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ankylosing spondylitis physical therapy contraindications are an important consideration for
anyone managing this chronic inflammatory condition. Ankylosing spondylitis (AS) primarily affects
the spine and sacroiliac joints, leading to pain, stiffness, and reduced mobility. Physical therapy
plays a critical role in managing symptoms and improving quality of life, but not all exercises or
techniques are safe for every patient. Understanding the contraindications—situations where certain
physical therapy interventions should be avoided—is crucial for preventing complications and
ensuring effective care.

In this article, we’ll dive deep into the key contraindications related to physical therapy in
ankylosing spondylitis, explore how to tailor treatment safely, and highlight some practical tips for
patients and therapists alike. Whether you’re newly diagnosed or have been living with AS for years,
knowing these precautions can make a significant difference in your recovery journey.

Understanding Ankylosing Spondylitis and Its Impact
on Physical Therapy

Ankylosing spondylitis is a form of inflammatory arthritis that mainly targets the axial skeleton—the
spine and pelvis. Over time, inflammation can cause the vertebrae to fuse, resulting in a loss of
spinal flexibility and a characteristic hunched posture. Pain and stiffness often worsen after periods
of inactivity, especially in the morning.

Physical therapy aims to maintain spinal mobility, reduce pain, and strengthen supporting muscles.
Common interventions include stretching, strengthening exercises, posture correction, and aerobic
conditioning. However, because AS can cause structural changes and fragility in the spine and
joints, some physical therapy methods may be unsafe or even harmful in certain cases.

Why Physical Therapy Contraindications Matter in
Ankylosing Spondylitis

When dealing with ankylosing spondylitis, a one-size-fits-all approach to physical therapy doesn’t
work. The disease’s progression varies widely among individuals, and some may experience bone
fragility, spinal deformities, or severe inflammation that demands caution.

Ignoring physical therapy contraindications can lead to worsening symptoms, increased pain, or
serious complications like spinal fractures. For example, aggressive spinal manipulation or high-
impact exercises might exacerbate inflammation or cause injury in an already compromised spine.

Recognizing contraindications helps therapists design personalized and safe treatment plans that



respect the patient’s current condition and minimize risks.

Key Contraindications in Ankylosing Spondylitis Physical
Therapy

Here are some of the most important physical therapy contraindications to keep in mind when
treating or managing ankylosing spondylitis:

Severe spinal osteoporosis or fragility fractures: Patients with significant bone
demineralization should avoid high-impact or forceful spinal mobilizations that could lead to
fractures.

Active inflammation flare-ups: During periods of intense inflammation, aggressive
stretching or strengthening may worsen pain and swelling. Gentle range-of-motion exercises
are preferable.

Spinal fusion or ankylosis: Once vertebrae have fused, excessive spinal rotation or
extension exercises may be unsafe or ineffective.

Neurological symptoms: If nerve compression or neurological deficits (such as numbness,
weakness, or tingling) are present, certain exercises or manipulations should be avoided until
evaluated by a specialist.

Severe spinal deformities: Patients with significant kyphosis or scoliosis may need modified
therapy approaches to prevent further damage or falls.

Modifications and Precautions During Physical Therapy

Tailoring physical therapy sessions to accommodate ankylosing spondylitis contraindications
involves a thoughtful balance of activity and rest, along with careful monitoring of symptoms. Below
are some strategies therapists commonly use:

Gentle Range-of-Motion and Stretching Exercises

During active disease flares or when inflammation is high, therapists recommend gentle movements
that maintain joint mobility without stressing inflamed tissues. These might include:

Slow, controlled spinal flexion and extension within pain-free limits

Pelvic tilts and gentle hip stretches



Breathing exercises to promote chest expansion and counteract rigidity

Avoiding rapid or forceful movements helps prevent exacerbation of symptoms.

Strengthening Without Overloading

Muscle strengthening is vital to support the spine and improve posture, but it must be approached
cautiously. Isometric exercises or low-resistance training can help maintain muscle tone without
stressing the joints excessively.

For example, core stabilization exercises performed in neutral positions reduce the risk of strain or
injury. Therapists might also recommend aquatic therapy, which offers resistance with minimal joint
impact.

