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Acute knee
Information and advice for patients

Physiotherapy

The Human Knee

Diagram 1 – The human knee, Copyright 2024 - NHS Ayrshire & Arran

After an injury
Soft tissue structures in your knee include ligaments, muscles and tendons. These structures can 
become injured after a trauma like a strain, sprain or overload.

This leaflet is designed to help you, and your body, recover after an injury (NHS inform 2024).

Following an injury your knee will go through an inflammatory response. This is a normal part 
of the healing process and nothing to worry about. 

Signs of inflammation
•	 Redness

•	 Swelling

•	 Heat

•	 Pain

•	 Loss of function and movement

(Libretexts, 2024)
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Swelling &  Load management
To help recover from an acute injury consider the below principles: 

Injuries need PEACE immediately after injury, (1-3 days) and LOVE after a few days. 

•	 Protection: Protect the injured area from further damage by avoiding activities that cause 
pain or discomfort.

•	 Elevation: Elevate the injured area to help reduce swelling and improve blood flow to the 
area.

•	 Avoid anti-inflammatory modalities: Avoid using non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs 
(NSAIDs) such as ibuprofen. 

•	 Compression: Use compression to help reduce swelling.

•	 Education: Understanding the injury and healing process.

AND

•	 Load: Begin loading the injured area as soon as possible to help stimulate the healing 
process. This may include exercises to improve range of motion, strength, and flexibility in 
the injured area.

•	 Optimism: Maintain a positive attitude and focus on the progress you’re making.

•	 Vascularisation: Promote blood flow to the injured area by engaging in activities that 
increase blood flow, such as massage or light exercise.

•	 Exercise: Gradually increase your level of activity as your pain and function improve.

(Dodd, 2024)

Generalised introductory exercises
You can try the below exercises to get you started.                                                                               
These exercises will be most effective if completed ‘little and often’. Try to do exercises every 
few hours. 

Remember to start exercising slowly and build up gradually. Initially your pain may increase but 
usually settles again within a few days of starting the exercises.

LEVEL 1 EXERCISES

Isometric Knee Extension

Lie on your back with your knees straight. Press the back of your knees against the floor by 
using your front thigh muscles (quadriceps). Hold the tension for a moment and then relax.
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Knee End-range Extension 

Lie on your back. Place a towel roll under the straight knee. Straighten the knee using your 
front thigh muscles (quadriceps). Keep the back of your knee against the towel roll. Keep the 
tension for a moment and then relax.

Active Straight Leg Raise

Lie on your back with legs straight. Spine in neutral position. Tighten your front thigh muscles 
and lift one leg keeping it straight. Lower the leg to the starting position in a controlled 
manner. Note: Keep your pelvis level and maintain neutral spine.

Heel Slides

Sit with a towel under one foot. Bend and straighten your knee by sliding your foot forwards 
and backwards. 

Self-assisted Knee Flexion in Sitting

Sit up straight on a sturdy chair. Cross your ankles, with the assisting leg on top of the other. 
Move the foot of your injured knee backwards by bending your knee, assisting the movement 
with the other leg. Return to the starting position.
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LEVEL 2 – ADVANCED EXERCISES

Mini squat

Stand in front of a table or chair holding on to the support with both hands.

Slowly crouch keeping your back straight and heels on the floor. Stay down for approx. 5 secs. 
then straighten your knees and push back up to standing. 

Sit to stand

Stand tall with your feet approximately hip-width apart and weight distributed evenly on both 
feet. Make sure the chair behind you is at a suitable distance from you.

Bend your knees and hips and squat down onto the chair. Knees and toes should be pointing in 
the same direction.

Sit down lightly and push back up to the starting position using your front thighs and buttock 
muscles.

Bridge

Start by lying on your back with your legs bent and feet flat on the floor. Cross your arms over 
your chest.

Lift your buttocks off the floor and straighten your hips. Return to the starting position.
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If you would like to suggest any amendments or improvements to this leaflet please contact SWB Library Services 
on ext 3587 or email swbh.library@nhs.net. 
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