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Your physiotherapist will have assessed you clinically and 
confirmed the diagnosis of patellofemoral pain syndrome (PFPS).

This booklet contains exercise to stretch tight structures and 
strengthen weak muscles.

Your physiotherapist will have selected exercises from this 
leaflet that are appropriate for you. Please only do the exercises 
indicated by your physiotherapist

If you have any questions about any of the exercises, please 
discuss this with your physiotherapist at your next session.

Stretching

Do the stretches on the following pages every day.

Choose a time when you are warmed up or have been moving 
around.

Hold each stretch for 45 seconds.

Aim to do three of each stretch, two to three times a day. You 
can do them once a day when you feel they are improving.

Do not expect a quick change – it will take time.

Your pain should not increase by more than 20 per cent of your 
present pain levels for more than an hour after exercise. If it 
does, reduce the repetitions and how hard you stretch

Only do the exercises indicated by your physiotherapist.
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1. Front of thigh stretch       

Stand with the foot of the leg you wish to stretch held in your 
hand, or resting on a chair behind you.

Pull in your stomach so your belly button moves up towards 
your nose and tuck your bottom under.

Feel the stretch in the front of your thigh.

You should not feel pain in your knee. If you do, try:

•	 placing more weight on your standing leg

•	 changing the amount of bend in the knee (more or less), or 
by using a chair to put your foot on behind you.
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2. Calf (gastrocnemius) stretch       

Stand facing a wall with your affected leg behind you.

Lean your hands against the wall.

Make sure the toes of both feet are facing forwards and you 
have an arch in the foot.

Keeping your back leg straight and heel on the floor, lean 
forwards.

Feel the stretch in the calf of the back leg.

The front knee can bend if needed.
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3. Calf (soleus) stretch       

Stand facing a wall with your affected leg behind you.

Lean your hands against the wall.

Make sure your toes are facing forwards and you have an arch 
in the foot.

Keeping your heel on the floor, bend your knees.

Feel the stretch in the calf of the back leg.

You should not feel pain in your knee. If you do, try increasing 
the amount you lean through your arms.
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4. Back of thigh stretch (lying down)       

Lie on your back.

Bend the hip of your affected side to 90 degrees, until the knee 
faces the ceiling.

Hold behind your thigh with both hands.

Keeping your thigh and back still, straighten your knee.

Feel the stretch in the back of your thigh.

Your opposite leg can be slightly bent or straight.
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5. Soft tissue massage        

Massage the back of thigh / hamstring /  calf for _________ 
minutes.

6. Additional exercise if required



8

Strengthening

Initially, try the exercises on the following pages little and often 
during the day.

Ensure you feel the muscle you are exercising working.

Gradually build up the number you can do in one go.

As you build up the number, reduce the number of times you do 
them in a day.

Once you are able to do 25 to 30 repetitions with a good 
technique and little effort, you are ready to try the suggested 
progression and the next level of exercise.

Your pain should not increase by more than 20% of your present 
pain levels for more than an hour after exercise. If it does, 
reduce the repetitions and the range you are exercising in.

Only do the exercises indicated by your physiotherapist.



9

Quadriceps

Level 1

a)  Inner range       
Stand with your leg slightly bent and a band above the knee – 
attach it to a table leg or similar.

Keep an arch in your foot and your pelvis level.

Tighten the muscle on the front of your thigh and straighten 
your knee, pulling back against the band.

Control the release.

Don’t use your hips or pelvis to pull back.

Feel in the front of your thigh.
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b)  Wall sits/slides       
Stand with your knees bent at 45 degrees, leaning your back 
against the wall. Your feet should be at least 30cm away from 
the wall and hip width apart; make sure you can see your toes.

Keep your hips, knees and feet in alignment and an arch in your 
feet.

Keep your thigh muscles tightened the whole time

Keep your back and bottom against the wall

Aim to hold this position for 10 seconds. Feel in the front of 
your thigh.

If this increases your pain, try with your feet further apart.

Progression:

•	 slide your back down the wall and pause for five seconds; 
then slide back up the wall, by pushing through the floor

•	 slide further down the wall (still making sure you can see 
your toes)

•	 hold weights in your hands.
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c)  Open chain       
Sit in a chair.

Bend and straighten your knee between 20 and 75 degrees.

Keep your thigh muscle tight as you straighten and bend.

Feel in the front of your thigh.

+/- Before starting the exercise, turn your thigh outwards.

Progression:

•	 straighten your knee fully

•	 put a Thera-Band around your foot and straighten your knee 
against the resistance.
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Level 2

Lunges       
Stand with your affected leg in front of the other in a lunge 
position.

Transfer most of your weight onto your front leg.

Keep an arch in your foot, and keep your pelvis level and 
facing forward.

Bend your knees, lowering straight to the floor with the 
back knee.

Do not let your knee go over your toes and try not to let your 
knee move inwards or outwards.

If this is painful, try the exercise with your front foot on a step 
first and then progress to the foot on the floor position.

