
ankylosing spondylitis physical
therapy contraindications

Ankylosing spondylitis physical therapy contraindications are crucial
considerations for individuals managing this chronic inflammatory condition.
Ankylosing spondylitis (AS) primarily affects the spine, leading to severe
pain and stiffness, particularly in the lower back. As physical therapy is
often an essential part of the treatment plan to improve mobility and
alleviate discomfort, it is equally important to recognize when certain
therapeutic interventions may not be appropriate. This article will explore
the contraindications, potential risks, and recommended precautions for
physical therapy in patients with ankylosing spondylitis.

Understanding Ankylosing Spondylitis

Ankylosing spondylitis is a type of arthritis that primarily affects the
spine and the sacroiliac joints, which connect the lower spine to the pelvis.
It can lead to the fusion of vertebrae, causing a rigid, hunched posture.
While the exact cause of AS remains unclear, it is believed to have a genetic
component and is often associated with the HLA-B27 antigen.

Symptoms of Ankylosing Spondylitis

Symptoms of ankylosing spondylitis can vary widely among individuals but
often include:

1. Chronic Pain: Persistent pain in the lower back and hips, particularly
during rest or inactivity.
2. Stiffness: Increased stiffness in the morning or after periods of
inactivity.
3. Reduced Flexibility: A noticeable decrease in spinal mobility, potentially
leading to a stooped posture.
4. Fatigue: General tiredness and lack of energy due to chronic pain and
inflammation.
5. Inflammation: Swelling and pain in other joints, such as the shoulders and
knees.

Understanding these symptoms is essential for identifying appropriate
physical therapy interventions and contraindications.

Physical Therapy and Its Benefits

Physical therapy plays a crucial role in managing ankylosing spondylitis by
focusing on:

- Enhancing Flexibility: Stretching exercises can help maintain and improve
spinal mobility.
- Strengthening Muscles: Targeting core and back muscles to support the
spine.
- Posture Training: Teaching proper body mechanics to minimize strain on the



spine.
- Pain Management: Utilizing modalities such as heat, cold, and electrical
stimulation to alleviate pain.

Despite these benefits, certain contraindications should be taken into
account before commencing physical therapy.

Contraindications to Physical Therapy in
Ankylosing Spondylitis

When considering physical therapy, it is essential to be aware of the
following contraindications that may render certain therapies inappropriate
or potentially harmful:

1. Acute Inflammatory Flare-Ups

During acute flares of ankylosing spondylitis, the body experiences
heightened inflammation. Engaging in physical therapy during this time may
exacerbate symptoms or lead to increased pain. Recommended approach:

- Rest: Allow the body to heal before resuming physical activity.
- Gentle Motion: Engage only in light activities, such as gentle stretching,
if tolerated.

2. Severe Osteoporosis

Patients with ankylosing spondylitis may develop osteoporosis due to chronic
inflammation and changes in posture. High-impact or resistance training
exercises can increase the risk of fractures. Recommended approach:

- Low-Impact Exercises: Focus on non-weight-bearing activities like swimming
or cycling.
- Bone Density Assessment: Regular evaluations to monitor bone health.

3. Spinal Fractures or Instability

Individuals with significant spinal deformities or fractures should avoid
physical therapy techniques that place excessive stress on the spine.
Recommended approach:

- Consult a Specialist: Work with a healthcare provider to determine safe
exercises.
- Use of Supportive Devices: Consider braces or other supportive aids during
therapy.

4. Peripheral Joint Involvement

In some cases, ankylosing spondylitis can affect peripheral joints, leading



to significant swelling and pain. High-impact or aggressive physical therapy
techniques may exacerbate these issues. Recommended approach:

- Targeted Rehabilitation: Focus on gentle range-of-motion exercises rather
than high-intensity workouts.
- Pain Management Techniques: Use modalities to reduce inflammation before
exercise.

