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Ankle Pain 
 
 

Introduction 
 
The purpose of this leaflet is to provide you with some general advice about 
how to manage your ankle pain and some exercises to help you achieve this.   
 
 

Ankle Pain 
 
Ankle pain is a frequent complaint that affects people of all ages. Most ankle 
pain is not serious and does not require a scan or x-ray to diagnose the 
problem. 
 
Muscle imbalances can be caused or made worse by problems in the foot itself 
for example a dropped arch in the foot commonly known as a ‘flat foot’. Lack of 
foot arch support put stresses on the ankle joint. In most cases the outlook for a 
full recovery is good and by adopting some simple approaches the ankle will 
improve and get better.  
 

 

The Ankle Joint  
 

The ankle is made up of two joints: the true ankle joint 
and the subtalar ankle joint underneath. 

 
The ankle joint consists of three bones held together 
by cartilage and ligaments. The cartilage which has a 
smooth, slippery surface allows the ends of the bones 
to move against each other without friction and helps 
with shock absorption, while the ligaments around the 
ankle provide stability to the joint. 

 
The tibia forms the inside of the ankle joint. The fibula 
forms the outside of the ankle joint. The talus is the 
underneath part of the ankle joint. The ankle joint allows 
you to move your foot up and down. 

 
The subtalar joint consists of two bones, the talus on 
top and calcaneus on the bottom. It allows you to move 
your foot from side to side. 

 
The ankle muscles and joint capsule provide some 
support to the joint and allow it to move.  

 

Conditions affecting the ankle 
 
There are many different causes of ankle pain. 
 
A common cause is Osteoarthritis which is a condition that affects the joint 
cartilage surfaces so it doesn’t move as smoothly as it should. The condition is 
sometimes called degenerative joint disease or ‘wear and tear’. The main 
symptoms are pain and sometimes stiffness, which are most likely to be felt at 
the front and sides of the ankle. (However, there are other forms of arthritis that 
affect the ankle, for example, Rheumatoid 



Arthritis, where the joint may become hot, swollen and in constant pain. 

Rheumatoid Arthritis may affect multiple joints. If this is the case seek 

advice from your GP.) 
 
Another common cause of pain to the ankle is a sprain to the joint. This is 
commonly caused by a traumatic event such as a slip or fall causing the 
ligaments to be stretched due to a sudden pull. Occasionally, a ligament may 
fully tear(rupture). A damaged ligament causes inflammation, swelling and 
bleeding(bruising) around the affected joint. Movement of the joint will be 
painful.  
 

 

General Advice 
 

Many of the problems above can be helped by addressing the factors below: 
 
Excess weight  
Being overweight or obese increases stress on your ankle joints. It can 
put you at increased risk of osteoarthritis. 
 
Lack of muscle flexibility or strength  
A lack of muscle flexibility or strength are among the common causes of ankle 
injuries as well as traumatic incidents because there is less support given to 
the ankle joint to absorb the stresses/strains exerted on it. 
 
Unsupportive Footwear  
Unsupportive footwear can cause excess strain to occur around the ankle 
joint which itself can cause pain over time. 
 
Change activities that make your symptoms worse  
By modifying your activity levels you can help settle symptoms, minimize the 
development of secondary joint stiffness & muscle weakness and maintain your 
function and mobility. Avoid standing and sitting for long periods with acute 
ankle sprains and arthritic joint flare ups. Try and pace your activity levels 
dividing your activity into manageable ‘chunks’. This will help you to avoid 
exacerbating your condition. 



 
 

 

Exercises 
 

The exercises below are a good place to start. They can be done regularly 
during the day: 
 

Try to exercise about 3 times a day. Be guided by your pain. Stop these 
exercises if you feel they are making your symptoms worse. Start with ‘low 
impact’ (non-weight bearing e.g. sitting or lying on the floor, sofa or bed) and 
build up to weight-bearing exercises and functional activities e.g. walking.  
   

 
Ankle Pumps in Supine 

 

Lie on your back with your legs straight. 
 

Briskly bend and straighten your ankles as your pain allows. 
 

Repeat 10 times.  
 

  
 

Sitting with your foot on the floor. 
 

Alternately raise the inner border of your foot (big toe) 
and then the outer border (little toe). 

 
Hold for 5 seconds. Repeat 10 times.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 

Sitting or lying. 
 

Rotate your ankle. Change directions. 
 
Repeat 10 times.  
 
 
 
 
Stand in a walking position with the leg to be stretched 
straight behind you and the other leg bent in front of 
you. Take support from a wall or chair. 
 
Lean your body forwards and down until you feel the 
stretching in the calf of the straight leg. 
 
Hold for 20-30 seconds or as pain allows then relax. 
Stretch the other leg. 
 
Repeat 3 times.  
 
 
 

Stand in a walking position with the leg to be stretched 
behind you. Hold on to a support. 
 
Bend the leg to be stretched and let the weight of 

your body stretch your calf without lifting the heel off 

the floor. 
 
Hold for 20-30 seconds or as pain allows then relax. 
Stretch the other leg. 
 
Repeat 3 times.  
 
 
 

Sit. 
 

Bend and straighten your ankles. 
 

Hold for 5 seconds. Repeat 10 times.  
 
 
 

 

Single-leg Standing 
 

Balance on one leg. 
 
Remember to stand tall, with weight evenly on your 
foot and toes pointing forwards. 
 

Try to hold for 20-30 seconds. Repeat 10 times and 

then use the other leg.  
 
When this exercise becomes easy progress to the 
exercise below. 
Single-leg Standing on a Balance Pad/Old Pillow  

 



Balance on one leg on a balance pad/pillow. 
 

Remember to stand tall, with weight evenly distributed 
between forefoot and heel and toes pointing forwards. 

 

Try to hold for 20-30 seconds. Repeat 10 times and 

then use the other leg.  
 
 

You may feel some mild discomfort during these exercises but if you 

feel a significant increase in pain then stop doing that particular 

exercise (or adjust it) until you can seek advice from your 

physiotherapist. 
 
 

Most patients will improve within a six week period with this advice. 
 
 

For further information 
 
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. 

 
Further Information 

Some useful websites to look at: 
 
All about foot and ankle problems - NHS TIMS 

 
Foot and ankle pain information booklet. (versusarthritis.org) 
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