why does physical therapy hurt

why does physical therapy hurt is a common question among patients beginning rehabilitation
treatments. Physical therapy aims to restore function, reduce pain, and improve mobility, but the
process can sometimes involve discomfort or even pain. Understanding why physical therapy hurts is
essential for patients to set realistic expectations and remain committed to their recovery plan. This
article explores the reasons behind pain during physical therapy, the types of pain experienced, and
how to differentiate between normal soreness and problematic pain. Additionally, it covers
strategies therapists use to manage pain and how patients can actively participate in minimizing
discomfort while maximizing therapeutic benefits.
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Understanding Pain in Physical Therapy

Pain during physical therapy is often an unavoidable part of the rehabilitation process. Recognizing
the nature of this pain helps patients differentiate between beneficial discomfort and harmful pain
that requires attention. The primary goal of physical therapy is to restore movement and strength,
which sometimes necessitates working through muscle soreness, joint stiffness, or tissue healing.
This process can trigger sensations that patients interpret as pain.

The Role of Pain in Healing

Pain signals the body’s response to injury or stress and serves as a protective mechanism. In
physical therapy, some level of pain indicates that tissues are being challenged and, consequently,
adapting to new stresses. This adaptive pain is typically temporary and resolves as the body heals
and strengthens. It is important to understand that mild to moderate discomfort is often a sign that
therapy is effectively targeting the affected areas.

Difference Between Discomfort and Harmful Pain



While some pain is expected, distinguishing between discomfort that promotes healing and pain that
signals damage is critical. Sharp, intense, or worsening pain during or after therapy sessions may
indicate injury or improper technique. In contrast, dull soreness or stiffness is generally normal and
should improve with rest and continued therapy. Open communication with the physical therapist
enables appropriate adjustments to prevent harm.

Causes of Pain During Physical Therapy

Several factors contribute to pain experienced during physical therapy sessions. Understanding
these causes can help patients anticipate discomfort and adhere to their rehabilitation plans with
confidence.

Tissue Healing and Inflammation

Physical therapy often involves mobilizing injured tissues such as muscles, ligaments, tendons, and
joints. These tissues may be inflamed or damaged from trauma, surgery, or chronic conditions.
Applying pressure, stretching, or exercise to these areas can temporarily exacerbate inflammation
and cause pain. However, this process is part of the natural healing cycle where controlled stress
stimulates tissue repair and remodeling.

Muscle Soreness from Exercise

Therapeutic exercises prescribed during physical therapy strengthen muscles and improve
endurance, but they can also cause delayed onset muscle soreness (DOMS). This soreness results
from microscopic muscle fiber damage and inflammation due to unfamiliar or intensified activity.
DOMS typically appears 24 to 72 hours after exercise and resolves as muscles adapt to increased
demands.

Scar Tissue and Adhesions

Post-surgical or injury-related scar tissue can restrict movement and cause pain during therapy.
Physical therapists work to break down adhesions and improve tissue flexibility, but this can be
uncomfortable. As scar tissue remodels and loosens, pain usually decreases, and range of motion
improves.

Joint Stiffness and Limited Mobility

Injuries or prolonged immobilization can lead to joint stiffness, which can be painful when therapists
work to restore normal movement. Gentle mobilization and stretching can initially increase



discomfort but are essential for preventing long-term joint dysfunction.

Incorrect Technique or Overexertion

If exercises are performed incorrectly or too aggressively, pain may increase due to strain or injury.
Physical therapists carefully monitor patient form and adjust intensity to minimize this risk. Patients
should report unusual or severe pain to avoid exacerbating their condition.

Types of Pain Experienced in Physical Therapy

Physical therapy pain can manifest in various ways depending on the underlying cause and
treatment modality. Recognizing these types helps patients and therapists tailor interventions
effectively.

Muscle Soreness

Muscle soreness is the most common type of pain during physical therapy. It is typically described as
a dull, aching sensation that occurs after exercises or manual therapy. This soreness is a normal
response to increased physical activity and usually subsides within a few days.

Joint Pain

Joint pain may occur when therapy targets arthritic joints, stiffness, or post-injury mobility
limitations. It can feel sharp or deep and may worsen with certain movements. Managing joint pain
requires a balance between mobilization and rest.