5. Excessive Fatigue or General Illness

Patients experiencing significant fatigue or other illnesses should refrain
from strenuous physical therapy sessions. Engaging in physical activity when
feeling unwell can lead to increased fatigue and prolonged recovery.
Recommended approach:

- Listen to Your Body: Prioritize rest and self-care during illness.
- Modify Intensity: When returning to therapy, start with lower intensity and
gradually increase.

6. Cardiopulmonary Complications

Some individuals with ankylosing spondylitis may develop complications
affecting the heart and lungs. High-intensity aerobic exercises may pose
risks for those with these complications. Recommended approach:

- Cardiovascular Assessment: Consult a healthcare provider regarding safe
exercise levels.
- Supervised Therapy: Engage in therapy programs under the guidance of
trained professionals.

Precautions and Considerations for Physical
Therapy

To ensure a safe and effective physical therapy experience, individuals with
ankylosing spondylitis should consider the following precautions:

- Consult a Healthcare Provider: Always discuss therapy plans with a doctor
or physical therapist familiar with AS.
- Tailored Therapy Programs: Seek personalized therapy plans that take
individual limitations and health status into account.
- Monitor Symptoms: Keep a detailed record of symptoms and communicate
changes to the therapist regularly.
- Incorporate Breathing Exercises: Focus on deep-breathing techniques to
improve lung function, especially if mobility is compromised.
- Stay Hydrated: Adequate hydration supports overall health and recovery
during therapy.

Conclusion

In summary, ankylosing spondylitis physical therapy contraindications are



vital for ensuring the safety and well-being of individuals undergoing
treatment for this condition. While physical therapy can offer significant
benefits in managing symptoms and improving quality of life, it is crucial to
identify and respect the contraindications associated with AS. By
understanding the risks and taking necessary precautions, patients can work
closely with healthcare providers to develop effective, individualized
treatment plans that promote long-term health and mobility. Always remain
proactive in communicating with your healthcare team to navigate the
complexities of ankylosing spondylitis effectively.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is ankylosing spondylitis and how does it affect
physical therapy?

Ankylosing spondylitis is a type of inflammatory arthritis primarily
affecting the spine, leading to pain and stiffness. Physical therapy aims to
improve mobility and reduce pain, but certain contraindications must be
considered to avoid exacerbating symptoms.

Are there specific exercises that should be avoided
during physical therapy for ankylosing spondylitis?

Yes, high-impact activities, excessive twisting movements, and exercises that
require prolonged static postures should be avoided, as they can worsen pain
and stiffness.

Can patients with ankylosing spondylitis participate
in high-intensity workouts?

Generally, high-intensity workouts are contraindicated for ankylosing
spondylitis patients, especially during flare-ups, as they may increase
inflammation and pain.

What role does pain play in determining physical
therapy contraindications for ankylosing spondylitis?

Pain is a critical factor; if a patient experiences significant discomfort
during an exercise, it may indicate that the exercise is contraindicated and
should be modified or avoided.

Are there any specific conditions that can worsen
ankylosing spondylitis during physical therapy?

Yes, conditions such as severe osteoporosis, active inflammatory flare-ups,
or other comorbid conditions like cardiovascular disease can contraindicate
certain physical therapy interventions.

Is it safe for ankylosing spondylitis patients to use



heat therapy during physical therapy?

Heat therapy can be beneficial for many ankylosing spondylitis patients, but
it should be used with caution, particularly if there is acute inflammation
or skin issues, as it may exacerbate symptoms in some cases.

What types of physical therapy techniques are
generally safe for ankylosing spondylitis patients?

Gentle stretching, range-of-motion exercises, and aquatic therapy are
generally safe and beneficial, as they can help maintain flexibility without
stressing the spine excessively.

How can physical therapists determine the appropriate
level of activity for ankylosing spondylitis
patients?

Physical therapists assess each patient's condition, monitor pain levels, and
consider individual limitations to tailor an appropriate exercise regimen
that balances activity with rest.

What should a patient with ankylosing spondylitis do
if they experience increased pain during physical
therapy?

If a patient experiences increased pain during therapy, they should
immediately inform their therapist, who may modify the treatment plan or
suggest alternative exercises to prevent further discomfort.
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