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Exercise in 
Parkinson Disease

Todays Discussion:
• Why is exercise important in 

Parkinson Disease and what can it 
do for you?

• How do we need to exercise to 
achieve these outcomes?

• Role of Aerobic, Skill Based and 
Dual task Exercise

FIRST UP….. 



Exercise is 
Medicine!!



Benefits of EXERCISE
Exercise is important because it improves BRAIN FUNCTION!

• Improved heart and lung function= improved motor function, attention and cognitive 
speed

• Improves attention, executive function and memory in healthy older adults
• Improves memory, executive function and balance 

Physical activity such as exercise increases brain derived neurotrophic factors (BDNF), therefore 
promoting neuroplasticity (regeneration of neurons/neuronal pathways) within the brain. This 
promotion of neuroplasticity provides benefits such as improved motor functioning, brain 
functioning, and slowing of the progression of PD.

Brain- Derived Neurotrophic Factors (BDNF):  A protein in the brain that is in charge of  creating 
and controlling the growth of neurons. 

Levels of BDNF are decreased in many neurodegenerative diseases such as Parkinson’s Disease 



Exercise in 
Parkinson 
Disease– 
General 

Guidelines



HOW we 
Exercise is KEY!!

We NEED to 
Achieve 

Neuroplasctity!



Research/Exercise Recommendations
NEUROPLASTICITY!!!

• Our brains CAN Change!  BUT, 
It matters HOW we exercise!

• We achieve neuroplasticity by: 
▪ Physical Effort  - work hard
▪ Attentional Focus – self monitoring
▪ Cognitive Engagement - complex
▪ Emotional Engagement – like it

• Based upon Parkinson’s Wellness 
    Recovery (PWR!) concepts
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Aerobic Exercise:
Key Components
• Duration:  

• As little as 10 min has shown benefit
• Most studies do 45-60 min per session
• 150 min /week minimum

• Intensity:
• 60-80% of HR Max
• 8/10 RPE
• Start with what you can do, use intervals

• Frequency:
• Most studies show at least 3-4 days a 

week



Aerobic Exercise:
Key Components

• Heart Rate Calculations and use of Heart 
Monitors

• Max HR= 220-age, then 60-80% of that
• May need to use RPE vs Heart rate 

monitor
• Using Heart rate Monitor or RPE 

increases ATTENTION to how hard you 
are working – and this alone helps you 
work harder!

• Safety Considerations
• May have altered heart rate response in PD 

as well as due to medications
• Functional level may dictate safest aerobic 

equipment, i.e seated vs standing



Rating Of 
Perceived 

Exertion Scale 
(RPE)



Skill Based 
Training:
Key 
Components

• Working on Parkinson's specific skills (posture, balance, 
trunk rotation, stepping)

• Mobility Practice (moving in each position)

• Transitions between positions

• Adding Strengthening, extra balance and stretching!



Skill Based 
Training:
Key 
Components

HOW DO WE WORK ON IT?

• With skilled exercise we can work on all these skills and directly counteract the effects of Parkinson’s

• Hypokinesia - Movement Size

• Bradykinesia - Work on Movement Speed

• Rigidity – Muscle flexibility, activating the right muscles!

• Functional Mobility – Practice the movements you need for life!

• Posture – (PWR! Up) in all positions and add advanced challenges

• Walking – Practice it! Treadmill, outside, in house – with the best walking you can possibly do!

• Turning – Practice it!

• Balance – Practice it!

• Coordination – Practice activities with specific timing, upper and lower body coordination

• Strength – we do functional strengthening – lifting our own body weight in all positions, and add weights!

• Flexibility – Stretch – WITH MOVEMENT!!



Treating the 
Whole Person: 
Dual Task 
Training!

Is Dual Tasking Better than Physical Exercise Alone?
Zhu et al (2016) combined data from 20 randomized 
controlled studies with 2667 participants and found:
• Dual Tasking improved cognition greater than no 

intervention
• Dual Tasking improved cognition better than physical 

exercise by itself
• Dual Tasking improves cognition more in older 

participants
• Dual Tasking effects appear to last longer than single 

tasking effects



Purpose of using Dual Task 
approach

• Our daily life demands us to dual-task such as:
• Getting dressed and watching the news
• Drinking a cup of coffee and reading the 
 newspaper
• Walking, carrying a bag, and talking to a 

friend or spouse
• Our ability to dual task as we age declines due
   to decreased motor and cognitive abilities
   as well as executive function decline



Dual Task 
Exercise:
Key 
Components

• Dual Tasking is recommended for PwPD early after diagnosis

• There are many way to incorporate Dual task training in your exercise 
including simple things like: counting repetitions in various ways, 
naming items in a category, keeping your pace while completing a 
cognitive activity or even while voicing, spelling etc

• Some types of exercise lend themselves to being Dual Task such as 
Boxing, Dancing but Dual Task should be incorporated into your 
Parkinson's Exercise program

• Dual Task is FUN, more complex/difficult, requires increased 
attention – all components needed for NEUROPLASTICITY!

• Goal is to practice dual tasking until it becomes more automatic, and 
we can keep moving well even when distracted by other things…

• Safe, efficient mobility REQUIRES COGNITION!



HOW TO START? 
 Don’t do it alone!
• Exercise IS Medicine and you need someone to 

help prescribe it for you!
• If you haven’t had PARKINSONS SPECIFIC Physical, 
Occupational and Speech Therapy, YOU NEED TO!
• You should partner with an experienced therapist 
to help you design a program specific to you that 
meets the requirements to ACHIEVE 
NEUROPLASTICTY!
• You can GET BETTER!  
• You can CHANGE YOUR COURSE of Parkinsons!
• GET STARTED NOW!
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