy socks/warm gloves/slippers
Soft blanket or weighted blanket
Comfy/favourite pillow
Stuffed toy
Wheat bag or hot water bottle
Cold packs (in the fridge/freezer)
Technology, e.g. tablet or laptop, air pods or headphones (and don’t forget the chargers!)
A book that’s easy to digest (no War and Peace!) either in print, eBook or audiobook
Chocolate or a nice treat
Colouring books, a notepad to make notes or doodle in or easy crafts
Photo album of your favourite pictures/memories or scrap book
Diary/notebook and pen for journaling or a diary app, such as Day One Journal to do audio diary
Tissues
Essential oils/creams for self-massage
Facial wipes/wet wipes
Face moisturiser, hand cream, lip balm
Ear plugs/eye mask
Any additional medication if needed
If you have young children consider having some of their favourite activities as well, e.g. Play-
Doh, colouring books or comics
If you have pets, you may need supplies and food
Small rubbish bags so you don’t have to keep getting up and you can keep your space tidy
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Flare Up Action Plan 
Now put some of the ideas above into a Flare Action Plan. This will be essential when your pain and
other symptoms gets more pronounced. You can review and change this as much as you want,
keeping things that work, and changing things that work less well. Remember, this may need to be
flexible, however the core ideas may remain the same. Hopefully, you will end up with a plan that
helps you manage your flares.

My Flare Up Action Plan

Examples: 
I will increase my medication while the flare is happening.

I will ring friends I want to catch-up with every day for a chat.

I will have some easy to eat, healthy snacks in the cupboard.

I will reduce my activity levels, temporarily.

I will ask work for amended duties and less hours.

I will read the flare letter I have written myself.
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