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Need help? 
Physiotherapy 
Your physical therapist and athletic 
trainers also play a critical role in the 
rehabilitation process by coaching 
you through the exercises, tailoring 
the exercises to your specific needs 
and monitoring your progress.  
 
Breaking bad habits can be very 
difficult, especially when they feel 
“normal” to you.  The process often 
requires a step-wise progression that 
can be coordinated by your 
physiotherapist, who can also 
provide symptomatic relief in the 
form of soft tissue modalities (active 
release, deep heat, TENS, etc.).   
 
If pain continues to interfere with the 
proper execution of these exercises, 
then other pain management options 
can be discussed with your physician. 
 

Shoulder Pain 
Shoulder Impingement 
Shoulder impingement (also known as rotator cuff syndrome) is a generic 
term that describes the symptoms associated with irritation of the rotator 
cuff tendons or subacromial/subdeltoid bursa. When the muscles around 
the shoulder blade are not working together effectively, the space around 
the rotator cuff tendons and bursa becomes narrow and irritate these 
structures.  
 
Exercises are required to re-train these muscles to bring the shoulder 
blade into a position that opens up this space and reduces further irritation 
of the rotator cuff and bursa. There are numerous other structures in the 
shoulder that can also cause pain, and so it is important to consult a 
medical professional to properly diagnose which structure(s) is/are 
contributing to your pain, and to guide further investigations and 
treatments. 
 
Shoulder pain can lead to either over-activity or under-activity of muscles 
to protect against a painful movement. The following exercise program is 
targeted at re-training the muscles around the shoulder blades to move 
together as one functional movement and bring them into a position that 
reduces irritation of the rotator cuff and bursa. The exercises are organized 
into three phases: 
 

Phase 1:  periscapular activation and strengthening w/ 
simple, single-direction movements 

Phase 2:  isometric periscapular strengthening and 
activation w/ multidirectional and functional movements 

Phase 3: further develop periscapular activation by 
incorporating scapular protraction into movements 

“Winning means you’re willing to go longer, work harder, and 

give more than anyone else.”    -- Vince Lombardi 
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Warm-Up 

 
 
 

1.  Stand straight-up in front of an open doorway or the corner of a room. Place 
your hands onto either side of the doorway or wall at (or just above) shoulder 
level.  

2.  Lean your body weight forward until you feel a stretch along your chest and in 
front of your shoulders.  

3.  Hold for 20 seconds. Repeat 3 times.  
 
 
 

 
 
1.  Stand straight-up with with your arms relaxed on your side and your chin tucked- 

in.  
2.  Rotate your arms so your thumbs are pointing backward and squeeze your 

shoulder blades together to open the chest.  
3.  Hold for 20 seconds. Repeat 3 times.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1.  Place your foam roller on the floor and lie on your back with your knees bent and 

the foam roller at the level of your shoulder blades.  
2.  With your arms behind your head, lower your head as close as you can to the 

floor until you feel a stretch behind your back. Roll the roller up/down a few 
inches to adjust the level that is being stretched.  

 
*** Maintain your abdominal muscles tight and proper low back posture during the 

exercise. 
 

 
1. Kneel on the floor with a foam roller in front of you underneath your forearms.  
2. Roll the foam roller forward as you extend your arms overhead and push your 

chest toward the floor. You should feel a stretch in your upper back as well as 
the muscles around your arm pits.  

3. Hold for 20 seconds. Repeat 3 times.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1. Lie face-up one a foam roller with your head should be supported and aligned 

with the spine.  
2. Lift your arms out to the side with your elbows bent and hands just 

above head- level. Relax and let gravity pull your arms toward to 
ground. You should feel the stretch on the front of your chest.  
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Phase 1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1.  With the middle of an elastic anchored on a stable object at waist level (e.g. doorknob), 

hold the ends of the elastic with your elbows straight and your palms facing down. 
Initiating the movement with your shoulder blades, slowly pull the arms down to your 
sides. 

2.  Hold for 5 seconds. Slowly return to the starting position releasing the shoulder blades 
last. 

 
 
1.  Hold the ends of an elastic in your hands about 8 to 10 inches apart (no slack). Tuck 

your elbows in by your sides and bend your elbows 90°. 
2.  Keeping your elbows tucked in by your sides, slowly rotate the shoulders by moving 

your hands away from each other. 
3.  Slowly return to the starting position while keeping your shoulder blades stable. 

Repeat. 
 
 
1.  With the band anchored under one foot and the other end held firmly in the same 

hand, slowly raise the arm in front of you with the elbow held straight until your hand is 
at shoulder height. Adjust the tension in the band accordingly. 

3.  Hold for 5 seconds. Slowly lower back to the starting position. Repeat. 
 
*** If there is too much resistance in the band, you can perform this movement with the 

palm facing up and a slight bend in the elbow. 
 
1. With the middle of an elastic anchored on a stable object at eye level, hold the ends of 

the elastic with your elbows straight and your palms facing down. Initiating the 
movement with your shoulder blades, slowly pull the arms down and outwards.  

2. Hold for 5 seconds. Slowly return to the starting position releasing the shoulder blades 
last. 

 
 
1.  Stand facing a wall and hold an elastic with one end in each hand (palms facing down). 

The elastic should be anchored at eye-level and pulled taut. 
2.  Initiating the movement with your shoulder blades, slowly pull back on the elastic. 

