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If you’ve spent years playing football—whether that’s at the local park, Sunday league, or even semi-pro level—
you’ll be all too familiar with the nagging aches that simply won’t go away. For many, the go-to has been
paracetamol and just ‘getting on with it.’ But is that really the right approach for chronic pain? And what happens
when painkillers just end up masking something more serious?

Football Culture and the Stigma Around Reporting Pain
Football culture—especially in the lower leagues—has a long tradition of stoicism. We’ve all heard stories of players
boasting they played through injuries because “it’s just part of the game.” Reporting pain or asking for help can
sometimes be seen as weakness. Coaches might even push for players to stay on despite the signals their bodies
are sending.

This tough-guy mentality can do more harm than good. Pain is a vital warning system, not an inconvenience to be
silenced. When pain is ignored or simply masked by painkillers like paracetamol, it allows underlying problems to
fester.

Why Relying on Paracetamol Alone Can Be a Bad Plan
Paracetamol is a valuable drug when used properly—it can reduce pain and fever without many of the side effects
of stronger painkillers. But chronic pain, especially from musculoskeletal issues, is rarely a simple case of ‘turning
down the volume’.

Painkillers Masking Pain: Paracetamol doesn’t deal with the root cause of the pain. It simply dulls the
sensation. This can create a false sense of security where a player feels ‘fine’ and pushes harder physically.

Imperfect Healing: Muscles, tendons, and joints don’t always heal perfectly after injuries. Sometimes scar
tissue forms, or the tissue becomes weaker. That nagging pain is often a sign that healing isn’t complete.

Cumulative Loading: Years of repetitive strain from training, matches, and even things like squatting in the
changing room can add up. The result is often wear-and-tear conditions like osteoarthritis. Masking pain with
paracetamol lets the damage accumulate unnoticed.



Central Sensitisation: This is a trickier beast. Sometimes, pain signals get ‘stuck’ in the nervous system. The
brain starts to interpret even harmless stimuli as painful—a sort of pain overdrive. Paracetamol won’t reset
that system.

Long-Term Outcomes: Osteoarthritis and Persistent Pain
If you’re managing chronic pain by only popping paracetamol, it’s essential to ask, “What’s changed in the last six
weeks?” This question gets at the heart of whether your body is coping or tipping towards something long-term.

One of the most common outcomes of untreated or poorly managed chronic joint pain is osteoarthritis—where
cartilage breaks down, and bone ends rub together. Importantly, once this starts, pain often becomes persistent
and complex.

Persistent pain doesn’t disappear overnight, and many players living with it find their quality of life reduced. The
pain can interfere with sleep, mood, and day-to-day tasks. This cycle can often be worse if the pain isn’t addressed
properly early on.

When to Get Assessed: Don’t Wait Until It’s Too Late
If you’re reliant on painkillers like paracetamol more days than not, or if pain affects your ability to train or enjoy
life, it’s definitely time to get assessed by a qualified practitioner. This could be a musculoskeletal physiotherapist
who can look beyond the symptoms to find the mechanical therapeutic use exemption TUE and neurological
reasons behind your pain.

The UK Anti-Doping (UKAD) website offers useful guidance on what treatments and substances are permitted
within sport and how to proceed safely with pain management while staying compliant with regulations. You can
find this information at https://www.ukad.org.uk/.

Exploring Medical Cannabis Pathways for Chronic Pain
For some footballers struggling with chronic pain, especially those not helped by traditional remedies, medical
cannabis has emerged as a potential treatment option. Access isn’t straightforward, but private clinics can guide
you through a medical pathway legally and safely.

These clinics will assess your condition thoroughly and discuss if medical cannabis could be appropriate. It’s
essential to note that while some evidence suggests benefits for chronic pain, cannabis isn’t a magic bullet. It
should be part of a comprehensive rehabilitation plan.

Active Rehab: The Real Game-Changer
Rather than just masking pain, the goal should be to take an active role in your recovery. Passive approaches—
relying on painkillers and rest—frequently lead to deconditioning and can even worsen central sensitisation.

Graded Exercise

This means gradually increasing movement and intensity based on what your body can handle, not on “pushing
through” pain. It helps desensitise the nervous system, improves joint mobility, and increases strength without
overloading tissues.

Strengthening
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Targeted strength exercises stabilize joints and support imperfectly healed tissues. For example, improving
quadriceps and hamstring strength around the knee can ease osteoarthritis symptoms and reduce persistent pain.

Simple Routines You Can Stick To
Long-term pain management works best when you develop routines that fit into your life. Here are some practical
tips to consider:

1. Start by keeping a pain and activity diary to identify painful movements and triggers.

2. Do low-impact cardiovascular exercises like swimming or cycling to maintain fitness without increasing joint
load.

3. Include gentle stretching and mobility exercises daily.

4. Incorporate strengthening exercises at least 3 times a week, tailored to your specific problem areas.

5. Learn breathing and relaxation techniques to help with coping when pain flares.

6. Check in regularly with a physiotherapist or rehab professional to adjust your program.

Wrapping It Up
Football culture’s “no pain, no gain” mindset can sometimes do more damage than good when it comes to chronic
pain management. Relying solely on paracetamol and habit is not a sustainable plan—because painkillers may
mask symptoms but won’t fix the underlying issues.

Understanding the mechanisms behind chronic pain like imperfect healing, cumulative loading, and central
sensitisation can empower you to take control. Active rehab involving graded exercise and strengthening offers a
better pathway to improved function and pain management.

If you find yourself popping painkillers more frequently or struggling with persistent pain, it’s a clear sign to get
assessed—not just to rule out serious issues, but to access targeted rehab plans and explore all treatment options,
including medical cannabis where appropriate.

Remember, chronic pain self management is about smart choices, consistent effort, and challenging stigma—
because your body deserves more than just paracetamol and habit.
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