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Plantar Fasciopathy

Introduction

Plantar Fasciopathy (aka Fasciitis) refers to a painful condition affecting the heel on the
bottom of the foot. It is a very common foot problem and is the most commonly
reported cause of heel pain. It is characterised by pain underneath the heel bone
(where the plantar fascia attaches) due to sensitivity and sometimes inflammation of
the fascia. The condition occurs in both active and less active people and often persists
for some time. The cause is poorly understood, but is thought to occur due to
excessive forces going through the tissue resulting in strain and changes in the
structure of the plantar fascia, such as small tears and thickening and inflammation.

This leaflet explains what plantar fasciopathy is, how it is diagnosed, potential causes
and possible treatment options.

ﬂ’ What is plantar fasciopathy?

The plantar Fascia is a connective tissue like a ligament, that
lies underneath the bones in the sole of your feet. It is a very
strong structure that supports the arch of your foot and runs
from the heel bone to the ball of the foot. Weight bearing
causes the foot to flatten a little, making the ligament stretch
and take some of the strain of the body weight going through
it. It is designed to do this and usually it copes well.
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Sometimes the amount of strain or load going through the
tissue is more than it can tolerate causing it to become
overstretched/overloaded around the heel. This can happen
gradually over time, or more quickly due to a sudden change
in activity or footwear. Changes can occur within the plantar
fascia resulting in reduced elasticity and pain. The pain is
usually over the heel area but can also be around the middle
of the foot.




What are the symptoms of plantar fasciopathy?

- Pain is often the main symptom that people complain of and this is typically in the
heel on the bottom of the foot and sometimes in the arch of your foot.

- It is often worse on first weight bearing in the morning and after rest.

- It can be described as a deep aching pain at times but also more intense sharp pain
with certain activities.

- Pain can sometimes worsen the longer you spend on your feet and can make walking
very difficult

What causes plantar fasciopathy?

Sometimes the symptoms start after an injury but more commonly there is no specific
mechanism or event that people remember. It tends to develop gradually and can be
confusing and difficult to identify a clear reason. It is generally thought that the majority
of cases can be put down to an imbalance between the LOAD going through the
tissues on a daily basis and the CAPACITY of the tissues to cope.

Load V's Capacity

In order for the tendons and connective tissues (Like Fascia) in the body to keep their
health, there needs to be a good balance between how much strain is being placed on
them on a regular basis (LOAD), and how well adapted they are to cope with this
(CAPACITY). As long as the load is not excessive and there is enough time for the
body to repair and recover, then the tissues remain healthy.

Plantar Fascia pain most commonly develops because of an imbalance between
'load’ and ‘capacity' (how much your tissues are happy to tolerate), meaning the
recovery and repair process cant keep up with the demands being placed on the area.

But why now?

- Sometimes this can be when workload changes too quickly such as starting a new
activity or having a sudden increase in exercise causing acute pain.

- Sometimes it is a more gradual increase in load over time such as slowly putting on
weight or doing the same activity every day over several weeks or months without
sufficient recovery time.

- Some people find their activity hasn't changed, but they have had a period of time
away from exercise or normal routine such as through illness or unemployment. When
they try to re-start, their heel has lost some of its 'capacity’ so it is less able to cope with
things that used to be OK.

We call this process OVERLOAD and it often results in pain and sensitivity of
the tissues.

Take a look at the YouTube link below as you may find this helpful in explaining the
principle of 'load' and 'capacity' how and the importance of gradually increasing load
over time.

YouTube: load versus capacity

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H1rp_v4Dr3g




Some other Common Risk Factors

As well as changes in activity or lifestyle, some other factors are believed to be linked
to Overload and subsequent plantar fascia pain. These include:

- being overweight - because the feet carry all of the weight of our body, being
overweight can be a significant contributing factor

- extended periods of weight-bearing on your feet i.e. walking, running, standing
- altered foot posture and lower limb alignment.
- trauma to the ankle or foot.

- tightness in the calf or Achilles tendon (which affects the ability to flex the ankle
upwards).

- footwear that provides the foot with poor cushioning/support through the arch of the
foot.

How long Does it last?

Unfortunately Plantar Fasciopathy is a condition that can last a long time in some
people. Often pain improves with time and with gentle activity as sensitivity settles
down or tissue capacity improves, and sometimes this can happen within a few weeks
of it starting. However many people suffer for as long as 18 months and it can be quite
resistant to treatment at times. It is impossible to predict how long the pain will last for
each person but there are things you can do to help with the pain and treat the
problem.

What are the Best Treatments?

Load Management and Modifying Activities

Because it is generally caused by an imbalance in Load and Capacity, the most
effective approach to treating Plantar Fascia pain involves modifying or managing the
loads going through the tissues of the heel. By reducing the frequency and length of
time that you spend doing activities that compress or overload this area you can help
things to start to settle. This doesn't necessarily mean stopping them, just reducing or
changing things. This can be frustrating and takes trial and error but is vital to recovery.

Weight Loss

As excess load through the heel is a key factor in the development of Plantar Fascia
pain, reducing the load through the tissue is one of the most important parts of
treatment. Therefore if you are overweight or have put weight on recently, losing some
weight is definitely recommended. Whilst exercising can sometimes be painful with
Plantar Fascia problems, remember that the most important part of weight loss is
dietary changes.