Neuropathic Pain

Some patients experience nerve-related pain during therapy, especially if nerve irritation or
compression is involved in their condition. This pain can be burning, tingling, or shooting in nature
and may require specialized treatment approaches.

Inflammatory Pain

Inflammatory pain arises from tissue irritation and swelling. It can be accompanied by redness,
warmth, and swelling. Therapists use modalities such as ice, compression, and gentle movements to
control inflammation and reduce pain.



Pain from Manual Therapy Techniques

Manual therapy, including massage, joint mobilization, or myofascial release, can cause temporary
discomfort as tight or restricted tissues are manipulated. This pain often decreases with repeated
sessions and improved tissue flexibility.

How Physical Therapists Manage Pain

Physical therapists employ various strategies to minimize pain during treatment while ensuring
effective rehabilitation. These methods help patients tolerate therapy and achieve optimal outcomes.

Gradual Progression of Exercises

Therapists design exercise programs that gradually increase in intensity and complexity. This
approach allows tissues to adapt and reduces the risk of excessive soreness or injury.

Use of Pain-Relief Modalities

Several modalities can be used to manage pain during therapy, including:

e Ice or heat therapy
e Electrical stimulation
e Ultrasound therapy

e Transcutaneous electrical nerve stimulation (TENS)

These treatments help reduce inflammation, improve circulation, and decrease pain perception.

Patient Education and Communication

Educating patients about the expected sensations during therapy and encouraging open
communication about pain levels enables therapists to adjust treatment plans accordingly. This
collaboration ensures safety and maximizes effectiveness.



Manual Therapy Techniques

Skilled manual therapy can release muscle tension, improve joint mobility, and reduce pain.
Therapists carefully apply these techniques to avoid causing excessive discomfort.

Incorporation of Rest and Recovery

Balancing activity with adequate rest is essential. Therapists advise patients on when to modify
activities or take breaks to prevent overuse injuries and manage pain.

Patient Strategies to Reduce Pain in Physical Therapy

Patients can take an active role in minimizing pain associated with physical therapy by adopting
several practical strategies.

Proper Warm-up and Cool-down

Engaging in gentle warm-up exercises before therapy and cooling down afterward helps prepare
muscles and joints for activity and reduces soreness.

Following Therapist Instructions

Adhering to prescribed exercises, avoiding overexertion, and maintaining proper technique are
crucial to prevent unnecessary pain and setbacks.

Using Pain Management Techniques at Home

Applying ice or heat, practicing relaxation techniques, and using over-the-counter pain relievers as
recommended can complement therapy and ease discomfort.

Communicating Pain Levels

Reporting any unusual or severe pain to the physical therapist ensures timely modifications to the
treatment plan, preventing further injury.



Maintaining a Positive and Patient Mindset

Understanding that some pain is part of the healing process helps patients stay motivated and
committed to their rehabilitation goals.

1. Gradually increase activity intensity under supervision.

2. Maintain proper posture and technique during exercises.

3. Incorporate therapeutic modalities like ice or heat as advised.
4. Rest appropriately between sessions to allow recovery.

5. Stay consistent with home exercise programs.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why does physical therapy sometimes cause pain?

Physical therapy can cause pain because it often involves stretching, strengthening, and mobilizing
injured tissues, which may be sensitive or inflamed. This discomfort is usually temporary and part of
the healing process.

Is it normal to feel sore after a physical therapy session?

Yes, it is normal to feel sore after a physical therapy session, especially if new exercises or
movements are introduced. This soreness is similar to muscle fatigue after exercise and typically
subsides within a day or two.

When should I be concerned about pain during physical
therapy?

You should be concerned if the pain is sharp, severe, or persists long after therapy sessions.
Communicate any intense or worsening pain to your therapist, as it might indicate improper
technique or an underlying issue.

Can physical therapy pain indicate progress in healing?

Sometimes, mild to moderate pain during therapy can indicate that the tissues are being challenged
and adapting, which is a sign of progress. However, pain should not be extreme or disabling.



How can I manage pain caused by physical therapy?

To manage pain from physical therapy, you can use ice or heat as recommended, take over-the-
counter pain relievers if approved by your therapist, and ensure proper rest. Always follow your
therapist's guidance on activity levels.

Does physical therapy always hurt for everyone?

Not everyone experiences pain during physical therapy. The level of discomfort varies depending on
the injury, treatment methods, and individual pain tolerance. Some people may find therapy
uncomfortable, while others feel minimal or no pain.

