
When to Observe for Pain

• During personal care

• During transfers and
ambulation

• Following activities

• Following pain 
management interventions

Used with permission ELNEC-Geriatric, City of Hope/AACN



Observations Prior to Starting Therapy

• Understanding of options

• Attitude and comfort 

• Family interest and availability

• Need for education

• Ability to participate
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Non-Drug Techniques

Psychological
• Distraction
• Relaxation
• Music
• Comfort Foods
• Imagery
• Controlled Breathing

Physical
• Massage
• Cold
• Heat
• Vibration
• Positioning
• Exercise
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Massage

Decreases pain by soothing the skin and relaxing 
tense muscles
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Massage Examples

• Brief touch such as rubbing someone’s 
shoulder

• A warm foot soak and rub

• Massaging a hand with warm lotion
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Applications of Cold

• Reduces pain by: 
– numbing nerve endings

– reducing muscle spasms

– decreasing inflammation

• Also decreases the desire to scratch areas that 
itch!
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Cold Examples

• An ice pack to the neck and upper 
shoulders

• Ice massage to the knee with a Dixie 
Cup™

• Ice cloth to the hip opposite the one 
that hurts
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Hot Applications

• Relieves pain by reducing 
inflammation and soreness

• Also decreases sensitivity to 
pain and increases blood flow 
to the skin
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Heat Examples

• Warm washcloth to head

• Hot water bottle to abdomen

• Jacuzzi™ bath
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Positioning/Movement

• Positioning eases pain by placing the 
body into postures that maintain or 
promote normal function of the muscles

• Movement helps maintain or restore 
ease of function in joints, bones, nerves, 
and ligaments

Used with permission ELNEC-Geriatric, City of Hope/AACN



Positioning/Movement Examples

• Use of full-length body pillow

• Pillow between knees when 
lying on either side

• Pretend write the alphabet by 
using the feet – switch feet 
every 6 or 8 letters
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Distraction

Used to focus attention on something other 
than pain. By decreasing concentration on 

pain, it becomes more bearable.
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Distraction Example

• Compile a file of pictures
• Have resident describe picture by:

– Talking about the picture
– Pretending they are in the picture
– Telling a story about the picture

• Choose a new picture as soon as their 
interest decreases in the current one
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Relaxation

• Described as freedom from 
physical and mental tension

• Relaxation techniques reduce 
stress, muscle tension and reduce 
pain
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Relaxation Examples

• Put on headphones with 
a tape of calming music

• Breathe in deeply; 
exhale slowly 

• Think of a calm setting 
or peaceful place that 
you’ve enjoyed visiting
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Music

Decreases pain by:

• Providing distraction

• Reducing anxiety

• Prompting recall of pleasant memories

• Interrupting the stress response
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Comfort Foods

Assists in decreasing pain by:

• Providing distraction

• Evoking comforting memories

• Promoting relaxation and physical calm
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Building a Toolkit
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Role of the Nursing Assistant

Activities not requiring an order:
– Distraction
– Backrub/shoulder massage
– Music
– Positioning
– Reading
– Prayer 
– Comfort foods
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Role of the Nursing Assistant

Activities that require an order or are clearly 
part of a care plan:

– Application of heat or cold

– Use of menthol-based product

– Massage of extremities
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Communication with Nursing 
• Teamwork is Essential –

– may need teambuilding education
• Care model must support communication 

between CNA’s and Nurses
• Roles must be clear to all 
• Nurses are knowledgeable about Delegation 

process
• Regular communication checkpoints are 

established 
• Coaching and feedback are integrated into 

communication
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Unlicensed Caregivers are Essential 
Partners in Effective Pain Management 



Case Studies


