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Treating Parkinson’s Disease With Physical Therapy and Exercise

By Kelsey Hanlon, PT, DPT

At WWSPT, we specialize in 
treating patients with various 
neurological disorders including 
Parkinson’s disease (PD). According 
to the Parkinson’s Disease 
Foundation, more than 10 million 
people worldwide are living with 
Parkinson’s, and 60,000 Americans 
are diagnosed each year. 

Although the specific cause of PD 
is unknown, it is believed that 
both genetic and environmental 
factors contribute to the risk of 
developing the disorder. There is 
no cure, but the good news is that 
use of medication combined with 
exercise can significantly slow the 
progression of the disease and, in 
some cases, may actually reverse 
some of its effects.

In an individual with PD, there is a 
loss of dopamine-generating cells 
in the substantia nigra—an area 
of the brain that helps to control 
movement. Therefore, many of the 
signs of the disease manifest as 
motor symptoms. The four most 
common symptoms are:

• a resting tremor
• slowness of movement known 

as bradykinesia
• rigidity that causes stiffness in 

the muscles of the arms, legs, 
and trunk

• difficulty remaining steady 
when standing upright known 
as postural instability 

There are other motor and nonmotor 
symptoms that result from PD 
including: 

• freezing, which is being stuck in 
place when attempting to walk

• stooped posture
• a soft voice
• depression
• constipation
• sleep disturbances
• lack of facial expression

An individual may have any 
combination of these symptoms as 
well as others, meaning that two 
people who have PD may 
present differently. 

Many people do not realize the 
impact that exercise can have on 
PD no matter how far the disease 
has progressed. Intensive aerobic 
exercise has been shown to ease 
PD motor symptoms by helping 
the brain use the dopamine that 
is available more efficiently. It also 
promotes neuroplasticity, which is 
the formation of new synapses and 
pathways in the brain. In addition, 
aerobic exercise can improve 
mood, including depression 
and anxiety. 

Since exercise can help relieve 
many symptoms, it often reduces 
the amount of medication required 
to manage symptoms. This is 
beneficial since the medications 
used to treat PD often have 
unwanted side effects. 

Specific programs such as 
the LSVT BIG program and 
the Parkinson’s Wellness for 
Life (PWR!) program have 
been developed specifically for 
individuals with PD. Using large-
amplitude motions and functional 
activities, these programs target 
the specific impairments of PD to 
help restore function and improve 
gait, posture, and fine 
motor skills. 

At WWSPT, our therapists are 
certified in the LSVT BIG program 
and have trained in the PWR! 
program. We are experienced 
at adapting the treatment to 
the individual’s needs and 
deficits in order to target specific 
impairments and goals. 

Boxing is another activity that has 
been shown to improve symptoms 
related to PD. One of our WWSPT 
therapists is trained in Rock 
Steady Boxing which is a method 
of training that is developed 
specifically for individuals 
with PD. Tai Chi and dance 
classes have also been shown 
to be beneficial in helping with 
symptoms. Finding an activity that 
is enjoyable is essential because 
physical activity needs to become 
part of the daily routine of a 
person who has PD. 

Although exercise is beneficial 
at any stage of the disease, 

the earlier that intervention is 
initiated, the better the outcomes 
for the patient. Unfortunately, one 
of the difficulties with PD is that it 
is often not diagnosed until motor 
symptoms appear. 

Some studies have shown that, by 
the time motor symptoms develop, 
up to 50% to 80% of the dopamine 
in the brain is already lost. For 
this reason, there has been more 
focus recently on the nonmotor 
symptoms, such as loss of smell, 
sleep disorders, and constipation, 
which may present prior to 
motor deficits. 

Current research is focusing on 
determining whether there are 
any laboratory biomarkers that 
could be used in combination 
with nonmotor symptoms to 
diagnose PD in the very early 
stages, perhaps even prior to the 
development of motor symptoms. 

When you come to WWSPT with a 
diagnosis of PD, you will receive 
a thorough evaluation consisting 
of assessment of balance and 
gait, strength, fine motor skills, 
coordination, and function. We 
will consider whether you are a 
good candidate for the LSVT BIG 
or PWR! programs, determine the 
areas of the examination that are 
most impacted, and develop a 
specific exercise program targeted 
towards these deficits. 

You will learn large-amplitude 
movements developed specifically 
for individuals with PD that 
you will be asked to perform 
as part of a home exercise 
program. As PD is a lifelong 
diagnosis, you will want to 
continue these exercises as part 
of your daily routine. You may 
benefit from yearly “tune-ups” 
in physical therapy to address 
any new symptoms or functional 
difficulties that may arise. 

If you or someone you know 
has been diagnosed with PD, 
you may feel overwhelmed or 
uncertain. There are many 
good resources including the 
Parkinson’s Disease Foundation 
(pdf.org), National Parkinson 
Foundation (parkinson.org), and 
the Michael J. Fox Foundation 
(michaeljfox.org). There are 
also local support groups for 
individuals with PD as well as 
other groups specifically for 
caregivers. Often, neurologists or 
physical therapists are aware of 
support groups, or you may also 
be able to find them online. 

The important thing to remember 
about a diagnosis of PD is that 
you are not alone. While you do 
not have control over the disease 
process or your symptoms, 
what you do to manage those 
symptoms can make a difference 
in your quality of life. 
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• Parkinson’s Movement Evaluation
• Parkinson’s Fitness Programs

By Anne F. Haneman, PT, 
PWR!Moves™ 

Certifi ed Therapist and
LSVT BIG Certifi ed

As many as one million Americans 
live with Parkinson’s disease 
(PD), and approximately 60,000 
Americans are diagnosed with PD 
each year.