Postural Training and Ergonomic Advice

Given the risk of spinal deformities and fused vertebrae, physical therapy often emphasizes posture
correction. However, rigid or forced postural adjustments can be contraindicated if they cause pain
or discomfort.

Therapists work with patients to find comfortable postural alignments and suggest ergonomic
modifications for daily activities, such as proper seating or work station setup.

Exercises and Techniques to Avoid in Ankylosing
Spondylitis Physical Therapy

While physical activity is generally encouraged, certain exercises and therapy techniques are
contraindicated or should be avoided in many patients with ankylosing spondylitis:

High-impact aerobic activities: Running, jumping, or intense sports that put excessive
strain on the spine or joints may increase injury risk.

Deep spinal manipulation or aggressive chiropractic adjustments: These can cause
fractures or worsen spinal instability, especially in osteoporotic patients.

Excessive spinal extension or rotation: Movements that hyperextend or twist the spine
beyond comfortable limits may aggravate symptoms or cause damage.

Heavy weightlifting or resistance training without supervision: Improper form or
excessive load can strain the back and sacroiliac joints.



It’s essential that patients communicate openly with their therapists about pain levels and tolerance
during exercise sessions.

Working Closely With Healthcare Providers for Safe
Therapy

Ankylosing spondylitis physical therapy contraindications highlight the importance of
interdisciplinary care. Collaboration between rheumatologists, physical therapists, and primary care
providers ensures that therapy plans align with current disease activity, medication use, and overall
health status.

Before starting or modifying physical therapy:

Discuss any new or worsening symptoms with your healthcare team.

Inform your therapist about your medication regimen—some drugs like corticosteroids can
affect bone health and healing.

Request regular assessments to monitor disease progression and adjust therapy accordingly.

This coordinated approach maximizes benefits while minimizing risks associated with inappropriate
exercises.

Patient Education: Empowering Self-Management

Understanding the contraindications and safe practices related to physical therapy empowers
patients to actively participate in their care. Patients should learn to:

Recognize early signs of flare-ups and modify activity accordingly.

Avoid pushing through severe pain during exercises.

Incorporate low-impact activities such as swimming or walking to maintain fitness.

Practice good posture and ergonomics daily.

Such knowledge reduces anxiety around exercise and promotes long-term adherence to therapeutic
regimens.



Emerging Therapies and Research Considerations

Ongoing research continues to explore innovative physical therapy modalities for ankylosing
spondylitis, including tailored exercise programs, hydrotherapy, and neuromuscular training. Yet,
even with new approaches, contraindications remain critical to patient safety.

Technological advances like wearable motion sensors can help therapists monitor joint stress and
adjust exercises in real time, potentially reducing risks. However, clinical judgment and patient
feedback remain the cornerstones of safe physical therapy.

Final Thoughts on Navigating Physical Therapy
Contraindications in AS

Living with ankylosing spondylitis means balancing activity with caution. Physical therapy offers
many benefits, but understanding and respecting ankylosing spondylitis physical therapy
contraindications is essential to avoid setbacks. By working closely with knowledgeable therapists,
adjusting exercises based on disease status, and prioritizing safe movements, patients can maintain
mobility, manage pain, and improve their overall well-being.

Physical therapy is not just about movement—it’s about moving smartly and safely within the unique
context of AS.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main contraindications for physical therapy in
patients with ankylosing spondylitis?
Main contraindications for physical therapy in ankylosing spondylitis include acute inflammation or
flare-ups, severe spinal instability, recent spinal fractures, and severe osteoporosis, as these
conditions can increase the risk of injury during therapy.

Why should high-impact exercises be avoided in ankylosing
spondylitis physical therapy?
High-impact exercises are contraindicated because they can exacerbate inflammation, increase pain,
and potentially cause injury to the already compromised spinal structures in ankylosing spondylitis
patients.

Is heat therapy contraindicated during ankylosing spondylitis
flare-ups?
Yes, heat therapy is generally contraindicated during acute flare-ups of ankylosing spondylitis
because it may worsen inflammation and swelling. Cold therapy is preferred to reduce inflammation



during these periods.

