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By the end of this talk, you should:

• Understand why exercise is essential for Arthritis/Musculoskeletal health

• Know the types of exercise you can be doing

• Feel confident starting or adjusting an exercise program

• Learn how to modify safely for pain and flare-ups

• Have some strategies to help you stick to an exercise program 



Why should I exercise?

Exercise is GOOD for 
arthritis and 
musculoskeletal health





Increased 
symptoms

Deconditioning

Vicious cycle of physical inactivity in people with 
arthritis and musculoskeletal conditions
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Benefits of exercise



Benefits of exercise

• Pain
• Function
• Quality of life
• Depression, anxiety, stress
• Fatigue
• Sleep
• Stiffness



Exercise is SAFE for people with arthritis and 
musculoskeletal conditions



Exercise is as 
effective or 
even more 
effective as 
common pain-
relieving drugs

…..but with 
fewer side 
effects

VS



Before you start





Consult an exercise 
professional if needed

• Physiotherapist
• Exercise physiologist
• Sports and exercise physician



Take some baseline 
measures before you start



0-10 Numeric Rating Scale

No pain/
fatigue/
stiffness

Maximal pain/ 
fatigue/
stiffness



30-second sit to 
stand test

Count the number of 
sit to stands you can 
perform in 30 seconds

Stair climb test

Time how long it takes you to 
ascend and descend a set of stairs



6 minute walk test

How far you can walk in 6 minutes

20 m walk test

How long it takes you to walk 20 m



One leg balance test

Time how long you can balance on 
one leg – can make it harder by 
closing your eyes

Do near wall or table for safety



Designing an exercise program



Physical activity guidelines recommend

Doing any physical activity is better than doing none. If you 
currently do none, start doing some and build up slowly 

Be active on most, preferably all, days every week

Accumulate 150 to 300 minutes (2.5 to 5 hours) of 
moderate intensity physical activity or 75 to 150 minutes 
(1.25 to 2.5 hours) of vigorous intensity physical activity 
or a combination each week  

Do muscle strengthening activities on at least 2 days 
each week



Steps per day



Ding et al Lancet Public Health 2025



Designing an exercise program

Type of condition
Joints affected
Pain levels
Functional capacity
Other health conditions
Preferences

Reduce pain
Improve function
Improve joint mobility
Increase muscle strength
Improve aerobic fitness
Reduce falls risk 

Individual factors Exercise goals



Exercise type

• Strengthening
• Stretching and flexibility 
• Aerobic exercise – Walking, Cycling, Stepper
• Tai Chi
• Yoga
• Aquatic exercise
• Balance training
• Dancing



Exercise delivery

• Individual (one-on-one)
• Class-based (group)
• Home-based
• Gym
• Combination

Similar benefits for 
pain and function 



www.mykneeexercise.org.au



www.myhipexercise.org.au



https://myjointyoga.com.au



https://myjoint-taichi.org





Exercise dosage

Intensity – how hard

Frequency – how often

Duration – how long

Start low, go slow



Exercise intensity – how hard you are working



How often?How much?Type of exercise

Spread across at least 3 
days (Break into 10-30 
min sessions)

150 mins of moderate 
activity or 75 mins of 
vigorous activity per week

Aerobic (cardio)

2-3 days per week (non 
consecutive)

8-12 repetitions of 8-10 
different exercises (major 
muscle groups)

Strength (resistance 
training)

Focus on major muscle 
groups

Hold each stretch 15-30 
seconds, repeat 2-4 times

Flexibility (stretching)

2-3 days per week10-15 mins of balance 
activities

Balance
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What do I do if I have pain 
during exercise or am 
having a flare of my 

condition?





• Severity that is rated no more than 6 out of 10
• Pain that settles within a few hours after exercise

“Acceptable” pain

May have aggravated

• Severe pain
• Increased night pain
• Pain that is worse the next day
• Increased swelling of the joint



• Trial and error
• Cut back the program
• Modify the program 
• Change the program
• Take Panadol 20 mins before exercise or after
• May apply ice after exercises or heat

Strategies



Over-activity cycle Activity pacing



• Think about your tendency to overdo it

• Set a time limit that is a little less than you think you can do 
and set an amount of time to rest

• Try the plan. When you reach the activity goal, stop and rest 
for the allotted time

• Record time on task, rest time, and how the exercise felt 
(eg, 10 minutes activity, 10 minutes rest, feeling good)

• If delayed pain occurs, adjust your activity (eg, decrease 
activity time, intensity, or pace, or increase rest time)



Learn strategies to help cope with pain



How can I stick to an 
exercise program?



What things 
HELP you stick 
to exercise?

What things 
make it HARD
for you to stick 
to exercise?



https://oaaction.unc.edu





https://lifetimeinternalmedicine.com/setting-fitness-goals/

Goal setting



“For the next month I will walk 3 miles at a brisk pace 
on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday at 8 am”

“I want to get in shape and get stronger”





Build routine and consistency

• Link exercise to daily habits (eg. walk after 
breakfast)

• Schedule sessions at same time of time to form 
a habit 



Monitor your progress

• Exercise progress

• Exercise diaries or log books – paper or app

• Activity trackers

• Pedometers
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Support and accountability

• Supervised program

• Group classes

• Exercise buddy

• Regular check ins



Problem solve barriers

• Plan alternatives for bad weather, busy schedules, or flare-ups



App - My Exercise Messages



Behaviour change app increased home exercise adherence 
over 6 months in 182 people with knee osteoarthritis 

VERSUS

Home 
strengthening 

exercise
3 x per week 

My Exercise 
Messages App

Home 
strengthening 

exercise
3 x per week 

Hinman et al unpublished data



• Exercise is beneficial and safe for people with arthritis 
and musculoskeletal conditions

• Determine what you want to achieve from exercise

• Consult a health professional if needed

• Set some SMART goals

• Pick exercise that is appropriate and fits in with your 
goals and preferences 

• Monitor progress 

• Set into place strategies to help you stick to your 
exercise program

Take home messages


