
hypermobility physical therapy
exercises
hypermobility physical therapy exercises are crucial for managing the complexities
associated with excessive joint flexibility, often referred to as hypermobility spectrum
disorder (HSD) or generalized hypermobility (GH). This article delves into the specialized
approaches and targeted movements that physical therapists employ to improve stability,
reduce pain, and enhance functional capacity for individuals with hypermobile joints. We
will explore the principles behind hypermobility physical therapy, discuss common
exercises, and highlight the importance of a personalized approach. Understanding these
exercises can empower individuals to better navigate the challenges of hypermobility and
improve their overall quality of life.

Understanding Hypermobility and Its Impact

The Role of Physical Therapy in Hypermobility
Management

Physical therapy serves as a cornerstone in the management of hypermobility. Unlike
conditions that require immobilisation, hypermobility often benefits from active
rehabilitation designed to strengthen the muscles that support the joints. The primary goal
is to improve proprioception, the body's awareness of its position in space, and to enhance
neuromuscular control. This involves retraining the muscles to provide a stable, protective
scaffold around the often-lax ligaments. Therapists assess the specific joints affected, the
degree of hypermobility, and any associated symptoms like pain, fatigue, or dislocations.
Based on this comprehensive evaluation, a tailored exercise program is developed.

Why Traditional Exercise Approaches May Not Suffice

Individuals with hypermobility often find that traditional strength training or general fitness
programs can be counterproductive. Overstretching or performing exercises with poor form
can lead to increased joint instability, pain, and even injury. This is because hypermobile
joints may already be prone to excessive range of motion. Therefore, exercises need to
focus on controlled movements within a safe range, emphasizing muscle activation and
endurance rather than brute strength or extreme flexibility. The key is to build stability
without further stressing the already lax connective tissues.



The Principles of Hypermobility Physical Therapy
Exercises

The foundational principles of physical therapy for hypermobility revolve around
proprioception, muscle activation, and endurance. Exercises are designed to gently guide
the body towards a more stable joint position and to teach the nervous system how to
effectively recruit stabilizing muscles. This often involves isometric exercises, where
muscles contract without changing their length, followed by carefully controlled concentric
and eccentric movements. The focus is on quality of movement and proper muscle
engagement rather than the quantity of repetitions or the speed of execution. Therapists
often utilize visual and tactile feedback to help patients understand and feel the correct
muscle activation patterns.

Key Components of Hypermobility Physical
Therapy Exercise Programs

Proprioception and Neuromuscular Re-education

Proprioception is paramount in managing hypermobility. When ligaments are lax, the
sensory receptors within them send less reliable signals to the brain about joint position.
Neuromuscular re-education aims to re-establish these neural pathways. Exercises in this
category often involve balance challenges, such as standing on one leg, using unstable
surfaces like balance boards or BOSU balls, and performing slow, controlled movements
with eyes closed. These activities force the body to rely on its internal sensory feedback,
improving its ability to anticipate and react to joint movements, thereby enhancing stability
and reducing the risk of sprains or dislocations.

Muscle Strengthening and Stabilization Exercises

Targeted strengthening is essential to compensate for ligamentous laxity. This doesn't
mean building bulky muscles, but rather developing the endurance and coordinated firing
of deep stabilizing muscles. For the shoulder, exercises might include rotator cuff
strengthening with resistance bands, focusing on external rotation and scapular retraction.
For the hips, exercises like glute bridges, clamshells, and controlled leg raises are
commonly prescribed. Core strengthening, encompassing the abdominal muscles, back
muscles, and pelvic floor, is also critical for overall body stability. Emphasis is placed on
slow, controlled movements, often within a shortened range of motion initially, to ensure
proper muscle activation and avoid overstretching.

Core Strengthening for Hypermobility



A strong core acts as the central hub for all movement, providing a stable base for the
limbs. For individuals with hypermobility, a weak or poorly coordinated core can exacerbate
instability in the periphery. Core exercises for hypermobility focus on engaging the deep
transversus abdominis and multifidus muscles, which are crucial for spinal stability.
Examples include:

Pelvic tilts

Bird-dog exercise

Dead bug exercise

Plank variations (modified as needed)

These exercises are performed with meticulous attention to form, ensuring that the core is
activated before and during limb movements.