PD is a progressive disorder 
involving the nervous system, 
which affects movements and 
coordination. As the disease 
progresses, it may result in 
tremors, slowed movement 
patterns, muscular stiffness, and 
impaired balance. Recent research 
in both humans and animals is 
showing that exercise may not 
only help with movement but also 
may also prevent or delay the 
progression of PD. The clinicians 
at WWS Physical Therapy have 
extensive knowledge in providing 
a variety of effective methods and 
exercise programs to target the 
specifi c challenges of PD. 

What are the signs of 
Parkinson’s disease? 
There are several red fl ags:  
tremors, stiffness, falling, small 
handwriting, and loss of sense of 
smell.  If you or a loved one think 
you might have PD, schedule an 
appointment with a movement 
disorder specialist. Parkinson’s 
is treated with a combination of 
medication and therapy.  Exercise 

maximizes the effects of the 
medication.  There is no cure for 
PD, but, with treatment including 
exercise, your life will be improved.  
The sooner a person seeks help, the 
better the outcome.  

What are some of the daily 
effects of Parkinson’s 
disease? 
Some patients with Parkinson’s 
may not even realize the effects 
at fi rst. Their movements become 
smaller; for example, when 
walking, patients may begin to 
shuffl e their feet, which can cause 
them to fall. In therapy, they will 
learn to make bigger movements, 
which at fi rst may seem too large 
but will focus on returning to a 
normal gait pattern.  With therapy, 
improvement can be seen in about 
three to four weeks.

Why does exercise make a 
difference in patients with 
Parkinson’s?
There is a multitude of research 
supporting the evidence that 
exercise is extremely important for 
people with PD.  Between 2002 and 
2008, researchers began to study 
treadmill training, forced cycling, 
muscle strengthening, and Tai Chi 
and their relationship with PD.  
The research in animals showed 
that exercise has a neuroprotective 
effect, which means that brain cells 
are being used more effi ciently 
and the brain uses dopamine more 
effectively. People with Parkinson’s 
also reported feeling less symptoms 
after engaging in an intensive 
exercise program. 

Researchers feel that exercise 
modifi es the way the brain 
works and in turn can lessen the 
symptoms of Parkinson’s. Exercise 
can be considered as important as 
taking your medication. It should 
be challenging and intensive 
to provide the best outcome.  
Some neurologists and physical 
therapists recommend exercising 
about two and a half hours each 
week to gain the most benefi ts.

How is Parkinson’s disease 
treated through exercise? 
Two methods that WWS Physical 
Therapy clinicians are certifi ed in
to address Parkinson’s are LSVT 
BIG and Parkinson Wellness 
Recovery (PWR!).

PWR! is an approach that utilizes 
current scientifi c research. It is a 
personalized treatment addressing 
slowness of movement, stiffness, 
postural instability, falls, and 
freezing.  The core of the PWR! 
program is 4 moves: PWR Up, 
Rock, Twist, and Step. These moves 
are incorporated into different 
challenge levels and emphasize 
large intense movements that target 
posture, trunk fl exibility, weight 
shifting, and walking.

LSVT BIG requires a signifi cant 
amount of effort from the person 
with Parkinson’s disease. There are 
16 sessions: 4 days each week for 
4 weeks. Sessions are 1 hour with 
little to no rest periods. There is 
mandatory daily homework.  The 
program focuses on both improving 
walking and a personal goal, which 
the patient chooses.

In addition, physical therapists are 
movement and exercise specialists.  
People with Parkinson’s will benefi t 
from the knowledge a therapist has 
to design the best exercise or gym 

program possible for a person with 
PD.  Some of the people we treat 
with PD will follow up every 6 to
12 months to ensure they are 
focusing on the best exercise 
program possible.  

Is there any support after 
physical therapy has been 
completed?
WWS Physical Therapy & Vestibular 
Rehabilitation has an exercise 
physiologist, Hannah Greenberg, 
who is a certifi ed instructor in the 
PWR! Program for PD.  She can 
continue an individualized, one-on-
one exercise regimen when a person 
has completed his or her physical 
therapy treatments. Moreover, there 
are group exercise classes focusing 
on PWR! moves. The classes 
utilize repetitive training in 4 main 
skills, which are used in everyday 
functional activities that typically 
become impaired in PD patients. 
One example may be reaching 
overhead to take something out of a 
high cabinet.  

In the group classes, participants 
will be challenged both physically 
and cognitively in order to “use it 
and improve it.”  The small group 
classes provide an environment not 
only for improving function but
also for social support
and encouragement. 

The Benefi ts of Treating Parkinson’s Disease
With Physical Therapy and Exercise!

Anne F. Haneman graduated from Thomas Jeff erson University, Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania with a Bachelor of Science degree in Physical Therapy. She brings over 
20 years of experience to Wendy Webb Schoenewald PT & Associates, specializing in 
orthopedic conditions, neurologic conditions, concussion care, vestibular disorders, 
aging issues, and Parkinson’s disease. Anne is a certifi ed clinician in LSVT BIG, a 
PWR!Moves™ Certifi ed Therapist, and a certifi ed Vestibular Specialist.  She has done 
extensive training in treatments for Parkinson’s disease, has spoken at local support 
groups, and leads the clinic with evidence-based techniques for this population.

Parkinson’s Disease
Rehabilitation

PoWeR uP
PARKINSON’S WELLNESS
RECOVERY PROJECT
Evidence Based Program:
Exercise4BrainChangeTM

People with Parkinson’s 
Disease can get better
and stay better longer
with exercise!

1456 Ferry Rd, Suite 601, Doylestown, PA 18901
215 489  3234 • www.wwspt.com
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