
Physio Med Self Help
for Achilles Tendinopathy
Achilles tendon injuries are common, often evident in middle aged runners to non-sporting individuals. 
They are often characterised by pain in the tendon, usually at the beginning and end of exercise, pain and 
stiffness first thing in the morning or after sitting for long periods. There is much that can be done to both 
speed up the healing and prevent re-occurrence.

Anatomy of the Area

The muscles of your calf (the gastrocnemius 
and soleus) are the muscles which create the 
force needed to push your foot off the floor 
when walking, running and jumping, or stand 
up on your toes. The Achilles tendon is the 
fibrous band that connects these muscles to 
your heel. 

You may recognise the term ‘Achilles Tendonitis’ 
which was the previous name used for 
Achilles Tendinopathy. However the name 
has changed as it is no longer thought to be a 
totally inflammatory condition, but rather an 
overuse injury causing pain, some localised 
inflammation and degeneration of the thick 
Achilles tendon at the back of the ankle.  

Potential causes of Achilles Tendinopathy and advice on how to prevent it
• Poor footwear or sudden change in training surface e.g. sand makes the calf work harder

» Wear suitable shoes for the activity (type, fit and condition of footwear).
» Take account of the surface you are exercising on and if soft and unstructured like sand or 

loose soil reduce the intensity / duration or take a short break or reduce any load you are 
carrying into smaller loads until you become conditioned to it. 
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• An abrupt increase in the duration or intensity of an activity.
» Graduate or phase the increase in the activity and only increase one aspect either time, 

intensity or load. If you know in advance that your work schedule or exercise programme is 
increasing in such a manner, plan ahead and phase the increase in activity in advance.

• A sudden introduction or escalation in hill / stair activity.
» Graduate or phase the increase in the activity. If this is not possible within a work environment 

make use of escalators / lifts where possible and reduce over time to create the phased 
approach.

• Weakness of the calf muscles.
» If you feel this is an issue, strengthen your calf muscles so they are strong enough to cope with 

any of the above issues.
• Calf tightness and reduced range of movement at the ankle.

» If you feel that this is an issue, ensure adequate length of the calf muscles and good range of 
movement at the ankle by undertaking a regular stretching programme.

• Poor foot control – flat feet or feet rolling inwards causes increased twisting strain on the tendon.
» If you feel that this is an issue for you please visit your GP, Chartered Physiotherapist or 

Podiatrist to receive an expert opinion and appropriate intervention.
• Wearing high heels constantly which shortens the calf and tendon.

» Wear high heels for a limited time, compromise may be found in wearing flat shoes on the 
way to and from the venue or work. Also wearing flat shoes or nothing on your feet while at 
home is helpful. Also undertake a regular calf stretching programme. 

Signs and Symptoms of Achilles Tendinopathy

Pain usually occurs either in the middle portion of the tendon (1-2 
inches above the heel) or where the tendon attaches into the back of 
the heel. The painful area is often thickened or swollen; the tendon will 
be tender to touch. The calf often feels tight and there may be stiffness 
in the ankle joint. Pain will normally be reproduced during the ‘push 
off’ action of walking, climbing stairs or running. 

Aiding Recovery with a Home Exercise Programme

Achilles Tendinopathy healing is often slow when compared to other 
injuries. This is mainly due to its poor blood supply. The body’s tissues 
need a good supply of the oxygen and nutrients carried in the blood 
to repair. Activities such as ice, heat, massage and gentle stretching of 
the calf and tendon help to promote blood flow. In order to reverse the 
degenerative aspect of Achilles Tendinopathy, rehabilitation needs to 
include loading and strengthening of the tendon at the appropriate 
time, alongside stretching. Your Physiotherapist will advise you on the 
best exercises and when to start them.

Self Help Treatment Advice

• Self-massage of the tendon and the calf. This may be painful initially but will increase blood flow
and help healing of the tendon and should become easier as you go. Remember to give yourself
time with the massage as the tissue needs time to relax and let go as you massage the knots away.
This could be done while at lunch or sitting during a tea break at work or watching a favourite
programme at home. Gentle heat on the Achilles (10 -20 minutes) will also help to relax it and
increase the blood flow. When using heat, this should be a mild heat and never feel hot.



• Self-massage of the bottom of the foot. This area is connected to the Achilles tendon, therefore can
affect healing if it is not kept supple. Place a tennis ball, rolling pin or something similar on the floor
with the affected foot on top of it. Roll the foot over the tennis ball or rolling pin from heel to toe.
Gently press on the tennis ball or rolling pin as you do the movement. Start by doing this for 1-2
minutes and build up gradually to 5 minutes on either foot.

• Maintain the ankle range of movement with large foot circles and pointing and flexing the foot,
especially when getting out of bed in the morning or after sitting for long periods.

• Wear shoes or use an insole that provide good arch support and shock absorption. Trainers or
rubber soled shoes are good options. Choose footwear that does not put pressure on the Achilles
tendon and avoid shoes which do not fasten securely to your feet such as flip-flops or sandals
without a heel strap / support.

• Relative rest, especially from high impact or repetitive exercise involving the ‘push off’ action of
the foot. This may include modifying your work duties for a determined period of time (with the
agreement of your manager) to include short periods of sitting down where possible or using a
trolley / vehicle to reduce the load you are carrying.

Please remember to use this advice under the guidance of your Physiotherapist.

To find out even more about ankle problems, 
visit the ‘Know Your Body’ section of our site.

www.physiotherapyinleeds.co.uk/body-parts/ankle


