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SHOULDER IMPINGEMENT SYNDROME

Shoulder impingement syndrome is one of the most common causes of shoulder pain.  Although it is frequently seen in throwing athletes and swimmers, it can also affect people in occupations which require repetitive motion of the shoulder.

ANATOMY

The shoulder is a highly mobile joint supported by ligaments, a joint capsule and the tendons of the rotator cuff muscles.  A bursa (fluid filled sac) provides cushioning between the tendons and bone (see diagram inset)
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Figure 1. Shoulder joint region
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DESCRIPTION

When the arm is held out away from the body or raised overhead, the rotator cuff tendons and the bursa get squeezed (due to the space being narrowed between the bone and the tendons/bursa in these positions).  This trauma, sustained or applied repetitively can cause inflammation of the bursa (known as bursitis) or the tendons (tendonitis).  

As the tendons and the bursa become inflamed, swelling occurs and the already restricted space is narrowed even more.  This increases the squeeze on the tendons and bursa thus increasing the inflammation and perpetuating the cycle.
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CAUSES
1) Overuse (ie wear and tear) – particularly overhead activities

2) Sudden unaccustomed use e.g. painting the house or yard work

3) Injury or a direct blow or fall

4) Poor posture

5) Muscle weakness

6) Sports - swimming, tennis, throwing activities etc.

SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS

The main complaint is usually of pain in the shoulder on overhead movements. (If very severe there may be pain at rest)

TREATMENT

Physical therapy may be recommended by the physician with the aim of treatment being to reduce inflammation, assist in healing and to prevent the recurrence of the injury by strengthening the stabilizing muscles of the shoulder and improving posture. The use of ice packs and anti-inflammatory medication may also be helpful in reducing inflammation and alleviating pain.

