
can physical therapy make a pinched
nerve worse
Can physical therapy make a pinched nerve worse? This is a common concern for
individuals seeking relief from nerve compression issues. Pinched nerves can result from
various factors, including herniated discs, repetitive motions, or underlying medical
conditions. Physical therapy is often recommended as a conservative treatment option to
alleviate pain, restore function, and improve mobility. However, like any medical
intervention, it is essential to understand the potential risks and benefits associated with
physical therapy, particularly concerning how it may affect a pinched nerve.

Understanding Pinched Nerves

A pinched nerve occurs when surrounding tissues, such as bones, cartilage, muscles, or
tendons, exert excessive pressure on a nerve. This can lead to pain, numbness, tingling,
and weakness in the affected area. Common sites for pinched nerves include the neck,
back, and wrists, and symptoms can vary widely depending on the location and severity of
the compression.

Causes of Pinched Nerves

There are several causes of pinched nerves, including:

Herniated Discs: When the soft inner material of a spinal disc bulges out, it can
press on nearby nerves.

Bone Spurs: Overgrowth of bone due to arthritis can narrow the space available for
nerves.

Injury or Trauma: Sports injuries or accidents can lead to swelling and
inflammation, putting pressure on nerves.

Repetitive Movements: Activities that require repetitive motions can lead to nerve
compression over time.

Medical Conditions: Conditions like diabetes, rheumatoid arthritis, or thyroid
issues can increase susceptibility to nerve compression.



The Role of Physical Therapy in Treating Pinched
Nerves

Physical therapy aims to alleviate pain, strengthen muscles, increase flexibility, and
improve range of motion. It can involve various techniques, including:

Exercises: Targeted strengthening and stretching exercises can help relieve1.
pressure on the affected nerve.

Manual Therapy: Hands-on techniques used by physical therapists can help2.
improve mobility and reduce pain.

Modalities: Treatments such as heat, ice, ultrasound, or electrical stimulation may3.
be employed to manage symptoms.

Education: Physical therapists often provide advice on posture, ergonomics, and4.
activity modifications to prevent further injury.

Can Physical Therapy Make a Pinched Nerve
Worse?

The question of whether physical therapy can make a pinched nerve worse is nuanced.
While physical therapy is generally designed to alleviate symptoms and improve function,
there are situations where it could potentially exacerbate the condition.

Factors That Could Worsen a Pinched Nerve

1. Improper Techniques: If exercises are performed incorrectly, they may not only be
ineffective but could also worsen the nerve compression. It is vital to follow the guidance
of a qualified physical therapist.

2. Overexertion: Engaging in activities or exercises that apply too much pressure on the
affected area can lead to increased pain and inflammation, exacerbating the pinched nerve
symptoms.

3. Ignoring Pain Signals: If a patient pushes through pain during therapy, they may
inadvertently worsen the condition. It is crucial to communicate openly with the therapist
about any discomfort experienced during treatment.

4. Pre-existing Conditions: Certain underlying health issues may affect how one responds
to physical therapy. For example, individuals with severe arthritis or other inflammatory
conditions might experience increased pain with certain therapeutic exercises.



When Physical Therapy Is Beneficial

Despite the potential risks, physical therapy is often beneficial for many individuals
suffering from a pinched nerve. Here are some reasons why:

1. Customized Treatment Plans: A skilled physical therapist tailors a treatment plan based
on the individual's specific condition and needs, focusing on alleviating symptoms while
minimizing the risk of exacerbating the problem.

2. Improved Mobility and Strength: Physical therapy can help restore mobility and
strengthen the surrounding muscles, which can relieve pressure on the pinched nerve and
promote healing.

3. Education and Prevention: Therapists educate patients on body mechanics and posture,
which can help prevent future occurrences of pinched nerves.

4. Pain Management: Techniques employed in physical therapy can effectively reduce
pain, allowing patients to return to their daily activities more comfortably.

Making an Informed Decision

To determine whether physical therapy is appropriate for your pinched nerve, consider the
following steps:

Consult a Healthcare Professional

Before starting any physical therapy, it is crucial to consult with a healthcare provider.
They can help diagnose the underlying cause of the pinched nerve and recommend
appropriate treatment options.

Choose a Qualified Physical Therapist

Select a physical therapist with experience in treating nerve conditions. Ensure they
understand your specific situation and tailor the treatment plan accordingly.

Communicate Openly

Maintain open communication with your therapist. Discuss any pain or discomfort that
arises during therapy to modify the treatment as needed.



Set Realistic Goals

Establish realistic expectations for your recovery journey. Understand that improvement
may take time, and it’s essential to remain patient and committed to the treatment plan.

Conclusion

In summary, while the question of whether physical therapy can make a pinched nerve
worse is valid, it largely depends on the individual circumstances surrounding each case.
When managed correctly, physical therapy can be a beneficial component of treatment for
pinched nerves. However, it is essential to approach therapy cautiously, communicate
effectively with healthcare providers, and adhere to recommended guidelines. By doing so,
individuals suffering from a pinched nerve can maximize the benefits of physical therapy
while minimizing the risks of exacerbating their condition.

Frequently Asked Questions

Can physical therapy help alleviate symptoms of a
pinched nerve?
Yes, physical therapy can help alleviate symptoms of a pinched nerve by improving
mobility, strengthening surrounding muscles, and reducing inflammation.

Is it possible for physical therapy to make a pinched
nerve worse?
In some cases, if the exercises are not tailored to the individual's condition or if they are
performed improperly, physical therapy could potentially aggravate a pinched nerve.

What types of physical therapy techniques are safe for a
pinched nerve?
Safe techniques may include gentle stretching, manual therapy, and specific
strengthening exercises designed to alleviate pressure on the nerve.

How can I determine if physical therapy is right for my
pinched nerve?
Consulting with a healthcare provider or physical therapist can help determine if physical
therapy is appropriate based on your specific symptoms and medical history.



What should I do if physical therapy increases my pain
from a pinched nerve?
You should stop the exercises immediately and inform your physical therapist about the
increased pain so they can adjust your treatment plan.

Are there any contraindications for physical therapy
with a pinched nerve?
Yes, contraindications may include severe pain, recent surgery, or specific medical
conditions that limit movement or increase risk.

How long does it typically take to see improvement in a
pinched nerve with physical therapy?
Improvement can vary, but many patients may start to notice changes within a few weeks
of consistent physical therapy sessions.

Can physical therapy prevent future pinched nerves?
Yes, physical therapy can help strengthen muscles and improve flexibility, which may
reduce the risk of future pinched nerves.

What signs indicate that physical therapy is not
effective for my pinched nerve?
Signs may include persistent or worsening pain, numbness, weakness, or inability to
perform daily activities despite undergoing therapy.
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