Additional Resources

1. Understanding Pain in Physical Therapy: Causes and Solutions

This book explores the common reasons why physical therapy can sometimes cause discomfort or
pain. It provides insights into the physiological and psychological factors involved in pain during
therapy sessions. Readers will learn how therapists assess pain and adjust treatments to minimize
discomfort while promoting healing.

2. The Science Behind Physical Therapy Pain

Delving into the biological mechanisms of pain, this book explains why certain physical therapy
exercises may lead to soreness or heightened sensitivity. It covers topics such as inflammation,
muscle repair, and nerve responses, helping patients and practitioners understand the temporary
nature of pain in therapy.

3. Pain Management Strategies in Rehabilitation

Focusing on practical approaches, this book offers techniques to manage and reduce pain during
physical therapy. It discusses modalities such as heat, cold, electrical stimulation, and manual
therapy, emphasizing patient education and communication to improve therapy outcomes.

4. When Physical Therapy Hurts: Navigating Discomfort and Progress

This guide addresses the emotional and physical challenges patients face when therapy sessions
cause pain. It balances the necessity of pushing limits with the importance of listening to the body,
providing tips for patients to advocate for themselves and work collaboratively with therapists.

5. The Role of Inflammation and Pain in Physical Rehabilitation

An in-depth look at how inflammation contributes to pain during physical therapy, this book explains
the healing process and why some pain is an expected part of recovery. It also offers advice on how
to differentiate between normal therapy-related pain and signs of injury.

6. Physical Therapy Pain: Myths, Facts, and Expectations

This book debunks common misconceptions about pain in physical therapy, helping readers set
realistic expectations. It clarifies what types of pain are typical, which require medical attention, and
how therapy aims to improve function despite temporary discomfort.

7. The Patient’s Guide to Pain in Physical Therapy
Designed specifically for patients, this book provides clear explanations about why therapy might
hurt and how to cope with it. It encourages open communication with therapists and offers self-care



tips to complement professional treatment.

8. Chronic Pain and Physical Therapy: Understanding the Connection

Focusing on patients with chronic pain conditions, this title explores how physical therapy can both
alleviate and sometimes exacerbate pain. It discusses tailored approaches to therapy that prioritize
pain management while striving for functional improvement.

9. Healing Through Movement: Why Physical Therapy Can Hurt and How It Helps

This book emphasizes the paradox of healing involving temporary pain through movement and
exercise. It explains the benefits of physical therapy despite discomfort and provides motivational
strategies for patients to stay committed to their rehabilitation journey.
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why does physical therapy hurt: Does It Hurt When I Do This? Mark Salamon, 2021-05-07
Get moving on that injury with this humorous guide to rehabilitation from the comfort of your home!
Does it Hurt When I Do This? is designed to educate readers on the workings of the human body,
how to keep it healthy, and how to prevent and rehabilitate injuries. In a light, humorous style that
has endeared him to thousands of patients, Mark Salamon presents this “owner’s manual for the
human body” in a logical order, starting with very basic concepts and progressing gradually to more
complex ideas. His continual references back to the basics stem from his observations over
twenty-five years of patients who were frustrated because their doctors or therapists had never
explained them. With a better understanding of how the body’s different parts work together to
protect itself from injury and repair itself if one occurs, readers learn how to care for all the parts
together so injuries become less frequent and easier to fix. Guiding readers through hows and whys
of rehabilitating injuries to specific body parts, starting with the feet and working up, Salamon
emphasizes that this knowledge is meant to enhance, not replace, the reader’s relationship with
their physical therapist and doctor. When poor insurance coverage or high co-pays limit the number
of office visits, the knowledge gleaned from this work helps patients better understand how to
enhance and stick with their home programs, and when to seek help when things are not improving
as expected.

