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PATIENT GUIDE



What is shoulder impingement?
 
Shoulder impingement typically presents as pain and often weakness
when raising your arm. It involves the rotator cuff tendons which run
through a narrow space called the subacromial space and is usually
a result of these tendons becoming weakened with age and causing
irritation. This pain is often at its worst with overhead activities.

Shoulder impingement can start suddenly after an injury or more
gradually, and is generally more common in those over the age of 40.

SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS
The most common symptom of shoulder impingement is persistent
pain, which affects your everyday activities. This can include:

• Greater shoulder pain within a specific range of movement known as a 
painful arc. This is approximately when your arm is at shoulder height to 
when your arm is overhead

• Shoulder pain that can extend from the top of the shoulder to the elbow

• Pain when lying on the affected shoulder

• Shoulder pain at rest as your condition deteriorates

• Muscle weakness or pain when attempting to reach or lift

• Pain when putting your hand behind your back or head, or when reaching 
for the seat-belt

CAUSES
Shoulder impingement is caused by weakness of the rotator cuff
tendons which are the small muscles that help hold the shoulder
joint maintain its best position. The weakness happens naturally
with age and activity and can sometimes be due to an injury or
trauma. Causes can also include: 

• Osteoarthritis resulting in bony spurs under the acromion at the top of the 
subacromial space.

• Inflammation or thickening of the rotator cuff tendon running through the 
subacromial space.

• Inflammation of the bursa, which is a fluid-filled sac situated between the 
rotator cuff tendon and acromion.

• A build-up of calcium deposits within the rotator cuff tendon.



How can I self-manage?
 
REST
Avoiding any overhead movements 
will help to prevent any further 
inflammation of the rotator cuff 
tendon.

HEAT AND ICE PACKS
Wrap a heat or ice heat pack in a 
towel and hold on the shoulder for 
around 15 minutes or alternating 
every 5 minutes, 2-3 times per day 
may help to ease the pain.

PAIN RELIEF
Mild non-steroidal anti-inflammatory 
drugs (NSAIDs), such as ibuprofen, 
can provide short-term pain relief 
and are available as tablets or a gel 
that you apply to the shoulder. 

Other painkillers, such as 
paracetamol, may also help to ease 
the pain. You should always consult 
your pharmacist or GP for the best 
course of pain relief.

STAY ACTIVE
While it’s important to rest the 
shoulder joint, you shouldn’t stop 
movement altogether. Inactivity 
will cause the muscles to weaken, 
which will worsen the problem and 
cause your shoulder to stiffen up. 
For this reason, a sling is not usually 
recommended.

It is recommended that you seek further guidance from a healthcare
professional if you have persistent shoulder pain. 

A physiotherapist is trained to quickly diagnose and treat shoulder 
pain using a range of methods, including advice, exercises, manual 
therapy and acupuncture. 

If you would like to see a physiotherapist, please consult your 
occupational health department for more information.

Where can I get further information?
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Connect Health is one of the 
largest occupational health 
physiotherapy providers in 
the UK. With an established 
track record over 30 
years, we work with over 
100 businesses and NHS 
contracts in the prevention 
and effective management 
of musculoskeletal 
disorders (MSDs) within the 
workplace.

With a national coverage, 
we have a wide-ranging 
customer portfolio in 
public and private sectors, 
covering areas from fisheries 
to pharmaceuticals, call 
centres to constabulary and 
anything in between.

Our service offer provides 
scope on key areas around 
occupational health and 
safety such as prevention, 
assessment, rehabilitation 
and training delivered 
through a team of 
physiotherapy specialists, 
helping to promote a 
reduction in absenteeism at 
both manual and corporate 
organisations.
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