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So your work day is over and you forgot to do your workout that 
morning.  You go get changed and make your way to the gym. 
However, your back and neck have been giving you trouble and 
you have a prescription for pain killers to treat the pain. Do you 
take it or just push through it? 
 
Many believe that taking pain killers will help them recover fast-
er and function and perform their normal fitness routines with 
little to no problems. Keeping a daily exercise routine along with 
any pain management will help aid the bodies recovery as exer-
cise plays an important role in improving mood which can help 
decrease any feelings of pain.  
 
Good Pain vs Bad Pain 
Most people when in pain will tend to just skip it and wait until 
they are no longer in pain to begin exercising again. But it is also 
important to know the difference between pain and discomfort. 
In order to increase muscle strength, the muscles will experience 
some form of stress, or a “burn” during and physical activity or 
strain put on them. This mild burn is what is referred to as “good 
pain.” It is usually short lived and subsides or decreases shortly 
after ending the activity. But what about bad pain?  
 
When performing an exercise for the first time or doing more 
than what the body is accustomed to, the muscles, tendons, and 
joints in the body will experience a higher level of stress re-
sulting in pain.  This soreness is referred to as delayed onset 
muscle soreness and can be an indicator of real actual muscle 
damage. This soreness can occur within a few hours of ending 
the activity and peaks one to two days after. The soreness can 
be felt in the muscles, tendons, and joints depending on what 
sort of activity and intensity triggered the onset of pain. The ten-
dons and joints will show signs of irritation and strain through 
swelling and inflammation of the muscle, joint or area that has 
been stressed. This is “bad pain.”  

Pain Relief And The Affects On The Body 
There are several considerations to take into account when 
judging whether or not to take a pain reliever or to just rest. 
Pain that lasts long after ending the exercise is an indicator that 
there may be something more serious. Pain that affects the abil-
ity to function beyond the exercise activity such as walking, 
sitting, bending over, sleeping or lifting light weight objects is 
not normal and should seek medical attention.  
 
If medical professional advice has been sought and have been 
prescribed pain medications, particularly opioids, it may be a 
good idea to adjust any fitness routines. Certain pain medica-
tions can cause changes to the heart, lung and bone functions 
that my affect a persons ability to be and stay active and in-
clude; changes in heart rate and rhythm, difficulty breathing, 
decreased endurance, changes in musculoskeletal health that 
can lead to osteoporosis and bone fractures, and changes in 
focus and equilibrium that can lead to falls and other injuries.  
 
Non-Medicated Ways To Relieve and Alleviate Workout Pains 
There is a danger when using opioids and other pain relievers 
beyond the physical - addiction. There are other methods and 
steps that can be taken to not be in so much pain or discomfort 
when performing any daily exercise routines decreasing or even 
eliminating the need for pain relievers. Here are a few steps and 
methods that can be applied to minimize the risk of further pain 
or injuries: 
 
 Replace any extreme high-intensity exercises with less exer-

tive or intense routines. Walk instead of run near flat-well lit 
areas. 

 Select activities that are lower impact. Exercises in shallow 
water pools, low impact aerobics, or other activities that in-
clude stretching will loosen up any tight or strained areas. 

 Don’t free it. Use exercise machines. Stationary bikes versus 
riding on the street will provide better balance and can go at a 
slower more manageable pace. Using weight machines is 
better than free-weights and provides better stability during 
use. 

 Decrease workout times. Cutting an hour long routine down 
to 30 minutes will reduce the chance of reinjuring or exacer-
bating any already injured areas.  

Additional References & Resources: 
1. Exercise and Opioids - What to know before you go: Mayo Clinic - https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-

lifestyle/consumer-health/in-depth/opioids-and-exercise/art-20396866 
2. Delayed Onset Muscle Soreness ;  Treatment Strategies and Performance factors: https://

www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12617692 
3. 6 Ways to Use Your Mind To Control Pain : Harvard Medical School - https://www.health.harvard.edu/

mind-and-mood/6-ways-to-use-your-mind-to-control-pain 
4. Why Do Adults Misuse Prescription Drugs: SAMHSA -  https://www.samhsa.gov/data/sites/default/

files/report_3210/ShortReport-3210.html 
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Dear Health Myth Busters, 
 
I've exercised most of my life, and have over trained, and abused my body to reach my goals.  Unfortunately, over time I've learned to live 
with chronic pain, although I know this is not healthy. Recently, the pain is getting worse, so I made an appointment with my Provider, and 
he prescribed a low dose opioid for pain management. I'm hesitant to start on an opioid medication with all the press about addiction and 
rising death rates due to abuse of prescriptions. Is it true that if I start using that I will get hooked? Are there any exercises or other strate-
gies I can do to help manage my pain, and possibly avoid getting hooked on pain relievers? 
 
Sincerely, 
Hot Foot 
 
 
Dear Hot Foot, 
 
I commend you on reaching out for additional information and looking into other avenues for long term pain management. The current 
studies show that nearly one in five adults live with chronic pain. However, uncertainties about the long-term effectiveness of opioids, 
along with addiction, tolerance and dependency risks, mean that other pain management strategies are an important option to consider.  
 
Exercise is one such strategy. Exercise is recommended as an effective non-opioid strategy for non-cancer pain such as fibromyalgia and 
chronic low back pain. Yet most adults living with chronic pain do not exercise. Or they exercise very little. Although there are no specific 
exercise recommendations for adults living with chronic pain. However, following the Center for Disease Control recommendations of 150 
minutes of moderate to vigorous intensity exercise each week provides health benefits to all people. 
 
You know that exercise is of moderate intensity if you can talk but not sing. At vigorous intensity, most people can say only a few words at a 
time because they are breathing too hard. For individuals with chronic pain who are just beginning to exercise, low- intensity activity can 
also be helpful. 
 
Overall, exercise helps people better manage chronic pain and its impacts. For example, exercise reduces how intense pain feels. Exercise 
also reduces disability, fatigue, depression and anxiety, all of which are commonly experienced by those living with pain. Those who exer-
cise are better able to do physical tasks and have better overall fitness levels. 
 
Sincerely, 
Health Myth Busters 

A Personal Message From Your Health 
Promotion Health Myth Busting Team 

Got questions on other health issues related to sleep health, physical activity, tobacco, or nutrition? Share them with us and we will help 
you “Bust The Myths!”  Send your questions to usaf.jbsa.afmoa.mbx.hpo@mail.mil. Make sure to include in the subject line “Health Myth 
Buster.” For more online health tips visit the Air Force Healthy Living webpage http://www.airforcemedicine.af.mil/HealthyLiving/ 
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