If you're a footie fan or player (past or present), chances are you know the frustration of knee pain flaring up just
as you're trying to get back into exercise. Whether it's a niggle from a previous injury or that persistent ache that
just won't quit, knee pain can throw a massive spanner in your plans to improve fitness. Unfortunately, football
culture hasn't always been great at encouraging open discussion about pain — far too often, players end up hiding

symptoms or “playing through it,” which can make things worse in the long run.

In this post, I'll take a no-nonsense look at why knee pain flares up during exercise, the long-term risks of pushing
through pain without proper care, and effective ways you can return to activity safely. I'll also talk about some of
the newer treatment options you may not have heard about, like private clinics for medical cannabis, while keeping

everything rooted in real-world experience from around the Scottish lower leagues.

Football Culture and the Stigma Around Reporting Pain

Having spent over a decade in changing rooms and rehab bays, I've seen firsthand how hard it is for players to
admit when their knee is acting up. There's an unspoken rule: tough it out, don't be the first to sit out, and never

complain about pain that might make you look weak.
e “Justrestit” isn't helpful advice: Many coaches and even medical staff fall into the trap of vague advice.
Players are told to "rest" without clear guidance, leaving them stuck in limbo.

* Fear of being dropped or losing place: Reporting pain can feel like risking your spot in the first team or on

the Sunday league squad.

* Encouragement of playing injured: Bragging about playing through pain is glorified, but it often leads to

worse injuries and chronic problems.

If you're reading this and recognising that culture, remember: your knee pain is valid and ignoring it won't help
you get fit. Knowing why your knee flares is the first step in breaking the cycle.
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What's Going on Inside Your Knee? Understanding the Mechanisms
Behind Flare-Ups
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Knee pain flare-ups usually happen as a result of several factors interacting:

1. Imperfect Healing

After an injury, whether it's a ligament sprain, meniscus tear, or cartilage damage, the knee rarely returns to its

pre-injury “perfect” state. Healing tissue can be:

® |ess elastic
® Prone to irritation

® More vulnerable to stress
This means what used to be a minor bump in load (like increasing running distance or starting squats) might
trigger pain because the healing tissues can't handle the same stress as before.

2. Cumulative Loading

The knee isn't just reacting to one event, but the sum of loads over time. Cumulative overloading happens when:

® You increase your activity levels too rapidly
® You don't allow enough recovery

® There are imbalances in how your muscles support the knee

These loads can accumulate quietly over weeks until the knee starts sending painful warning signals.

3. Central Sensitisation

Here's the tricky part: sometimes the knee itself might be relatively okay, but your nervous system becomes extra

sensitive after repeated pain experiences. This process is called central sensitisation. It means:

* You feel more pain with less provocation
® Pain sticks around longer than expected

® |t can lead to fear of movement and avoidance

Understanding this helps because it explains why “just resting” doesn't always work — your nervous system needs

retraining too.

Long-Term Outcomes: Why Ignoring Knee Pain is Risky
What often gets overlooked is the potential long-term impact of poorly managed knee pain:

® Osteoarthritis (OA): The knee joint can develop OA as cartilage wears down over years — injuries and chronic

overloading accelerate this process.
* Persistent pain: Left untreated, pain can become a long-term issue affecting daily life and activity levels.

® Loss of function: Muscle weakness and joint stiffness follow ongoing pain and inactivity, creating a vicious

cycle.

So, stopping flare ups isn't just about feeling better today — it's about protecting your knee health decades down

the line.

Active Rehab: How to Return to Exercise Safely with Knee Pain



Now, here's what | always want to hear players ask: “What changed in the last 6 weeks?” Understanding recent
changes is key to adjusting your approach. Maybe you upped training intensity, wore different shoes, or had a

tougher pitch. Pinpoint pieandbovril.com that and let's move forward with active rehab.

Graded Exercise and Strengthening

This means slowly building your knee's tolerance through carefully planned exercises. The goal is to:

e Stimulate healing without excess irritation
® Improve muscle support around the joint

* Desensitise the nervous system by safely increasing movement
A simple example might look like:

1. Short sessions of low-load knee bends and straight leg raises

2. Gradually increasing reps and sets each week

3. Adding gentle resistance bands or light weights after 3-4 weeks

4. Introducing controlled walking or cycling intervals to improve mobility

5. Monitoring symptoms closely and adjusting load accordingly

Pacing activity is crucial: don't push to the point of sharp or persistent pain. Mild ache during exercise is okay, but

if pain lasts more than 24 hours, you've probably gone too hard.

Tips for Pacing Activity

e Keep a log of exercises, intensity, and pain levels
® Set achievable short-term goals — small wins add up
® Include rest days and active recovery (like swimming or gentle stretching)

* Work with a physiotherapist or experienced rehab professional if possible

Exploring Additional Treatments

While active rehab is the backbone to recovery, new options are becoming available, including care pathways that
include medical cannabis in private clinics. For those with persistent pain that impacts quality of life, these might be

worth exploring under professional guidance.


https://www.pieandbovril.com/general/from-the-terraces-to-the-physio-room-how-football-deals-with-chronic-pain

What Does the UK Anti-Doping Agency (UKAD) Say?

If you're a registered athlete worried about banned substances, the UKAD website provides up-to-date guidance
on medications and treatments allowed in sport, including TUE (Therapeutic Use Exemptions) protocols. Always

check before starting any treatment to stay compliant.

Private Clinic Pathway for Medical Cannabis

In some private settings, medical cannabis is being introduced as an adjunct for managing chronic musculoskeletal
pain. The idea is to offer an option where traditional painkillers haven't helped, but it's not a magic bullet. It usually

forms part of a broader pain management plan including active rehab and education.
Things to keep in mind:

® Check legality and regulations for your sport level
® Understand potential side effects
® Use only with medical supervision

e Continuously evaluate if it genuinely improves your function and pain

Summary Table: What to Do and What to Avoid

Do Don't Track activity and knee symptoms carefully Ignore persistent pain or “play through” it Start graded
exercise with low loads and gradually progress Rush back into high-intensity training too quickly Focus on
strengthening muscles around the knee Rely solely on rest or avoiding movement Consider multi-disciplinary
approaches, including pain education Dismiss the role of the nervous system in knee pain Consult professionals

knowledgeable in sports physiology and rehab Self-prescribe medications without expert advice

Final Thoughts

Getting back to fitness with a dodgy knee is definitely doable — but it takes patience, awareness, and a sensible
approach. Knowing the mechanisms behind your pain and actively managing your load means you can avoid

those frustrating flare ups. More importantly, you'll protect your knees for years to come.

Remember, no shame in reporting pain early or seeking help. The lads who last longest on the pitch aren’t always

the ones who grunt through injury — they're the ones who listen to their bodies and rehab smartly.

If you want more tailored help, chat to a physiotherapist who understands sports culture, and maybe have a look

at trusted sources like the UKAD website and local private clinics that offer progressive medical options.

Here's to stronger knees and many more seasons of football, both on and off the pitch.



