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Adhesive Capsulitis 

Condition: Adhesive capsulitis is also referred to frozen shoulder. It is a condition where the capsule 
that surrounds the humeral head becomes like a tight glove around the humeral head restricting 
motion. 

Background:  Frozen shoulder has a prolong course up to 2 years and greater. It starts with 
inflammation around the shoulder in the early stages. Later scar tissue develops around the joint. 

Risk Factors: At greater risk are women, diabetics, thyroid disorders, breast cancer, heart attack, 
Parkinson's disease, and after a neurosurgical procedure. Sedentary workers are a greater risk than if 
you do manual labor. 

History and Symptoms: Pain and progressing loss of motion without any cause. Pain often worsens 
at night. During the early phases when there is inflammation the pain is worse. Later when scar tissue 
develops pain decreases, with resultant greater loss in range of motion. The process is slow, which can 
take over two years to resolve 

Physical Exam: The Doctor will check how far you can move your shoulder in all directions. He will 

also check your range of motion passively, meaning without any effort by yourself. He will check to see 

if you can put your palms together as in " prayer position." Also, an evaluation of the strength of your 

shoulder muscles will be performed.       

Diagnostic Process: Plain x-rays will be ordered to rule out arthritis, or rarely, a tumor. If your 
condition does not improve, sometimes an MRI will be ordered, which is more sensitive than plain x-
rays.      

Rehab Management: Due to the long duration of frozen shoulder, which involves an understanding of 

therapeutic exercise, the knowledge of Physical Modalities, to restore range of motion, a physical 

medicine and rehabilitation (PM&R) physician, who is a specialist in rehabilitation of non-operative 

disorders, can oversee your treatment. Treatment options are medications to decrease inflammation, 

therapeutic shoulder injections, and prescribing a detailed order to the physical therapist. The PM&R 

physician will also make sure that you are on a home exercise program, which is critical in managing 

frozen shoulder. Also, the PM&R physician will need to periodically check your progress to determine if 

conservative treatment is progressing properly. 

Most frozen shoulders respond without the need for surgical interventions, but the PM&R physician, 

with a thorough understanding of conservative treatment of non-operative orthopedic problems, will 

know if a surgical consult is needed.  

Other Resources for Patients and Families: It is important that families understand the long-term 

nature of frozen shoulder, to make sure the patient is doing the home exercise program, and might 

need assistance in routine self-care activities, dressing, bathing.  
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Frequently Asked Questions 

What is PM&R? 
Physical medicine and rehabilitation (PM&R), also known as physiatry, is a primary medical specialty 
that aims to enhance and restore functional ability and improve quality of life to those with injuries, 
physical impairments or disabilities affecting the brain, spinal cord, nerves, bones, joints, ligaments, 
muscles and tendons. PM&R physicians, known as physiatrists, evaluate and treat the whole body, 
maximize patients’ independence in their daily life and are experts in designing comprehensive, patient-
centered treatment plans to empower patients to achieve their goals. By taking the whole body into 
account, they can accurately pin-point problems, decrease pain, assist in recovery from devastating 
injuries and maximize overall outcomes and performance with non-surgical and peri-surgical options. 
To learn more, visit www.aapmr.org/aboutpmr. 

What makes PM&R physicians unique? 
PM&R physicians’ training focuses not just on treating medical conditions, but on enhancing the 
patient’s performance and quality of life in the context of those medical conditions. They focus not only 
on one part of the body, but instead on the development of a comprehensive program for putting the 
pieces of a person's life back together – medically, socially, emotionally and vocationally – after injury 
or disease. PM&R physicians make and manage medical diagnoses, design a treatment plan and 
prescribe the therapies that physical therapists or other allied therapists perform or that are carried out 
by the patients themselves. By providing an appropriate treatment plan, PM&R physicians help patients 
stay as active as possible at any age. Their broad medical expertise allows them to treat disabling 
conditions throughout a person’s lifetime. 

Why see a PM&R physician? 
A PM&R physician will thoroughly assess your condition, needs, and expectations and rule out any 
serious medical illnesses to develop a treatment plan. By understanding your condition and goals, you 
and your PM&R physician can develop a treatment plan suited to your unique needs. 

How do I find a PM&R physician near me? 
Visit www.aapmr.org/findapmrphysician or contact your primary care physician for a referral. 

https://www.aapmr.org/about-physiatry/about-physical-medicine-rehabilitation
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