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EXPERT OPINION

A number of hospitals and 
health services run exercise 
programs through their 
Parkinson’s or movement 
disorders program. There 
are also private practitioners 
and community-based 
Parkinson’s exercise 
programs. Call our Health 
Team on 1800 644 189 for 
more information.

THE IMPORTANCE OF EXERCISE
Staying fit and active is important for 

everyone. Our bodies are designed to move.

People with Parkinson’s have a motor 

output deficiency. This means they need 

to use other brain circuits to keep their 

movement as automatic as their peers. On 

diagnosis, people living with Parkinson’s 

tend to move 30% less than their peers.

Research has shown that vigorous 

exercise (sustained for 20-30 minutes) can 

have a neuro-protective effect. Working 

at an intensity level 30% greater than your 

normal self-selected pace has been shown 

in studies to reduce some symptoms.

Animal studies have also shown high 

intensity exercise increases the release of 

a substance called BDNF (Brain Derived 

Neurotropic Factor), which can slow the 

progression of Parkinson’s by reducing the 

effects of dopaminergic neurotoxins.

Exercise can also help to manage stress, 

reduce anxiety and improve sleep quality. 

Other potential benefits include:

• improvements in mood, memory and 

concentration 

• preservation of grey matter and reduced 

risk of cognitive impairment

• improved ability of the brain to form new 

neural connections.

What is your advice on exercise after 

diagnosis?

Before you start or increase your exercise, 

speak with your GP and your Neurologist 

to make sure both your Parkinson’s and 

other medical conditions are taken into 

consideration.

Set goals, think about what you like doing 

and gear your exercise towards that. 

Motivation is important, so don’t hinder 

yourself by doing something that doesn’t 

interest you.

Learning how to exercise with Parkinson’s 

from a specialist physiotherapist or 

exercise physiologist will help redefine 

what you think you’re capable of. They 

will help break goals down into achievable 

steps and push you to work hard! 

Working hard and regularly is the secret 

to success. Challenging exercise is as 

important as medication to remain at 

optimal health.

Why should newly diagnosed people 

see a physiotherapist who specialises 

in Parkinson’s rehabilitation?

This is important to help understand how 

Parkinson’s is affecting them and to develop 

an exercise program specific to their needs.

An exercise program needs to 

provide sufficient challenges to 

drive neuroplasticity changes and 

neuroprotection. This approach is 

different to how you would advise 

someone less able to exercise, where 

safety is a greater priority.

People need to:

• Understand how Parkinson’s affects their 

body when exercising 

• Learn how to get the most out of their 

body when exercising

• Challenge both their mind and body 

when exercising. 

Those who succeed in exercise have a 

disciplined attitude and are prepared to 

work hard. They also:

• time the exercise to when they’re 

moving best in the day and use their 

Parkinson’s medications to their 

advantage

• set goals to help keep them focused 

and motivated

• incorporate exercises with a buddy for 

moral support

• identify barriers to exercise and 

strategies to overcome them

• reward themselves for sticking to their 

plans and achieving goals.

Who should be part of your exercise 

regime?

Consider forming a support team, 

including your neurologist who will co-

ordinate your Parkinson’s medications, 

taking into account your exercise program. 

Your GP can provide an enhanced primary 

care plan, allowing you 5 allied health 

visits at a reduced rate (can be used for 

physiotherapy).

Your physiotherapist, exercise physiologist 

or personal trainer with training in early 

Parkinson’s rehabilitation principles will guide 

and challenge you, while a buddy or carer 

can provide safety and/or moral support.
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