Are spinal manipulations contraindicated in ankylosing
spondylitis physical therapy?
Spinal manipulations are typically contraindicated in ankylosing spondylitis due to the risk of spinal
fractures and instability, especially in patients with advanced disease or osteoporosis.

Can physical therapy be safely performed during advanced
ankylosing spondylitis stages?
Physical therapy can be modified and safely performed during advanced stages of ankylosing
spondylitis, but certain techniques and exercises should be avoided, such as aggressive stretching or
high-impact activities, to prevent fractures or spinal injury.

Additional Resources
Ankylosing Spondylitis Physical Therapy Contraindications: Navigating Safe Rehabilitation
Strategies

ankylosing spondylitis physical therapy contraindications represent a critical consideration in
the management of this chronic inflammatory disease that primarily affects the spine and sacroiliac
joints. As physical therapy remains a cornerstone in improving mobility, reducing pain, and
enhancing quality of life for individuals with ankylosing spondylitis (AS), understanding when and
how to adapt or avoid certain interventions is essential for safe and effective treatment outcomes.
This article explores the nuanced contraindications associated with physical therapy in AS, providing
healthcare professionals, patients, and caregivers with an informed perspective on optimizing
rehabilitation protocols while mitigating risks.

Understanding Ankylosing Spondylitis and Its
Therapeutic Challenges

Ankylosing spondylitis is a progressive autoimmune disorder characterized by inflammation leading
to fusion of the vertebrae, reduced spinal flexibility, and chronic pain. The disease often manifests in
young adults and can significantly impair posture and respiratory function as the condition
advances. Physical therapy is widely endorsed to counteract stiffness, maintain spinal mobility, and
support functional independence. However, the heterogeneity of disease presentation and
progression necessitates careful evaluation of physical therapy modalities to avoid exacerbating
symptoms or precipitating injury.

The term “ankylosing spondylitis physical therapy contraindications” specifically highlights those
scenarios or conditions under which certain therapeutic exercises, manual techniques, or
interventions should be avoided or modified. Awareness of these contraindications is imperative for
clinicians to tailor individualized care plans that balance therapeutic benefits against potential harm.



Key Contraindications in Physical Therapy for
Ankylosing Spondylitis

Active Inflammatory Phase

One of the principal contraindications for intensive physical therapy interventions is the presence of
active inflammation. During flare-ups, when joints and soft tissues are acutely inflamed, aggressive
stretching, high-impact exercises, or manipulative therapies can exacerbate pain and swelling.
Research indicates that physical therapy should be gentle and aimed at maintaining range of motion
without increasing inflammatory stimuli during these phases.

Severe Spinal Fusion and Structural Instability

Advanced ankylosing spondylitis often results in significant spinal fusion, markedly limiting mobility
and altering biomechanics. In these cases, certain manual mobilizations or high-velocity thrust
techniques are contraindicated due to the heightened risk of vertebral fractures or neurological
compromise. Physical therapists must carefully assess spinal stability through imaging and clinical
examination before applying such interventions.

Osteoporosis and Fracture Risk

Patients with AS frequently develop osteoporosis secondary to chronic inflammation and reduced
mobility. This predisposes them to vertebral compression fractures, especially during forceful
manipulations or weight-bearing exercises with improper technique. Therefore, physical therapy
plans should exclude high-impact or load-bearing activities that could increase fracture risk. Instead,
low-impact strengthening and balance exercises are preferable.

Cardiopulmonary Limitations

In advanced stages, AS can cause restrictive lung disease due to costovertebral joint involvement,
reducing chest wall expansion. Physical therapists must exercise caution when prescribing aerobic
or respiratory exercises, ensuring sessions are adapted to the patient’s cardiopulmonary reserve.
Overexertion can lead to hypoxia or fatigue, contraindicating intense endurance training without
medical clearance.