Keep the elbows at shoulder height. 
3.  Squeeze the shoulder blades together and hold for 5 seconds. Slowly return to the 

starting position, releasing the shoulder blades last. 
 
***As you progress, you can perform this movement with the elbows held straight. 

  

For ALL of the following exercises, make sure that you set your 
shoulder/neck posture - neck elongated, shoulders back-and-down, 
chin tucked-in. Your ears should be vertically in-line with your 
shoulder tip. 
 
Hold this posture throughout the entire movement, then relax.  
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Phase 2 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1.  Standing in front of a wall with your arm extended at shoulder-height holding a soccer ball 

against the wall, begin to roll the ball in small circles (in both directions) with the arm held 
straight. 

 
*** Try circling at different heights and larger circles. You can also try different patterns/shapes or 

drawing the alphabet. When you fatigue, stop the exercise before you break your posture. 
 

 
1.  Stand or sit with your back, shoulders, buttocks, elbows and hands pressed against a wall. Tuck 

your chin in and bend your shoulders and elbows at 90 degrees. 
2.  Keeping the entire body in contact with the wall, slowly slide your arms upward along the wall. 

Hold at the top for 5 seconds. 
3.  Breath normally during movement and slowly return to the initial position. 
 
 
 
 

 
1.  Stand with an elastic band anchored at waist level (e.g. doorknob) and the other end of the band 

held firmly in your hand. Adjust your distance from the anchor so that the band is taut. 
2.  Keeping your hand held firmly against your thigh, take a few steps away from the anchor point 

until there is moderate resistance in the band.  
3.  Hold for 5 seconds. Step back to the starting position. Repeat. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1.  Stand facing a wall with an elastic band anchored between waist and chest level and the other 

end held in your hand. Hold your arm out to the side with the shoulder at 45 degrees and elbow 
bent to 90 degrees pointing forward. 

2. Slowly rotate your shoulder backwards against the resistance of the band while your forearm 
rotates upward. Keep your elbow bent at 90 degrees and your arm held at 45 degrees away from 
your body. Your palm should be facing forward now.  

3.  Slowly return to the initial position and repeat. 
 
 
 

 
1. Stand next to the end of a heavy table with your feet staggered.  
2. Keeping your arm straight and initiating the movement from your shoulder, push backwards on 

the table as if you were trying to push it behind you. (The table should NOT move!) 
3.  Hold the contraction for 5 seconds. Repeat. 

  

Remember to keep your neck elongated, shoulders held in a back-
and-down position, and chin tucked-in. Again, your ears should be 
vertically in-line with your shoulder tip. 
 
Make sure you start and finish each exercise in this posture.  
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Phase 3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1.  Start in a push-up position on your knees and hands, arms held straight. Pull your shoulder blades 

into a down-and-back position and feel your body lower slightly. Now push your shoulder blades 
forwards and feel your body elevate slightly. Repeat.  

2.  After you familiarize yourself with this movement, you can progress to doing a full push-up while 
focusing on separating the shoulder blade movement from the arm movement. 

- To lower your body, pull your shoulder blades back, then bend your arms. 
- To lift your body, straighten your arms, then push your shoulder blades forwards. 

 
*** You can perform these movements against a wall to make it easier. To make it harder, try it from your toes or 

with a medium or large ball beneath your feet/ankles. 
 
 
 

 
1.  Stand with your shoulder facing a wall and an elastic band anchored between ground and knee-

level. Hold the other end of the band with the opposite hand. 
2.  Pull the shoulder blade into the down-and-back position as you lift your arm out the side and 

rotate your shoulder outwards (as if you were drawing a sword). At the end of the movement, 
your arm should be in line with your body and shoulder blades squeezed together. 

3.  Slowly return to starting position one controlled motion. Repeat. 
 
 
 
 

 
1.  Stand straight-up with an elastic band anchored under one foot and the other end held firmly in 

the same hand. 
2.  Lift the arm forward until it is at (or just below) shoulder level with the palm facing down. Do not 

let the shoulder blade fall out of its starting posture. 
3.  Then, move your arm out to the side at shoulder level, keeping the palm facing down. Again, 

keep the shoulder blade stable. 
4.  Slowly reverse the movements and return to the starting position. 
 
 

 
1.  Stand with a band anchored in front of you at chest-level, arm extended forward holding the 

band. (You can do this either with one or both arms at the same time.)  
2.  Keeping your arm parallel to the floor, pull your shoulder blade(s) into the back-and- down 

position as you bring your elbow in line with your body. 
3.  Then, slowly rotate the arm so that the forearm is pointing upwards. Straighten your arms 

overhead feeling the resistance pulling your arms forward. 
4.  Reverse the movement to return to the start position. 
 
 

1.  Start in standing position with a band attached in front of you just below chest level and holding 
the ends with both hands. 

2.  Keeping your shoulder blades set down-and-back, raise both arms up in a "Y", first. Second, 
move the arms directly into a "U". Third, into a "T". Fourth, into a "W". And finally, into an "I". 

3.  Hold each position for 3-5 seconds. 
*** Adjust your distance to the anchor point to find the appropriate resistance in the band. 

Continue to focus on keeping your neck elongated, shoulders set in 
a back-and-down position, and chin tucked-in.   
 
You are working on re-training the muscles around your shoulders 
to maintain this posture during your day-to-day activities. 
 