why does physical therapy hurt: Goodman and Snyder's Differential Diagnosis for Physical
Therapists - E-Book John Heick, Rolando T. Lazaro, 2022-06-25 - NEW! Revised content throughout
the book provides the most current information for effective practice, and includes updated
references as well as a discussion of pain mechanisms. - NEW Screening for Neurologic Conditions
chapter focuses on conditions that require immediate referral when the neurologic condition is in
the prodromal stage and have not yet been diagnosed by a medical professional. - NEW! Updated
screening tools include Optimal Screening for Prediction of Referral and Outcome Yellow Flag
(OSPRO-YF) and Optimal Screening for Prediction of Referral and Outcome Review of Systems
(OSPRO-ROS). - NEW! Enhanced eBook version is included with every print purchase, allowing
access to all of the text, images, and references from the book on a variety of devices. - NEW!
Updated appendices include screening tools and checklists, available in the eBook.
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why does physical therapy hurt: Why Do We Hurt? C. Nathan Vannatta, 2023-04-12 Why do
we hurt? This is a question asked all through history by the rich and the poor, the slave and the free,
the weak and the powerful, and the intellectuals and the dreamers. All of us experience pain and the
physical and emotional suffering that it can bring. For many, this question has deep theological
undertones and has posed a challenge to their faith in God. Why is there so much evil and suffering,
and how can we stop it? What is the purpose of pain? Is there even a purpose? If there is a god, why
is all this pain allowed to continue? Why Do We Hurt? is a biblically rooted and deeply practical
exploration of these questions and more. Readers will find spiritual nourishment, inspiration, and
insight on each page. Using clinical stories to illustrate main themes, author C. Nathan Vannatta
addresses the many problems posed by the reality of pain. Combining arguments from logic,
philosophy, neuroscience, and biblical exegesis, the issue of pain and suffering is addressed from
various perspectives to lead readers to the hope we have in Christ.

why does physical therapy hurt: Fundamentals of the Physical Therapy Examination:
Patient Interview and Tests & Measures Stacie | Fruth, 2025 Fundamentals of the Physical
Therapy Examination: Patient Interview and Tests & Measures provides physical therapy students
and clinicians with the fundamental, step-by-step information needed to determine questions to ask
and tests and measures to perform during a patient exam. It is accompanied by Navigate Advantage,
to include an eBook and 75 instructional videos--

why does physical therapy hurt: Chronic Pain Management for Physical Therapists
Harriet Wittink, Theresa Hoskins Michel, 2002 This is the first and only book on chronic pain
management written specifically for physical therapists. This unique resource provides physical
therapists and physical therapy students with practical information for treating patients with chronic
pain

why does physical therapy hurt: Fundamentals of the Physical Therapy Examination Fruth,
2017-03-09 Fundamentals of the Physical Therapy Examination: Patient Interview and Tests &
Measures, Second Edition provides physical therapy students and clinicians with the necessary tools
to determine what questions to ask and what tests and measures to perform during a patient exam.
This text utilizes a fundamental, step-by-step approach to the subjective and objective portions of the
examination process for a broad spectrum of patients. This edition has been updated and revised to
reflect the new APTA Guide 3.0, and the Second Edition also includes new and extensive coverage of
goniometry and manual muscle testing techniques with more than 300 new photographs.

why does physical therapy hurt: Hurting Women Can Be Heal Saith the Lord Sheila
Hargrove, 2009-06-16 This book is about little girl named Shy. Shy wants you know what she went
through as a child, all during her childhood. She was a very, very sad little girl all the time. Not
knowing what happiness was all about, because of the torments she endured. Shy was molested by
family members. She was prey upon like and animal. They took advantage of shy, because she was a
child. Shy did not understand what was going on and whats happening to her. Shy was ruined before
she became and adult. She could not have a normal life as a child. As a child shy did not understand
what took place. And what they did to her. You would not believe what Shy encountered. She did not
believe it herself.

why does physical therapy hurt: The American Journal of Physical Therapy Charles
Raymond Wiley, 1926

why does physical therapy hurt: Dreeben-Irimia’s Introduction to Physical Therapy
Practice for Physical Therapist Assistants Christina M. Barrett, 2019-11-12 Dreeben-Irimia's
Introduction to Physical Therapy Practice for Physical Therapist Assistants, Fourth Edition
introduces students to the role of the physical therapist assistant in physical therapy care.

why does physical therapy hurt: Physical Therapy Ethics Donald L Gabard, Mike W Martin,
2010-09-02 The thoroughly revised, updated, and expanded 2nd Edition offers physical therapists
the tools they need as they confront the ethical dilemmas and moral controversies that they will
encounter in professional practice. At the same time, it stimulates reflection on the moral
significance of a therapist’s work, a neglected area of study.



