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WITH A RHEUMATIC OR
MUSCULOSKELETAL DISEASE

4. s
 elf-management and motivation
Living with a long-term condition means it is
you who needs to take responsibility for the
day-to-day management of your health, with
members of your healthcare team acting as
consultants and providing you with support.
The decisions you make and the behaviours
you adopt will have a big effect on your
wellbeing. Learning to self-manage will help
you improve your health and quality of life
Self-management involves adopting the skills, knowledge
and expertise to cope with the challenges of living with your
rheumatic or musculoskeletal disease (RMD) and making the
behavioural changes and positive choices needed to help you
improve your physical and emotional health and wellbeing.

Many people find that interacting with their doctor and
members of your healthcare team in a collaborative partnership
where they can be involved in making shared decisions about
their care can be beneficial. This approach is often referred
to as the Chronic Care Model (also, the Collaborative Care
Model, Patient Centred Care or Self Management).

Working with your healthcare team

Being able to have a
Members of a healthcare team
meaningful dialogue with
could include:
your doctor and healthcare
• Rheumatologist
team is an important part of
• Rheumatology nurse specialist
self-management. Rather
than your doctor telling you • GP
• Physiotherapist
what to do, the Chronic
• Occupational health therapist
Care Model involves your
• Orthopaedic specialist
doctor, or a member
of the healthcare team
• Podiatrist
addressing your concerns
• Psychologist
and situation, and ensuring • Nutritionist
you understand what
has been discussed in your consultation. An important part
of this process is agreeing and setting realistic goals and
developing an action plan to help you make behavioural
changes, such as being more physically active.

Research shows that in general people who
are involved in making decisions about their
health and lifestyle collaboratively with their
healthcare team tend to have more positive
outcomes than those who are not involved.
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Techniques can be learned in self-management courses
run by specially trained leaders who may themselves have
a rheumatic or musculoskeletal disease. Typically, courses
run over six weeks with a two hour session once a week.
The programme aims to make participants more confident
and give them the skills and motivation to better manage
their condition, work more effectively with social and health
care professionals and take control of their health and
quality of life. This might include:
• Identifying shared experiences with others in the group
• Developing communication skills
• Managing emotions and daily activities
•	Managing relationships with family, friends, work
colleagues, care teams and health care professionals
• Finding and using health resources
• Understanding the importance of exercise and
healthy eating
• Managing fatigue, sleep, pain, anger and depression

Key factors in successful goal-setting are:
• Confidence
• Positive feedback on your progress
•	Setting short-term achievable goals with long-term benefits
•	Setting a manageable number of realistic goals that you
can manage
If you have confidence and believe you can do something
you are much more likely to succeed. If you don’t believe
you can do something you will probably fail. Start by setting
yourself small goals you believe you can achieve. When you
achieve your tasks your confidence will increase and you may
feel able to set yourself a more ambitious goal. If you start off
by setting yourself a high goal and fail, you are more likely to
give up and abandon you action plan.

Setting small achievable goals will help
keep you on track and motivate

To find out about self-management courses in your
country, check with support groups for people with
rheumatic and musculoskeletal diseases (RMDs) and
your healthcare provider. You will find a list of EULAR
member organisations representing People with Arthritis
and Rheumatism in Europe (PARE) on the EULAR website:
(http://www.eular.org/myUploadData/files/2013_EULAR_
directory_26-03-13.pdf)

Motivation

Stanford University offers a licensed Arthritis Self
Management (self help) Program. Organisations wanting to
find out more can visit: http://patienteducation.stanford.
edu/programs/asmp.html

Self-management is not easy, it involves education and
understanding, and developing discipline – learning to stick
to routines, plan meals and schedule exercise. However,
without processing your feelings – which could include
fear, anger, a sense of loss and frustration – you may find
they get in the way of effective self-management.

Self-management involves caring for your body and
managing your condition by adapting your everyday
activities and roles to your condition and dealing with the
emotions that result from your condition (see emotional
wellbeing). Below you will find some techniques you can
use to help you self-manage your health.

Techniques to help you self-manage

Goal setting: A goal could be general (losing thee kilos,
exercising more or reducing stress) or specific (drinking
water rather than sweetened fizzy drinks, taking 15 minutes
moderate exercise three times a week, or attending a yoga
class to reduce stress). Specific goals become your action
plan, where you devise a concrete course of action towards
achieving your goal. Ideally, your action plan should include,
What, When, Where and How Often, for example swim for
half an hour every Monday, Wednesday and Friday, at the
local leisure centre starting next Monday.
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It can be hard to manage your condition, medications and
try and to improve your lifestyle on a daily basis, especially
when you don’t feel those around you always appreciate
what a strain this can be. Let your healthcare team, family
and friends know of your goals so they can encourage
you and celebrate with you when you achieve one of your
milestones.

Take time to recognise and express your feelings. If you find
this hard to do on your own or with your family and friends,
ask your healthcare professional about talking therapies
such as counselling, Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT)
or psychotherapy.
Education is important – the more you know about your
condition, good nutrition and the types and benefits of
exercise and relaxation techniques etc., the better you
will be able to come to terms with situations and make
appropriate lifestyle choices.
Motivation is the key to success; it pushes aside apathy
and inertia and gives you the drive to move towards a goal.
Motivation is not going to come to you; it is something you
need to initiate and create by an act of will – setting goals is
one way to help you become motivated.

What if…

…your health deteriorates or you have a flare?
Flares can be very unpleasant and interfere with your daily
life. Flares, fatigue, pain and other health problems can not
only impact on your physical health, but also affect your
emotional state, making it hard to keep going, let alone
maintain or pick up your programme again.
It can take a huge personal effort to get yourself re-motivated,
but you can adjust and recover your confidence. Take it
slowly and set yourself small manageable goals.
…your situation changes and you need to take a break
from your programme?
Things happen in life which can disrupt the best laid plans.
If, for any reason you cannot stick to your programme re-set
your goals temporarily. Try not to stop altogether, but work
out goals that are manageable in your current situation.
…you are feeling low or finding it hard to re-motivate
yourself?
Think of a long-term goal and how your short-term goals
will help you achieve it. For example, give yourself an
extra reason for losing weight such as looking good for a
special occasion, getting into your favourite dress or pair
of trousers, finding it easier to bend over to put the lead on
your dog etc.
You can also devise small rewards for achieving your shortterm goals. Don’t forget to share your achievements with
family and friends so they can encourage your successes.

Ask your doctor or a member of your healthcare team to
help you identify some simple lifestyle changes and set
realistic goals for you.
Be a pioneer and ask your doctor or other member of
your healthcare team if they know of any others who might
be interested in learning self-management techniques.
If there are, you could initiate a meeting with them. If
enough people are looking for self-management courses
you could ask members of your healthcare team to help
you set up a course.
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…there are no self-management courses in your area?
Join a patient support group or online forum for people with
RMDs and find out how other people have learned to cope
with their challenges. Some support groups run exercise
classes for people with RMDs and offer nutritional advice.

This is general advice for people with rheumatic and musculoskeletal diseases (RMDs), but individuals may have
specific problems. Always check with your doctor or physiotherapist before you start a new form of exercise.
Disclaimer: Information available on this website is made available for general informational and educational purposes only. Nothing on this website should be relied on in any way, whether
as medical advice or otherwise. You are encouraged to seek medical advice from a health practitioner if you are concerned about your health or the health of someone you know. We do not
accept any responsibility for information shared on this website.
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