Pilates-based Physical Therapy: 
Bridging the Gap Between Injury and Recovery 
If you’ve ever suffered an injury requiring physical therapy—you know that it can be a long road to restore function in your body and to get back to the business of living.  Also, since many injuries are caused by muscle imbalance and weakness, or improper movement pattern; there is a chance that you will suffer the same injury again.  To bridge the gap between restoring function and correcting strength, flexibility, and stability issues, many physical therapists are adopting Pilates-based therapy for patients with musculoskeletal and neurological imbalances.  In many cases, patients emerge from physical therapy with increased strength and enhanced mobility, allowing them to return to activities that they haven’t enjoyed in years.

Engaging Pilates in the recovery process is not entirely new, and in fact, the Pilates method has deep roots in the field of rehabilitation. Joseph Pilates created the method 

during his work with hospitalized soldiers during WWI.  He developed specialized equipment like the Reformer and the Cadillac to work with bedridden patients—both designed to support the spine and to help stabilize patients with decreased motility and severe muscle weakness. The key to the Pilates method is that it engages the mind, sparking a connection to intrinsic spinal muscles and the abdominal wall—which together make up the foundation of movement.  And, although made popular by dancers and celebrities as a leading-edge exercise to slim and shape—Pilates is now becoming widely accepted as an efficient method of physical therapy.

Pilates-based therapy has become such an integral component in the physical therapy process that licensed physical therapists are now eligible to earn continuing education credits through professional Pilates workshops.  Pilates rehabilitation programs and schools are also becoming more popular as more and more physical therapists adopt the strengthening and conditioning movements.
Watching a patient perform a Pilate’s movement can reveal problems in the body’s alignment because a misalignment interferes with the flow of the body’s natural movement.  When the body is out of alignment, the brain has an amazing ability to compensate-- reassigning the task for the body to be done in a different way.  That compensation may work initially, but eventually it can put a strain on the body, causing pain or injury.
Once a misalignment or compensation has been identified, Pilates training can help to restore proper firing patterns and to balance body strength and flexibility.  Pilates movements spark the “turning-on” of stabilizer muscle or intrinsic muscle—muscle groups that can only be reached through focused effort.  These muscles are connected to the bones and joints, making the body more stable and less prone to injury.

In physical therapy, Pilates training addresses issues involving weakness in the rib case system and the pelvic system. For example, a scoliosis patient, which would be a rib case system issue, would benefit from restoring muscle balance.  Even a slight rotation of the spine can create tightness which translates to weakness and impaired mobility leading to an imbalance.  Correcting the balance would involve stretching one side of the body and strengthening the other side with a 2:1 ratio of exercise.  This type of patient would also benefit from stabilizing the core, which can be a challenge due to the rotation.  

A long-distance runner with lower back pain would be an example of a pelvic system issue.  Long-distance running develops large muscle groups but doesn’t strengthen the core.  Without realizing it, many runners compensate by tucking the pelvis for stability.  That compensation can lead to lower back pain.  This patient would benefit by restoring the pelvis system by “turning on” those stabilizer muscles and opening up the hips to restore proper alignment.

In addition to aiding in recovery from injury, Pilates-based physical therapy can also increase body awareness and build confidence.  Injury can make us feel vulnerable and frail—especially as we age.  Working the mind and body connection with Pilates instills in us the power and grace of a body in motion. It can be very empowering.
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Peak Physical Therapy patient

Presented with chronic lower back and hip pain.  As a result of Pilates-based physical therapy she has returned to long distance running, pain free.
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Kristin Morley

Peak Physical Therapy patient

Presented with scoliosis—limited range and function as well as daily pain and tightness due to a mid-back rotation. As a result of Pilates-based physical therapy, flexibility in her rib case system has been restored, and she is able to move through her day without pain and tightness.  Kristin has also been able to return to gardening, a hobby that she hasn’t been able to participate in for several years.

Mary Delmonico is a classical certified Pilates trainer and owner of Core Studio 291, an innovative Pilates and Personal Training studio in Hull, MA. With more than 18 years of experience and education of anatomy, physiology, physical rehabilitation, sports specific goals, and injury prevention, she is currently performing Pilates-based physical therapy at Peak Physical Therapy and Wellness Centers in Norwell and Scituate.  781-925-2910 
Peak Physical Therapy and Wellness is a physical therapy treatment center with clinics located in Norwell and Scituate, combining modern technology with the art of hands-on treatment to help patients reach their “Peak” potential in the shortest time possible.  781-347-4686