Therapeutic Modalities and Their Specific
Contraindications



Manual Therapy

Manual therapy, including joint mobilizations and soft tissue massage, is often beneficial for AS
patients but comes with caveats. High-velocity low-amplitude (HVLA) thrust techniques are
generally contraindicated in fused or unstable spinal segments. Gentle mobilizations aimed at
preserving residual mobility and alleviating muscle tension may be indicated but require skilled
practitioners familiar with AS pathology.

Hydrotherapy

Hydrotherapy offers a low-impact environment conducive to exercise; however, contraindications
arise when patients have open wounds, severe cardiovascular disease, or infections. For AS
specifically, hydrotherapy may be less effective during active inflammation periods, as warm water
can sometimes increase swelling. Careful monitoring during sessions is necessary.

Strengthening and Flexibility Exercises

While strengthening and flexibility exercises are foundational in AS rehabilitation, certain
movements may be contraindicated. For instance, excessive spinal flexion or twisting could
exacerbate pain or contribute to deformities. Extension-based exercises are typically favored to
counteract kyphosis, but they must be executed within the patient's tolerance to avoid injury.

Clinical Assessment and Monitoring to Identify
Contraindications

Effective management of ankylosing spondylitis physical therapy contraindications hinges on
thorough initial and ongoing assessments. Clinicians should utilize a combination of patient history,
physical examination, imaging studies, and inflammatory markers to gauge disease activity and
structural changes. Regular monitoring allows for dynamic adjustment of therapy plans in response
to disease fluctuations or emerging complications.

Red Flags Requiring Therapy Modification or Cessation

Sudden onset of severe back pain or neurological symptoms, which may indicate fracture or
spinal cord involvement.

Signs of infection at the treatment site or systemic infection.

Marked increase in inflammatory markers correlating with clinical flare.

Evidence of cardiovascular or respiratory decompensation during exercise.



Recognition of these red flags mandates immediate reassessment and possible referral to specialists
to prevent adverse outcomes.

Balancing Risks and Benefits in Physical Therapy for
AS

Despite the outlined contraindications, physical therapy remains indispensable in managing
ankylosing spondylitis. The challenge lies in customizing interventions that maximize functional
gains while respecting individual limitations. Multidisciplinary collaboration involving
rheumatologists, physical therapists, and primary care providers enhances the identification of
contraindications and promotes comprehensive care.

Emerging evidence supports the integration of patient education on self-management strategies,
emphasizing posture correction, ergonomic adaptations, and pacing techniques to mitigate risks
outside formal therapy sessions. Additionally, advances in imaging and biomarker analysis may soon
provide more precise tools for contraindication assessment and therapy optimization.

In summary, understanding ankylosing spondylitis physical therapy contraindications is vital to
safeguarding patients from harm while harnessing the rehabilitative potential of therapeutic
exercises and modalities. Careful clinical judgment, vigilant monitoring, and individualized
treatment planning form the backbone of successful physical therapy in this complex condition.
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textbook is divided into eleven sections, covering the top evidence-informed techniques in massage,
trigger points, neural muscle energy, manipulations, dry needling, myofascial release, therapeutic
exercise and psychological approaches. In the General Introduction, several authors review the
epidemiology of upper and lower extremity pain syndromes and the process of taking a
comprehensive history in patients affected by pain. In Chapter 5, the basic principles of the physical
examination are covered, while Chapter 6 places the field of manual therapy within the context of
contemporary pain neurosciences and therapeutic neuroscience education. For the remaining
sections, the textbook alternates between the upper and lower quadrants. Sections 2 and 3 provide
state-of-the-art updates on mechanical neck pain, whiplash, thoracic outlet syndrome, myelopathy,
radiculopathy, peri-partum pelvic pain, joint mobilizations and manipulations and therapeutic
exercises, among others. Sections 4 to 9 review pertinent and updated aspects of the shoulder, hip,