Feel in the front of your thigh.

Progression:

•	 step into the lunge each time and then return to the start 
position

•	 hold light weights in your hands.
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Level 3

Split squat       
Stand in front of a chair, with your unaffected foot on the chair 
behind you.

Bend the front knee in a sitting back motion.

Keep an arch in your foot, and keep your pelvis level and facing 
forward.

Do not let your knee go over your toes and try not to let your 
knee move inwards or outwards.

Keep your chest up.

Push back up.

Feel in the front of your thigh.

Progression:
•	 hold light weights in your hands.
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Gluteus medius

Level 1

Clam      
Lie on your side with your affected leg on top, knees bent to 90 
degrees.

Pull your stomach muscles in to create a ‘mouse hole’ between 
the bed/floor and your trunk.

Keeping your heels together and thigh relaxed, lift your top 
knee to the ceiling.

Only lift the knee as high as you can without your pelvis or back 
rolling backwards.

Feel the effort in the back and side of your buttock.
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Level 2

Lying side lifts       
Lie on your side with your affected leg on top.

Slightly bend your bottom leg and straighten your top leg.

Steady yourself with your hand on the bed/floor in front of you.

Pull in your stomach muscles to create a ‘mouse hole’ between 
the bed/floor and your trunk. Tuck your bottom under.

Keeping your toes facing forward and thigh relaxed, lift your 
top leg as high as you can.

Do not let your leg drift forwards or your waist drop into the 
bed/floor.

Feel most of the effort in the back and side of your buttock – 
not in the front of your leg or your back.
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Level 2

Standing side lifts       
Stand straight, holding onto a support.

Take your leg out to the side.

Keep an arch in your standing leg.

Keep your pelvis level and still, and your trunk upright.

Keep the front of your thigh relaxed.

Feel most of the effort in the back and side of your buttock – 
not the front of your leg.

Repeat on the other side.

Progression:
•	 hold the leg out to the side for up to five seconds
•	 use a Thera-Band to resist the movement
•	 bend the leg you are standing on.



17

Gluteus maximus

Level 1

Bridging       
Lie on your back with your feet wider apart than your hips.

Keeping your ribs still, flatten your back into the bed/floor by 
tilting your pelvis backwards.

Squeeze your bottom and peel your back off the bed/floor.

Do not arch your back. Keep your thighs relaxed.

Do not let your knees move inward or out.

Slowly relax back down, keeping your bottom muscles squeezed.

Feel your bottom muscles working.

Progression:
•	 hold the bridge position for five seconds
•	 raise your arms above your shoulders with fingers pointing to 

the ceiling. Keep them in place throughout the exercise.
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Level 2

Standing leg lifts       
Stand facing a worktop with your feet slightly wider than your 
hips.

Lean forwards and rest on your forearms.

Pull your stomach in, belly button to nose.

Bend your knee 90 degrees.

Keeping your knee bent 90 degrees and your back still, lift your 
foot to the ceiling using your bottom muscles.

Keep an arch in the foot of your standing leg and your thigh 
relaxed.

Progression:
•	 hold the leg up and out for up to five seconds.
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Level 3

One leg bridge       
Lie on your back with your feet wider apart than your hips.

Straighten the knee of the unaffected leg and keep the foot off 
the bed/floor, keeping your thighs parallel.

Keeping your ribs still, flatten your back into the bed/floor by 
tilting your pelvis backwards.

Squeeze your bottom and peel your back off the bed/floor, 
pushing down through your foot.

Keep the unaffected leg off the bed/floor the whole time.

Do not arch your back. Keep your thighs relaxed.

Do not let your knees move inward or out.

Feel in your bottom.

Progression:
•	 hold the bridge position for five seconds
•	 raise your arms above your shoulders with fingers pointing to 

the ceiling. Keep them in place throughout the exercise.
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Core

Level 1

a)  Bent knee fall out       
Lie on your back with both feet on the floor and knees bent.

Ensure your lower rib cage is touching the bed/floor.

Pull in your stomach muscles.

Keeping one leg, pelvis and back still, lower the opposite leg out 
to the side and slowly return.

If it helps, put your fingers on your pelvic bones to feel if they 
move.

Repeat on the other side.

Progression:
•	 raise your arms above your shoulders with fingers pointing to 

the ceiling. Keep them in place throughout the exercise.
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b)  Leg slide       
Lie on your back with both feet on the floor and knees bent.

Ensure your lower rib cage is touching the bed/floor.

Pull in your stomach muscles.

Keeping one leg, pelvis and back still, slowly slide the opposite 
leg out straight and then bring it back up again.

If it helps, put your fingers on your pelvic bones to feel if they 
move.

Repeat on the other side.

Progression:
•	 raise your arms above your shoulders with fingers pointing to 

the ceiling. Keep them in place throughout the exercise.
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Level 2

a)  Plank       
Lie on your front.

Place your forearms or hands under your shoulders.

Raise onto your forearms and toes.

Make your body into a straight line from shoulder to hip to 
heel.