For further information on weight loss go to
www.nhs.uk/livewell/loseweight/Pages/Loseweighthome.aspx




Footwear and Shoe inserts

Appropriate supportive and cushioning footwear is very important to help manage the
symptoms of Plantar Fascia pain. Avoid flat and unsupportive footwear like flip-flops,
sandals and slip on shoes where possible. Try and use supportive shoes or trainers
with a thick (but flexible) cushioned sole and good arch support. Wear shoes in the
house if possible to reduce barefoot walking on hard surfaces.

Some people find putting a gel or foam insert into their shoes to cushion the heel can
offer some pain relief and reduce the pressure on the Fascia and they are widely
available online and in shops.

Plantar fascia cold therapy:

Cold or Ice therapy can be helpful to reduce the pain in the heel. The easiest way to do
this is:

- Fill a plastic bottle with cold tap water. Keep this in the fridge or freezer so it can be
used regularly.

- Place the cold bottle on the floor and use the sole of the foot to roll the cold bottle
back and forth along the sole of the foot. Do this for 15 mins 2 or 3 times per day.

Lifestyle Modification:

- Keep barefoot walking to a minimum.

- Reduce long periods of standing.

- Omit high impact exercise i.e. running, jumping, aerobics. Continue to do activities of
daily living but try and do these activities in a paced way (i.e. regular amounts of

activity each day but in smaller more manageable chunks.)

- Try to align knees over your feet when going from sitting to standing to sitting and on
stairs also.

Building up Capacity

Modifying the load through the tissue is often only half of the battle. We need to get the
tissue stronger and more robust and able to cope with the demands that we are asking
of it.

Certain exercises can be helpful to ensure your ankle is flexible and to start putting
some load through the fascia in a way that helps it get stronger, gradually over time.
The following exercises are a good starting point to build from. It is OK if the exercises
cause some low level pain as long as this is tolerable. The most important thing is that
the pain settles down again shortly after doing the exercise.

If there is a significant increase in symptoms that doesn't settle within an hour of
doing the exercises then seek advice before continuing.

Exercises:




©Physiotools

Calf Stretching exercises — Gastrochemius

- Stand in a walking position with the affected leg stretched
straight behind you with the knee straight and the other leg
bent in front of you.

- Lean on something for support like a chair or the wall.

- Hold the stretch for between 20-30 seconds and repeat 3
times.

- Aim to do the stretch twice daily on both legs if possible (and
at least the affected leg). Repeat the daily stretches 5 days a
week for 8 weeks.
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Calf stretching exercises — Soleus

- Stand in a narrow walkingposition, the affected leg behind
you and the foot pointing straight forwardsand the knee bent.
The forward leg is also bent in front of you.

- Lean against something for support (i.e. a wall or a table).

- Bend the affected leg and letyour body weight stretch your

- calf keeping your heel on the floor.

- Hold this stretch for 20-30 seconds and repeat 3 times.

- Repeat stretch twice daily and at least 5 days out of 7 days in
the week.
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Sitting plantar fascia stretch

- Sit down and cross your legs so that you're bad foot can be
placed on top of your other knee.

- Place your fingers on the base of your toes on the sore foot
and gently pull them back upwards towards your shin until you
feel a comfortable stretch.

- Hold for 15 to 20 seconds.

- Repeat 3 times, once or twice a day (depending on
symptoms).
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Seated Calf Raise

- Sit with knees bent at 90 degrees.

- Lean forward with your hands on your knees so that you are putting
some weight through your legs.

- Keep your toes on the floor and lift your heel as high as you can,
making sure the big toe bends back as far is at can comfortably go.

- Hold this position for 5 seconds then slowly lower down.

- Repeat 5 - 10 times initially but see if you can increase
this to 20 as weeks go by.




Standing Calf Raise
- Stand holding onto something for balance.

- Push up on your toes slowly as high as you can and hold this position
for at least 5 seconds and up to 10 seconds if you can.

- Repeat 5 - 10 times at first and see if you can gradually
increase this to 20 as the weeks go by.

©Physiotools

You may feel some short lasting discomfort during and after these
exercises. However remember if you feel a lasting increase in your
symptoms then seek advice from the physiotherapist before continuing.

What if I'm not Improving or not Coping

Unfortunately for some people Plantar Fascia pain can be a long term complaint. If
conservative treatments aren't helping then an assessment to confirm the diagnosis
may be helpful. However there are no great fixes for this and often it requires longer
term management. It is very rare for surgery or injections to be helpful. If you have
concerns about the diagnosis or feel you aren't coping and need more support then
arrange an appointment with a clinician

For further information

Please email ghnt.newcastlegatesheadtims@nhs.net, ring on 0191 21388000r visit
our website at: www.tims.nhs.uk which provides online guidance and support on
managing your musculoskeletal (MSK) condition effectively.

The NHS website also provides trusted online information and guidance on all aspects

of health and healthcare to help you manage your condition and/or inform your choices
about your health: www.nhs.uk.

Useful links

The Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS) can offer on-the-spot advice and
information about the NHS. You can contact them on freephone 0800 032 02 02 or e-
mail northoftynepals@nhct.nhs.uk.

http://lwww.aofas.org/footcaremd/conditions/ailments-of-the-heel/Pages/Plantar-
Fasciitis.aspx
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