
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
Patient Information 
 

Shoulder Pain –  
Sub-Acromial Pain 
Syndrome (SAPS) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Barts Health Physiotherapy Website: 
www.bartshealth.nhs.uk/physiotherapy



 

  

What is Sub-Acromial Pain Syndrome? 
 
Sub-acromial pain syndrome is pain felt in the shoulder. The 

pain can be felt at the front, back or side of the shoulder. It is 

called sub-acromial pain syndrome because it is believed that 

pain is mainly felt in an area in the shoulder called the sub-

acromial space (see below). 
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What can cause sub-acromial pain? 

There are many factors that can lead to shoulder pain of this 

type. One of the following may contribute:   

• Bony changes — sometimes early wear and tear in the 

joint can lead to impingement symptoms 

• Shoulder instability — This can be because of weakness 

of the shoulder, over stretched soft tissues in the shoulder 

(e.g. ligaments) or previous dislocation of the shoulder 

• Tightness — the capsule of your shoulder joint can 

become tight and can lead to pain 

• Posture — poor posture may alter the position and 

movement of your shoulder blade and shoulder  

• Soft tissue changes e.g. swelling or thickening of a pocket 

of soft tissue in the shoulder joint (called a ‘bursa’) and/or 

rotator cuff muscles / tendons.  

 

What are the symptoms? 

• Pain around the front, side or back of the shoulder 

• Pain is often felt on lifting the arm above your head or 

putting your hand behind back 

• Pain is often made worse with overhead work 

• Heaviness of the arm 

• Clicking or Grinding feelings 

• Stiffness of the shoulder 
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What can I do to help reduce my pain / symptoms? 

• Do not avoid using the arm completely. Try and reduce 

the movements that cause your pain. 
• Try and have a good posture, for example sitting upright at 

a desk 
• Simple pain relief such as paracetamol and non-specific 

anti-inflammatories (NSAIDS) may help (e.g. Ibuprofen). 

Discuss with your pharmacist or GP. 

 

What other treatments are available? 

• Physiotherapy. If your pain does not improve, your GP 

might refer you to physiotherapy. The physiotherapist will 

assess you, give you advice about how to manage your 

pain, and give you exercises.  

• Steroid injections. This is normally only used if other 

treatments have not worked. 

• In very rare cases a surgical procedure called sub-

acromial decompression (SAD) can be performed. This is 

usually only considered if all other forms of management 

have failed.   
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What exercises can I do to reduce my symptoms? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

• Stand sideways against a wall as 
shown 

• Push out in to the wall with your 
arm 

• Hold 5 seconds.  
• Repeat 10 times 

• Support your forearm against a 
door frame or corner.  

• Twist your upper body away from 
the arm until you feel a stretch. 

• Hold 30 seconds,  
• Repeat 3 times 

• Stand next to a wall.  
• Push outwards against wall for 5 

seconds.  
• Repeat 10 times 

• Stand facing a wall. 
• Push your fist against the wall for 5 

seconds. 
• Repeat 10 times. 
•  
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What else can I do to help my symptoms? 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Stand or sit. 
• Move your shoulder blades gently 

back and up (small movement) 
• Repeat 10 times. 

When lifting objects: 
• Make sure it is not too heavy 
• Get close to the object 
• Bend your knees 
• Stagger your stance 
• Face forwards 

Maintain a good sitting posture, 
especially if you sit for long periods. 
Think about: 
• Having your feet on the ground 
• Sitting against the back rest 
• Ensuring your computer is at eye 

level 
• Not twisting, overreaching or 

being too close to your 
workstation 



 
 

7 
 

References  

1. www.shoulderdoc.co.uk 

2. www.physio-pedia.com  
 
Contact Information for Barts Health Therapies Department 
The Royal London Hospital 
Telephone No: 0207 377 7872 
Email: BHNT.BartsHealthTherapies@nhs.net 
 
Mile End Hospital 
Telephone No: 0207 377 7872 
Email: BHNT.BartsHealthTherapies@nhs.net 
 
Whipps Cross University Hospital 
Telephone: 0208 535 6671 (Wanstead site: 0208 989 2368, Chingford site: 0208 524 3071) 
Email: wxphysio.outpatients@bartshealth.nhs.uk 
 
Newham University Hospital 
Telephone No: 0207 363 8141 
Email: TherapyOutpatients.Newham@bartshealth.nhs.uk 
 
For patient information leaflets on other conditions please visit: 
www.bartshealth.nhs.uk/physiotherapy  
 
 

Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS) 
Please contact us if you need general information or advice about Trust services. 

www.bartshealth.nhs.uk/pals  

 

Large print and other languages 
For this leaflet in large print, please speak to your clinical team.   

For help interpreting this leaflet in other languages, please ring 020 8223 8934. 

 

Te informacje mogą zostać na żądanie przedstawione w formatach alternatywnych, takich jak 

łatwy do czytania lub dużą czcionką, i w różnych językach. Prosimy o kontakt pod numerem 

02082238934. 

 

Macluumaadkan waxaa lagu heli karaa qaabab kale, sida akhriska fudud ama daabacaadda 

wayn, oo waxaa lagu heli karaa luqaddo kale, marka la codsado.  Fadlan la xidhiidh 

02082238934. 

http://www.shoulderdoc.co.uk/
http://www.physio-pedia.com/
mailto:BHNT.BartsHealthTherapies@nhs.net
mailto:BHNT.BartsHealthTherapies@nhs.net
mailto:wxphysio.outpatients@bartshealth.nhs.uk
mailto:TherapyOutpatients.Newham@bartshealth.nhs.uk
http://www.bartshealth.nhs.uk/physiotherapy
http://www.bartshealth.nhs.uk/pals
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এই তথয্ িবক� ফরময্ােট, েয� সহেট পড়া ে◌◌ায় অথ্ি◌◌া ি◌ড় িব� িএং আপনার অনুটরােট িবক� ভাষায় পাওয়া 
েযটত পাটর। অনু�হপূি◌কব েযাগােটাগ কর‍ন 02082238934। 
 

Bu bilgiler, okuması kolay veya büyük baskılar gibi alternatif biçimlerde ve talep üzerine 

alternatif dillerde de sunulabilir. İrtibat için lütfen 02082238934 numaralı telefondan ulaşın. 

وف، میں دستیاب کرایا جا سکتا ہے، اور درخواست کرنے پر اس معلومات کو متبادل شکل، جیسے، پڑھنے میں آسان یا بڑے حر
 پر رابطہ کریں۔ 02082238934اسے متبادل زبان میں بھی دستیاب کرایا جا سکتا ہے۔ براه مہربانی 

Tell us what you think 
Tweet us @NHSBartsHealth 
Talk to us via www.facebook.com/bartshealth 
Leave feedback on NHS Choices www.nhs.uk 
 
Reference: BH/PIN/596 
Publication date: April 2017  
All our patient information leaflets are reviewed every three years. 
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