Lower Limb Stabilization

The lower limbs, particularly the hips and knees, are frequently affected by hypermobility.
Strengthening the muscles around these joints helps to prevent excessive buckling or
hyperextension. Exercises for the hips might include:

Glute activation exercises (e.g., lying hip abductions, donkey kicks)

Controlled squats and lunges, focusing on knee alignment over the toes

Calf raises for ankle stability

The goal is to build endurance in the muscles that control joint position, enabling them to
provide consistent support throughout daily activities.

Upper Limb and Shoulder Stability

Shoulder hypermobility can lead to a feeling of instability, clicking, or even dislocations.
Physical therapy aims to strengthen the muscles of the rotator cuff and the scapular
stabilizers. This can involve:

Resistance band exercises for external and internal rotation

Scapular squeezes and retractions

Wall slides to improve scapulohumeral rhythm

Low-impact movements like pendulums and gentle arm circles



The focus is on controlled movement and ensuring that the shoulder blade moves in
conjunction with the arm, providing a stable base for the ball-and-socket joint.

Endurance and Pacing Strategies

Fatigue can significantly worsen hypermobility symptoms. Muscles that are constantly
working to stabilize hypermobile joints can tire more easily. Therefore, building muscle
endurance is a critical component of therapy. This is achieved through higher repetitions of
controlled exercises or longer-duration isometric holds. Equally important are pacing
strategies. Therapists educate individuals on how to manage their energy levels throughout
the day, breaking down activities into smaller, manageable chunks and incorporating rest
periods to prevent overexertion and subsequent flare-ups.

Types of Exercises Commonly Prescribed

Isometric Exercises

Isometric exercises are often the starting point for hypermobility rehabilitation. They
involve contracting a muscle without any movement at the joint. This helps to activate
muscles and build strength without placing stress on the joint itself. Examples include
pressing hands together firmly in front of the chest to engage pectoral muscles, or gently
pressing palms into the floor while in a quadruped position to activate core and back
muscles. These exercises are excellent for improving muscle recruitment and providing
early stability.

Dynamic Stabilization Exercises

Once a baseline level of muscle activation and isometric strength is established, dynamic
stabilization exercises are introduced. These involve controlled movements through a
specific range of motion that emphasize maintaining joint alignment and muscle
engagement. Examples include:

Controlled hamstring curls with a resistance band

Slow, deliberate squats where the focus is on knee and hip alignment

Scapular push-ups, where the shoulder blades move towards and away from each
other without bending the elbows

These exercises teach the body to stabilize joints actively during movement, crucial for
functional activities.



Balance and Proprioception Drills

As mentioned earlier, balance and proprioception drills are fundamental. These exercises
challenge the body's ability to maintain equilibrium and awareness of joint position. They
can progress from simple to complex:

Standing on one leg with eyes open.1.

Standing on one leg with eyes closed.2.

Standing on an unstable surface (e.g., foam pad, wobble board) with eyes open.3.

Standing on an unstable surface with eyes closed.4.

Performing dynamic movements like single-leg squats or reaching movements while5.
maintaining balance.

These exercises retrain the neuromuscular system to provide continuous, accurate
feedback, improving joint control.

Cardiovascular Exercise with Modifications

While not direct stabilization exercises, appropriate cardiovascular activity is important for
overall health and can improve endurance. However, modifications are often necessary.
Low-impact activities like swimming, cycling (with proper bike fit), or water aerobics are
generally well-tolerated. High-impact activities such as running or jumping may need to be
avoided or modified to reduce joint stress. The key is to choose activities that do not
exacerbate pain or instability and to listen to the body's signals.

The Importance of a Personalized Approach and
Professional Guidance

It is critical to understand that hypermobility is a spectrum, and the needs of each
individual vary significantly. What is beneficial for one person may be detrimental to
another. Therefore, a personalized approach developed with a qualified physical therapist is
paramount. A therapist can accurately assess your specific condition, identify areas of
weakness or instability, and design an exercise program that is safe, effective, and
progressive. They can also teach you proper form, monitor your progress, and make
adjustments as needed. Self-prescribing exercises without professional guidance can lead
to frustration, pain, or injury, hindering progress towards better joint management.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the primary goals of physical therapy for
hypermobility?
The primary goals of physical therapy for hypermobility are to improve joint stability,
strengthen supporting muscles, enhance proprioception (body awareness), manage pain,
and develop functional movement patterns to prevent injury and improve quality of life.