Hold for as long as you can, staying straight.

Breathe!

Note: you can start this exercise at an easier level by starting 
with your knees bent and raising onto your knees.

Progression:
•	 it is easier to rest on your forearms and then progress to on 

your hands.
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Level 3

Side plank       

Lie on your side, both legs straight, one on top of the other. 

Prop yourself onto your elbow, keeping your body straight.

Lift your hips, making your body into a straight line from 
shoulder to hip to heel.

Hold for as long as you can, staying straight and maintaining a 
good position.

Breathe!

Progression:

•	 perform the exercise with your top hand reached to the 
ceiling

or

•	 keep your hand down and instead lift your top leg away 
from the bottom leg.
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Functional exercises

1. Stairs

a)  Step ups       

Stand in front of a step and tuck your bottom under.

Step up with your affected leg.

Keep an arch in your foot, and your pelvis level and facing 
forward.

Do not let your knee go too far forwards – try and see your toes.

Try not to let your knee move inwards or outwards as you step 
up.
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b)  Step down       

Stand on a step and tuck your bottom under.

When stepping down with your non affected leg, keep an arch 
in your foot, pelvis level and facing forward.

Do not let your knee go too far forwards – try and see your toes.

Think of the weight going through the back of your foot / heel.

Try not to let your knee move inwards or outwards as you step 
down.

2. Sitting to standing        

Sit with your feet hip width apart and directly under your knees.

Keep your hips, knees and feet in alignment and an arch in your 
feet.

Keep your thigh muscles tightened the whole time.

Tuck your bottom under / tighten your bottom.

Try not to let your knee move inwards, outwards or forwards as 
you stand up.

Avoid low or soft seats initially.

Use the reverse technique to sit down. Try and always see your 
toes and aim to get your bottom back.
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3. Single leg stand       

Stand with your feet together.

Activate your stomach muscles and keep good posture (grow 
tall) in your back.

Ensure equal weight through your feet, keeping good arches.

With minimal pelvic movement, keeping your pelvis level, lift 
your unaffected foot up off the floor.

Keep the thigh of your standing leg relatively relaxed.

Progression:
•	 increase the speed of leg lift
•	 perform this exercise with your arms above your head.
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4. Walking       

Key points:

Keep your pelvis level and relatively still.

Reduce your step length.

Keep your bottom tucked under.

Keep your knees soft.

Advanced exercises

1. Step ups       
Start with a small step.

Keep an arch in your foot, pelvis level and facing forward.

Make sure you keep your knee facing the front at all times .

Step up with your right leg; as your 
knee straightens, lift your left knee 
level with your left hip.

Do not let your knee go too far 
forwards – try and see your toes.

Try not to let your knee move inwards 
or outwards as you step up.

Slowly lower your left leg.

Repeat on the other side.

Progression:
•	 hold weights in your hands.
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2. Travelling lunges across the room

Make sure your knee faces forwards and does not move inwards 
or outwards.

Keep an arch in your front foot and keep your pelvis level.

In the full lunge position you should be able to see the tip of 
your front toes.

Progression:
•	 hold weights in your hands.
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3. Directional lunges

Imagine you are standing in the centre of a clock.

Lunge onto the numbers between 10 and 2 o’clock.

Make sure your knee, hip and toes are in alignment, and your 
knee does not move inwards or outwards.

Keep an arch in your front foot and your pelvis level.

Push back to centre between each lunge.
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4. Jumping on the spot

Keep good alignment of your hip, knees and toes on push off 
and landing.

Aim to land very quietly with your hips back.

Progression:
•	 jump forwards, backwards and sideways
•	 hop instead of jump
•	 jump/hop onto a step (jumping/hopping down is harder 

than up).



31

5. Sports specific

6. Additional exercise if required
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For access to other patient leaflets and information  
please go to the following address:

www.uhbristol.nhs.uk/patients-and-visitors/ 
information-for-patients/

As well as providing clinical care, our Trust has an  
important role in research. This allows us to discover new  

and improved ways of treating patients.

While under our care, you may be invited to take part in 
research. To find out more please visit:  

www.uhbristol.nhs.uk/research-innovation  
or call the research and innovation team on  

0117 342 0233.

© University Hospitals Bristol  Published: 25/05/18   Expires: 31/05/21  DAT/PHY/AI/EXPFPS/MAY18

Please note that if for any reason you would value a second 
opinion concerning your diagnosis or treatment, you are 

entirely within your rights to request this.

The first step would usually be to discuss this with the doctor 
or other lead clinician who is responsible for your care.

Smoking is the primary cause of preventable illness and 
premature death. For support in stopping smoking contact 

Smokefree Bristol on 0117 922 2255.

Hospital switchboard:  0117 923 0000

Minicom:  0117 934 9869

www.uhbristol.nhs.uk

For an interpreter or signer please contact the 
telephone number on your appointment letter.

For this leaflet in large print or PDF format, 
please email patientleaflets@uhbristol.nhs.uk.


