
when should you start physical therapy after
cortisone injection

When should you start physical therapy after cortisone injection? This is a common question among patients
who have undergone cortisone injections for pain relief. Cortisone injections, also known as corticosteroid
injections, are often used to treat inflammation in various conditions, including arthritis, tendonitis, and
bursitis. While these injections can provide significant pain relief, understanding the appropriate timeline for
resuming physical therapy is essential for maximizing recovery and preventing further injury. This article will
explore the relationship between cortisone injections and physical therapy, the timing for starting therapy, and
the factors influencing this timeline.

Understanding Cortisone Injections

Cortisone injections are anti-inflammatory medications that help reduce swelling, pain, and discomfort in
specific areas of the body. Often used in conjunction with other treatments, these injections can provide
temporary relief and improve mobility, helping patients return to their daily activities more comfortably.

How Cortisone Injections Work

- Mechanism of Action: Cortisone mimics the effects of cortisol, a hormone produced by the adrenal glands. It
works by suppressing the immune system's response to inflammation, thus alleviating pain and swelling in the
targeted area.
- Common Uses: Cortisone injections are commonly used for conditions such as:
- Osteoarthritis
- Rheumatoid arthritis
- Tendonitis
- Bursitis
- Plantar fasciitis
- Sciatica

Benefits of Cortisone Injections

1. Pain Relief: Many patients experience significant reduction in pain levels, allowing them to engage in daily
activities more comfortably.
2. Increased Mobility: With reduced pain, individuals can often regain range of motion and function in their joints
or soft tissues.
3. Adjunct Therapy: Cortisone injections can enhance the effectiveness of physical therapy by reducing pain and
inflammation, enabling patients to participate more fully in their rehabilitation.

The Role of Physical Therapy

Physical therapy (PT) is a critical component of rehabilitation for many patients following injuries or
surgeries. PT focuses on improving movement, strength, and function through tailored exercises and treatments.



Goals of Physical Therapy

- Restoration of Function: Help patients regain their pre-injury level of function.
- Pain Management: Utilize various techniques to alleviate pain and discomfort.
- Strengthening Muscles: Focus on strengthening muscles surrounding the affected area to provide better
support.
- Improving Flexibility: Enhance the range of motion and flexibility in the joints or tissues involved.

Timing for Starting Physical Therapy After Cortisone Injection

Determining when to start physical therapy after a cortisone injection can depend on several factors, including
the type of condition being treated, the individual’s response to the injection, and the physician's
recommendations.

General Recommendations

- Immediate Rest: Most healthcare providers recommend resting the affected area for at least 24 hours post-
injection. This allows the cortisone to take effect and minimizes the risk of exacerbating inflammation.
- Gradual Resumption: After the initial rest period, many patients can begin light activities or gentle stretching,
but it's essential to listen to one's body and avoid pushing through pain.
- Physical Therapy Start Time: Generally, physical therapy can begin within 1 to 2 weeks after the injection,
depending on individual circumstances. However, this can vary widely based on the following factors:

Factors Influencing the Start Time for Physical Therapy

1. Type of Condition:
- For conditions like arthritis, patients may start therapy sooner, as the goal is to maintain joint function and
prevent stiffness.
- In cases of tendonitis or acute injuries, a longer wait may be necessary to allow the inflammation to subside.

2. Patient's Response to Injection:
- If a patient experiences significant pain relief, they may be able to start physical therapy sooner than someone
who does not respond as positively to the injection.
- Monitoring pain levels and functionality after the injection can help gauge readiness for therapy.

3. Physician's Recommendations:
- Following the injection, the healthcare provider will give specific instructions tailored to the patient’s
condition and recovery goals.
- It’s crucial to follow the physician's advice, as they have the best understanding of an individual’s unique
situation.

4. Individual Health Factors:
- Age, overall health, and pre-existing conditions can influence recovery timelines and the decision to begin
physical therapy.
- Patients with comorbidities may require more time before resuming exercise or therapy.

Symptoms to Monitor After Cortisone Injection

While cortisone injections are generally safe, it’s essential to monitor for any adverse symptoms that may



indicate complications or the need for a change in the recovery plan.

Common Symptoms to Watch For

- Increased Pain: If pain worsens significantly after the injection, it may indicate a reaction or that physical
therapy should be delayed.
- Swelling or Redness: Persistent swelling or redness at the injection site could signal an infection or other
complications.
- Limited Mobility: If movement remains severely restricted, further evaluation may be necessary before starting
physical therapy.

Integrating Physical Therapy After Cortisone Injection

Once cleared to begin physical therapy, the integration of therapy into the recovery process should be
approached thoughtfully.

Components of a Physical Therapy Program

1. Assessment and Evaluation:
- A physical therapist will conduct an initial assessment to evaluate the patient’s condition, range of motion,
strength, and pain levels.

2. Customized Exercise Regimen:
- A tailored program will focus on specific exercises to improve function, flexibility, and strength without
overloading the affected area.

3. Manual Therapy Techniques:
- Techniques such as massage, joint mobilization, and stretching may be employed to alleviate pain and enhance
mobility.

4. Education and Self-Management:
- Patients will receive education on managing their condition, including strategies for preventing future injuries
or flare-ups.

5. Gradual Progression:
- The physical therapy program will progress gradually, allowing the therapist to adjust based on the
patient’s response to treatment.

Conclusion

Understanding when to start physical therapy after cortisone injection is vital for effective recovery. While a
general timeline suggests beginning therapy within 1 to 2 weeks post-injection, individual factors such as the
type of condition, response to treatment, and physician recommendations play critical roles in determining the
best approach. By closely monitoring symptoms and collaborating with healthcare providers, patients can
optimize their recovery and return to their daily activities more effectively. Physical therapy serves as a
crucial adjunct to cortisone injections, empowering patients to regain strength, mobility, and function after
experiencing pain or injury.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the typical recovery timeline after a cortisone injection before
starting physical therapy?

Typically, it is recommended to wait at least 24 to 72 hours after a cortisone injection before starting
physical therapy to allow the medication to take effect.

Can starting physical therapy too soon after a cortisone injection be
harmful?

Yes, starting physical therapy too soon can lead to increased pain and inflammation, which may counteract
the benefits of the cortisone injection.

How can I determine the right time to begin physical therapy after a
cortisone injection?

Consult your healthcare provider or physical therapist for personalized advice, as they can assess your
specific condition and recovery progress.

Are there any signs that indicate I should start physical therapy after a
cortisone injection?

If you experience a reduction in pain and improved mobility, it may be a sign that you can safely begin physical
therapy.

What types of exercises are typically started in physical therapy after a
cortisone injection?

Physical therapy may begin with gentle range-of-motion exercises, followed by progressive strengthening and
functional activities, depending on your condition.

Should I expect my physical therapist to adjust my treatment based on my
response to the cortisone injection?

Yes, your physical therapist will likely monitor your response to the cortisone injection and adjust your
treatment plan accordingly to maximize benefits.

Is it common for patients to have follow-up injections before starting
physical therapy?

In some cases, patients may receive follow-up injections if needed, but physical therapy can usually start after
the initial injection's effects are felt.

What is the goal of physical therapy after receiving a cortisone injection?

The goal is to improve function, reduce pain, and enhance mobility through targeted exercises and therapeutic
techniques, making it easier to return to daily activities.
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