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FROZEN SHOULDER (Adhesive Capsulitis) 
 
What is a frozen shoulder? 
 This is when the capsule (soft tissue enclosing the shoulder joint) becomes 

inflamed, stiff and shrinks.  
 The exact cause is unknown. It is more common in people with diabetes and 

those over the age of 40 years old. 
 Usually there are 3 stages to a frozen shoulder: 

1. Painful inflamed stage. Shoulder starts to stiffen. 
2. Stiff and painful phase: Stiffness increases and pain slowly starts to 

improve. 
3. Recovery phase: It is mainly stiff with pain mainly triggered as the 

capsule is stretched on moving into the restricted range. 
 
How long will it take to recover? 
 A frozen shoulder can take a long time to recover, from 3 months to 

occasionally 3 years, but most patients recover on their own. There are things 
you can do to help speed up this process.   

 
What can I do to help? 
 Hot or cold packs:  Gentle heat (hot water bottle) can help reduce muscle 

spasm and pain. A cold pack (ice pack or frozen peas wrapped in a damp 
towel) can provide short term pain relief especially in the first phase. Use which 
ever you find helpful as people vary. Apply to the sore area for up to 15 minutes 
not more than 4 times a day.  

 Exercises: In the early painful phase it is best to avoid painful aggravating 
activities, but to keep the shoulder gently moving is important.  Do not keep the 
arm still for long periods of time as this will result in increased stiffness and 
weakness making recovery take longer.  Simple range of movement exercises 
gradually increased can help you to recover full function as the shoulder passes 
through the different phases.  

 
What should I do if the pain increases with exercise? 
 If the pain increases, reduce how much you are using the arm and the number 

of exercises. Once settled, gradually start exercising again. 
 If your pain significantly increases then stop the exercises and discuss with your 

GP or Physiotherapist. 
 Do keep your shoulder gently moving, but within pain limits, avoiding 

aggravating activities in the acute phase. 
 
Disclaimer 
The information in this leaflet is for guidance only and for issue by a suitably qualified 
health care professional in conjunction with a consultation.  
 
For more information about HRCH NHS Trust please visit: www.hrch.nhs.uk 
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We can help you if English is not your first language. If you would like to receive 
this leaflet in a language or format of your choice please contact the PALS team on 
telephone: 0800 953 0363 who will be happy to help. 


