
SquareONE	Rehabilitation	
Educational	Tips	

	

Movement	is	medicine:	why	exercise	therapy	reduces	chronic	pain	

Have	you	ever	been	in	so	much	pain	that	you	just	didn’t	want	to	move?	
That	was	the	case	with	Joe	(name	changed),	a	45-year-old	Heavy	Equipment	
Operator	at	a	construction	company	who	suffered	from	daily	back	pain	from	a	
herniated	disk.	Waking	up	on	a	Saturday	morning	after	a	long	week	of	work,	he	
groaned	in	pain	as	he	slowly	tried	to	get	out	of	bed	only	to	immediately	lay	back	
down	to	rest.	He	knew	he	would	have	to	get	up	eventually	but	dreaded	the	pain	that	
would	come	with	moving	his	back.	Once	an	avid	snowboarder	and	hiker,	he	found	
himself	being	less	and	less	active	and	would	spend	days	in	bed	when	the	pain	was	at	
its	worst.	Even	the	smallest	movements	seemed	to	trigger	his	pain,	which	was	
becoming	worse	over	time,	and	he	had	resigned	himself	to	a	sedentary	lifestyle.	
Like	Joe,	millions	of	people	suffering	from	chronic	musculoskeletal	(MSK)	pain	find	
it	tempting	to	avoid	the	motions	that	cause	pain.	But	exercise	actually	retrains	the	
brain	and	body	to	manage	pain	and	is	often	the	very	best	way	to	help	lessen	the	
pain,	avoid	surgery	and	drugs,	and	improve	quality	of	life.	In	fact,	all	the	leading	
medical	bodies	recommend	preventative	non-invasive	MSK	care	before	drugs	&	
surgery.	The	best	practice	for	dealing	and	preventing	the	above	scenario	is:	
exercise	therapy,	behavioral	health,	and	education.	
	
Chronic	Pain	Causes	Avoidance	of	Physical	Activity	
According	to	the	Fear	Avoidance	Model,	people	with	chronic	pain	avoid	physical	
activity	because	they	think	that	it	will	make	their	pain	worse.	This	behavior	leads	to	
decreased	levels	of	physical	activity,	which	actually	worsens	pain,	as	muscles	
atrophy,	mobility	becomes	more	limited,	and	you	become	more	sensitive	to	pain.	
This	negative	feedback	loop	of	chronic	pain	and	inactivity	can	be	a	difficult	cycle	to	
break.	
	
Chronic	pain	is	also	highly	correlated	to	depression.	Depression	has	a	feedback	loop	
that	increases	the	severity	and	intensity	of	pain,	and	chronic	MSK	pain	increases	the	
risk	for	depression.	This	is	called	the	depression-pain	dyad.	Tiredness,	lack	of	
energy,	and	loss	of	interest	in	normal	activities	are	often	symptoms	of	depression,	
which	contribute	to	the	avoidance	of	physical	activity.	
	
Chronic	Pain	Makes	You	Oversensitive	to	Pain	
To	understand	how	exercise	therapy	helps	treat	chronic	pain,	it’s	important	to	first	
examine	how	chronic	pain	affects	the	pain	system.	Pain	is	always	created	and	
processed	by	the	brain.	Essentially	it’s	the	body’s	alarm	system	and	a	protective	
response.	Sometimes	the	pain	system	goes	a	little	haywire,	like	a	computer	that’s	
been	infected	with	a	bug.	Problems	can	arise	when	the	pain	buffer	zone,	the	
threshold	between	where	you	begin	to	feel	pain	and	when	actual	damage	can	occur,	



fails	to	readjust.	This	means	that	you	are	feeling	pain	even	though	you	are	far	from	
risking	damage.	

	
As	a	result,	the	pain	warning	system	stays	ultra	sensitive	–	like	a	car	alarm	that	
keeps	going	off	to	the	wind	instead	of	an	intruder.	This	is	how	chronic	pain	changes	
how	your	brain	perceives	pain.	When	your	body	feels	a	certain	pain	repeatedly,	such	
as	Joe	and	his	chronic	back	pain,	it	requires	less	stimulus	to	trigger	the	pain.	The	
body	becomes	more	efficient	at	producing	pain	–	it	can	actually	learn	pain.	
	
Exercise	Helps	You	Manage	Chronic	Pain	
When	you’re	in	pain,	it’s	tempting	to	take	it	easy	to	avoid	further	damage.	This	is	
unlikely	to	help	–	quite	the	reverse	in	fact.	Not	moving	enough	often	causes	a	
cascade	of	factors	that	can	amplify	pain.	Exercise	is	actually	the	best	way	to	retrain	
an	overprotective	pain	system.	Stretching	and	strengthening	exercises	can	retrain	
the	pain	system	and	readjust	the	pain	buffer	zone,	reminding	it	that	movement	is	
normal	and	‘safe’.	Another	added	benefit	is	that	exercise	releases	endorphins,	which	
can	actually	block	pain	signals	from	reaching	the	brain.	
	
Getting	started	with	exercise	therapy	is	often	the	hardest	part	due	to	the	way	
chronic	pain	can	affect	your	state	of	mind,	behaviors	and	beliefs.	This	is	where	the	
other	2	pillars	of	best	practice	care	come	in.	Education	is	important	for	
understanding	how	pain	works	and	realizing	that	hurt	doesn’t	always	mean	harm.	
Behavioral	therapy	helps	dissuade	pain	behaviors	that	reinforce	disability	and	pain,	
such	as	inactivity.	
	
Exercise	Has	Health	Benefits	Beyond	Managing	MSK	Pain	
Exercise	helps	you	regain	strength,	flexibility,	and	energy.	When	we	move,	our	
bodies	create	substances	that	help	our	joints,	discs,	and	even	our	lungs	stay	
lubricated	so	they	move	smoothly.	By	making	muscles	and	joints	work	harder	than	



usual,	it	conditions	them	to	loosen	and	improves	mobility	and	strength.	
Exercise	improves	overall	health	because	pain	contributors	also	impact	your	overall	
health.	Arguably,	one	of	the	most	important	benefits	of	exercise	is	that	it	improves	
mental	well-being	by	improving	sleep,	increasing	resilience	to	stress,	improving	
confidence,	and	reducing	fear	of	movement.	Exercise	is	also	proven	to	alleviate	
symptoms	of	depression.	The	improved	blood	and	oxygen	flow	from	exercise	can	
also	have	a	positive	impact	on	cardiovascular	health.	
	
Conclusion	
Beyond	some	of	the	more	obvious	health	benefits,	exercise	therapy	is	critical	to	best	
practice	MSK	care	because	it	actually	retrains	the	brain	to	better	manage	pain.	As	
employers	evaluate	programs	to	address	the	high	cost	of	MSK	pain	in	their	
workforce,	they	should	consider	that	any	program	for	MSK	care	should	include	
exercise	therapy.	However,	that	itself	is	not	enough.	By	combining	exercise	with		
education,	and	behavioral	health,	on	average	the	literature	states	you	will	
experience	nearly	60%	reduction	in	pain,	1	in	2	surgeries	avoided,	and	70%+	
reduction	in	depression	and	anxiety.	
	
We	applied	this	model	with	Joe	and	as	a	result	he	was	able	to	hike	over	10	miles	in	
steep	terrain	with	a	backpack	on	without	any	pain,	missing	any	workdays,	or	
spending	any	days	in	bed.	His	pain	is	no	longer	triggered	by	getting	out	of	bed	in	the	
morning,	and	he	can	hit	the	slopes	again	without	any	fear	of	pain,	demonstrating	
that	for	chronic	pain,	movement	really	is	medicine.	


