Focus on using your energy wisely
Why do we need to look at how we use our energy?
A range of conditions can cause pain, breathlessness and fatigue that affects our
ability to do the tasks we want and need to be able to do. Fatigue, pain or shortness
of breath can all lead to reduced activity but this can then worsen our overall health
and wellbeing.
Every task and activity we do needs energy. If we don’t have enough energy then we
may be unable to meet the demands in our life.
Fatigue is the feeling of overwhelming tiredness that doesn’t get better with rest. It
may affect as many as 1 in 5 people at a time and can be caused by many factors
including health conditions such as heart and lung diseases, neurological conditions,
Cancer, Diabetes, chronic pain, Arthritis, Depression and Anaemia. Half of people
with COPD (Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary disease) struggle with severe fatigue 1
and as many as 90% of people with Cancer have cancer-related fatigue 2.
Sometimes the treatments to manage these health conditions, such as cancer
treatments, can also cause fatigue. Shortness of breath and pain can lead to
avoiding activity which affects our muscle strength, self-confidence and
independence.
Shortness of breath, pain and fatigue might cause difficulty managing simple tasks,
concentrating and remembering things, difficulty sleeping, feeling lightheaded or
breathlessness (separate to the medical condition).
It important that your healthcare professional, such as Doctor or Specialist nurse, is
aware if you are experiencing symptoms of fatigue, breathlessness or pain to ensure
you are receiving the correct treatment.
Fatigue, pain and shortness of breath can affect what we do, how we feel and cope
with life and how well we sleep. All these things can then worsen the fatigue. This is
seen in this cycle:

The vicious cycle of fatigue
Fatigue, breathlessness or pain can lead to behaviours including:





Avoiding certain activities
Stop certain activities completely
Cancelling social occasions
Seeking rest (naps, increased time in bed, sitting for long periods of time)

These lead to inactivity.
The consequences of inactivity are:









Loss of source of pleasure/gratification
Social isolation
Loss of alternative ways to rest
Frustration, low mood
Physical deconditioning
Dissatisfaction in relationships
Decrease of motivation
Sleep disturbance

We can find ways to break this cycle and lessen the effects of the fatigue,
breathlessness or pain.

Why is it important?
Fatigue affects the things we do, how we are able to cope with the demands on us,
our roles and our relationships. If we feel unable to manage all these things it can
further affect how we feel about ourselves.
Energy management in not necessarily about increasing or decreasing activity
levels, but it is about:
 using the energy you have wisely to make the most of it


finding the balance between activity and rest



making the most of your energy



getting the most activity out of the energy you have.

A healthy approach to life
An Occupational therapist can help you live the life you want to lead. Being able to
do the activities that are important to us helps our health and our mental wellbeing.
It is well known that being involved in activities actually helps to reduce the fatigue

and helps us achieve more. Being involved in the activities that are important to us
has a positive impact on our mental health which also reduces fatigue. It is important
for us to feel a sense of achievement in order to break the cycle of inactivity that
increases fatigue.
Getting into this positive cycle can take some planning and your Occupational
therapist can help find ways for you to achieve this which will lessen the impact of
the fatigue.

Managing limited energy levels
Energy is created by many systems in the body; the respiratory and circulatory
systems transport oxygen, the digestive system releases energy from food and the
hormones that regulate the use of the energy 6. Any disruption to our bodies affects
the ability to make or use energy. It is useful to consider our energy as a battery or
credit card and that we need to plan how to efficiently use the energy or resources
that we have.
To manage our energy levels we need to understand them and how they may
change through a day or after we have done certain activities. Some activities will
make the fatigue worse while other activities may lessen the fatigue.

Action!
Speak to your healthcare professional about your fatigue, breathlessness or pain to
ensure you are receiving the correct treatment.
Try keeping a diary of your activities and levels of fatigue over a few days. Make a
note of when and how well you sleep and what and when you eat. After a few days
you may see some links between certain activities, sleep etc. and your fatigue. You
can then use this to best manage the energy you have to do the activities that are
important to you.
Here is an example of a fatigue diary you may want to try on the Macmillan website.

Hints, tips and useful information
There is lots of information available to support managing fatigue or reduced activity
due to breathlessness or pain. The following information sheets cover different
aspects of energy conservation as well as some worksheets for you to use. They are

intended to support your understanding of your own symptoms and how they affect
you. If you have any concerns or questions, please speak to your healthcare
provider. Your healthcare provider may feel it would be best for you to receive some
help and advice from Occupational therapists if you have not already.










Prioritising
Pacing
Planning
Goal setting
Rest
Relaxation
Sleep
Communication
Adapting activities and the environment