elbow, knee, the wrist and hand, and finally the ankle and foot. The last two sections of the book are
devoted to muscle referred pain and neurodynamics. - The only one-stop manual detailing
examination and treatment of the most commonly seen pain syndromes supported by accurate
scientific and clinical data - Over 800 illustrations demonstrating examination procedures and
techniques - Led by an expert editorial team and contributed by internationally-renowned
researchers, educators and clinicians - Covers epidemiology and history-taking - Highly practical
with a constant clinical emphasis
  ankylosing spondylitis physical therapy contraindications: The 5-Minute Clinical
Consult Premium 2015 Frank J. Domino, Robert A. Baldor, Jeremy Golding, Jill A. Grimes,
2014-05-06 The 5-Minute Clinical Consult Premium 2015 helps physicians and healthcare
professionals provide the best patient care by delivering quick answers you can trust where and
when you need it most. The 5-Minute Clinical Consult Premium 2015 provides seamless access to
www.5minuteconsult.com, where you,,ll find:2,000+ commonly encountered diseases and disorders
Differential diagnosis support from an accessible, targeted search Treatment and diagnostic
algorithms More than 1,250 customizable patient handouts from the AAFP ICD9, ICD10 and Snomed
Codes Procedural and physical therapy videos Over 2,250 diagnostic images for over 840 topics
,Point-of-Care CME and CNE The 5-Minute Clinical Consult Premium 2015 provides the luxury of a
traditional print product and delivers quick access the continually updated online content an ideal
resource when you,,re treating patients. Written by esteemed internal medicine and family medicine
practitioners and published by the leading publisher in medical content, The 5-Minute Clinical
Consult Premium 2015: 1-Year Enhanced Online & Mobile Access + Print, 23e includes 1-Year
access to 5minuteconsult.com. 5minuteconsult.com is the quickest, most affordable, evidence-based
workflow tool at the point-of-care. What an incredible program for any health care provider involved
in diagnosing and treating patients! Awesome set up, great resource. current subscriber to
www.5minuteconsult.com.
  ankylosing spondylitis physical therapy contraindications: Whitcup and Nussenblatt's
Uveitis Scott M. Whitcup, H. Nida Sen, 2021-03-31 Comprehensive and readable, Whitcup and
Nussenblatt's Uveitis, 5th Edition, covers every aspect of this complex subspecialty in a single
convenient volume. This clinically relevant guide covers the medical, pharmacological, and surgical
treatment of uveitis in a visually rich, full-color format, offering a complete overview for today's
clinicians. New and updated case studies, key points boxes, and more than 400 images and graphics
highlight major clinical points and provide insight into real situations that you can apply in practice.
- Features multiple chapters on diagnostic approach to help you meet the challenge of making
accurate diagnoses. - Reflects advancements and new developments on all aspects of uveitis
including new medical and surgical treatments. - Covers key topics such as the use of PCR in
diagnostic testing, cataract surgery in patients with uveitis, the use of OCT in diagnosis and
treatment, new infectious causes of uveitis (including Zika and Ebola), and novel treatments for
inflammatory eye disease. - Includes new clinical photographs, illustrations, and OCT images
throughout. - Reviews new randomized clinical trials of new uveitis therapy, as well as the approach
to patients with HIV and HIV-associated ocular diseases including CMV retinitis and immune
recovery uveitis. - Provides expanded information on masquerade syndromes with important tips on
diagnosis and management of intraocular lymphoma.
  ankylosing spondylitis physical therapy contraindications: Alternative Medicine and
Rehabilitation Stanley F. Wainapel, Dr. Avital Fast, MD, 2003 Wainapel and Fast, both with Albert
Einstein College of Medicine/ Montefiore Medical Center in New York, point out the irony of the
speciality of physical medicine and rehabilitation having been considered a form of alternative
medicine 50 years ago. Rather than being a practice manual or comprehensive survey of alternative
medicine, this volume reflects the evolution of alternative medicine to an integrative/complementary
and alternative medicine (CAM) seeking to combine the best of both worlds. Most of the 19
contributed chapters offer evidence-based treatments of such adjuncts to rehabilitation medicine for
neurologic and other disorders as chiropractic, massage, yoga, meditation, biofeedback, hypnosis,



acupuncture, nutritional therapy, and magnet therapy. Others discuss recent NIH-funded research,
specific CAM treatment approaches, payment for CAM services, and professional literature issues.
Annotation copyrighted by Book News, Inc., Portland, OR
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