why does physical therapy hurt: Dreeben-Irimia's Introduction to Physical Therapy
Practice with Navigate Advantage Access Mark Dutton, 2024-10-04 Dreeben-Irimia's
Introduction to Physical Therapy Practice, Fifth Edition uncovers the “what,” “why,” and “how” of
physical therapy. The text thoroughly describes who provides physical therapy, in what setting, and
how physical therapists and physical therapist assistants interact with patients, each other, and
other healthcare professionals. The Fifth Edition delves into the tools and competencies physical
therapists and physical therapist assistants use to care for a diverse population of people in a variety
of clinical settings. The book discusses what it means to practice legally, ethically, and
professionally, including practical communication skills.

why does physical therapy hurt: A Head in Egypt Tim Tingle, 2014-10-08 After the 911
attacks, Travis is recruited to come out of retirement, and back into service with The Agency. He is
given a strange and dangerous mission in Egypt, which, if successful, could be a major blow in their
War on Terrorism. But if he fails, it could turn out to be his last mission. A Head in Egypt is Part 10
in the Travis Lee Series.

why does physical therapy hurt: Living with a Knee Replacement David Mellinger, 2011 This
is a patient's view of the process of recovery from having a knee replaced. It uses layman's language
and focuses on the tasks and challenges during the year of recovery. It gives the reader full
confidence in using the prosthetic knee.

why does physical therapy hurt: California. Court of Appeal (2nd Appellate District). Records
and Briefs California (State).,

why does physical therapy hurt: No-fault Motor Vehicle Insurance, Hearings Before the
Subcommittee on Consumer Protection and Finance of ..., 94-1, June 17, 19; July 8, 14, 17, 22, 23,

24, 25, 1975 United States. Congress. House. Committee on Interstate and Foreign Commerce, 1975

why does physical therapy hurt: No-fault Motor Vehicle Insurance United States. Congress.
House. Committee on Interstate and Foreign Commerce. Subcommittee on Consumer Protection and
Finance, 1975

why does physical therapy hurt: California. Court of Appeal (4th Appellate District). Division
2. Records and Briefs California (State).,

why does physical therapy hurt: Not Wanting a Thing to Be the Thing Mitzi ]J. Smith,
2025-06-17 Not Wanting a Thing to Be the Thing is the first stroke memoir written by a Black
woman biblical scholar. Smith’s story is her mother’s story, and it is not. It is the story of other
stroke survivors, and it is not. It is a unique telling of the civil war that erupts in her body. It is a
journey of not knowing, awareness, survival, fragmentation, discovery, and recovery. Smith’s story is
inspiring, amazing, brilliant, funny, thought-provoking, and revelatory. She has a gift for bringing
her readers into each space to see what she sees and feel what she feels.

why does physical therapy hurt: Made for You Cheyenne McCray, 2017-02-22 Detective
Kelley Petrova’s life has been filled with one major challenge after another. The one constant in her
adult life has been her career and the ability to make a difference. Having a capable and dedicated
partner like Reese McBride, who also doesn’t happen to be one bit hard on the eyes, only makes her
job easier and more worthwhile. Detective Reese McBride knows his partner of two years is tough,
smart, and determined. After Kelley is injured on the job, Reese can’t keep his partner down and
soon they’re chasing after more than just a man and the girl he’s kidnapped. Drugs and a human
trafficking ring are exposed and soon Kelley and Reese are running out of time. The love that has
developed between Kelley and Reese grows stronger with each day, before they are brutally torn
apart. Reese must not only find and rescue the little girl, but he must save Kelley before the
kidnappers sweep her across the Mexican border. cowboy, western, country, suspense, rancher,
Arizona, cowboy, sexy, small town, rural, detective

why does physical therapy hurt: Health Psychology Catherine A. Sanderson, 2018-03-01
Health Psychology: Understanding the Mind-Body Connection introduces students to the story of
health psychology through clear connections between science and the real world. Using a highly
accessible writing style, author Catherine A. Sanderson employs a strong emphasis on the scientific




principles and processes underlying the field of health psychology to present balanced coverage of
foundational research, cutting-edge research, essential theories, and real-world application. The
Third Edition builds on its strong student-oriented pedagogical program, streamlines content, and
includes recent studies, pop culture references, and coverage of neuroscience to support student
learning and engagement. Students will enjoy reading the text because of its relevance in helping
them live long and healthy lives.
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