Are there specific exercises that are generally
recommended for hypermobility?
Yes, generally recommended exercises focus on isometric strengthening (muscle
contraction without joint movement), low-impact strengthening of muscles surrounding
hypermobile joints (e.g., rotator cuff, core, glutes), proprioceptive exercises (like balance
drills), and gentle range of motion within a controlled and safe range. Avoid exercises that
promote hyperextension.

How can I safely progress my exercises if I have
hypermobility?
Progression should be very gradual and guided by a physical therapist. Focus on perfect
form and control before increasing repetitions, resistance, or complexity. Listen to your
body; pain is a sign to stop or modify. Prioritize stability and endurance over maximal
strength or speed.

What are some common mistakes to avoid when
exercising with hypermobility?
Common mistakes include overstretching, pushing joints into their end ranges
(hyperextension), relying on passive stretching, performing ballistic or jerky movements,
neglecting core and stabilizer muscles, and not listening to the body's feedback. Working
with a knowledgeable therapist is crucial to avoid these.

Can physical therapy help with fatigue and pain
associated with hypermobility?
Absolutely. Physical therapy can help manage fatigue by improving muscle efficiency and
endurance, and by teaching energy conservation techniques. Pain management often
involves strengthening muscles to reduce joint strain, improving posture, and potentially
using modalities like heat or ice as recommended by the therapist.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to hypermobility physical therapy exercises, with



descriptions:

1. The Hypermobile Body: A Practical Guide to Movement and Management
This book offers a comprehensive overview of hypermobility, explaining its causes and
effects on the body. It provides a range of exercises designed to improve stability, strength,
and proprioception for individuals with hypermobility. The text emphasizes functional
movements and self-management strategies to reduce pain and enhance quality of life.

2. Stable Joints, Strong Core: Targeted Exercises for Hypermobility
This guide focuses on building a strong foundation for hypermobile individuals through core
strengthening and joint stabilization techniques. It introduces progressive exercise
programs that gradually increase challenge while prioritizing proper form and control. The
book aims to empower readers with the knowledge to safely and effectively improve their
body's support systems.

3. Movement Mastery for Hypermobility: From Pain to Performance
This resource delves into the principles of efficient and controlled movement for those
experiencing hypermobility. It offers exercises that target key muscle groups essential for
joint support and alignment, aiming to reduce the risk of injury and pain. The book guides
readers on a journey from managing discomfort to optimizing their physical capabilities.

4. The Hypermobility Toolkit: Exercises and Strategies for Everyday Life
This practical handbook provides a collection of accessible exercises and everyday
strategies for individuals living with hypermobility. It breaks down complex movements into
easy-to-follow steps, focusing on building strength and coordination. The book aims to
equip readers with tools to manage their condition and improve their functional
independence.

5. Understanding and Managing Hypermobility: A Physiotherapist's Perspective
Written by a physical therapy professional, this book offers an in-depth look at the
physiotherapy approach to hypermobility. It explains the rationale behind specific exercise
interventions and rehabilitation programs. The text provides detailed guidance on how to
perform exercises correctly, emphasizing safe progression and symptom management.

6. Joint-Friendly Fitness: A Hypermobility Exercise Program
This book presents a carefully curated exercise program specifically designed for
hypermobile joints. It prioritizes low-impact movements and focuses on building endurance
and muscle control without excessive strain. The program aims to enhance overall fitness
while safeguarding against common hypermobility-related issues.

7. Building Resilience: Strength Training for Hypermobile Athletes
This specialized guide targets athletes or active individuals who experience hypermobility.
It outlines a progressive strength training regimen that builds muscle support around
vulnerable joints. The book emphasizes techniques to enhance performance and prevent
injuries through strategic conditioning and proprioceptive training.

8. The Hypermobility Handbook: Safe and Effective Exercise Techniques
This comprehensive handbook serves as a go-to resource for safe and effective exercise for
hypermobile individuals. It covers a wide range of exercises, from basic stabilization drills to
more dynamic movements, all explained with an emphasis on proper form. The book aims
to empower readers to take an active role in managing their hypermobility.



9. Connect and Control: Mind-Body Exercises for Hypermobility
This unique book explores the connection between the mind and body in managing
hypermobility through exercise. It introduces exercises that enhance proprioception, body
awareness, and motor control. The text encourages a holistic approach, helping individuals
develop a better understanding of their body's signals and how to use movement for better
joint stability.
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