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The Problem

     Playing the piano is a physically demanding practice that puts stress on the upper extremity and the 
body as a whole. Students who study the piano may fall victim to injuries, both short term and long term, 
which have the potential to disrupt their practicing schedule and have a negative effect on their education. 
One study showed that the piano is one of the instruments associated with the highest rates of injury among 
advanced students1. There are a number of risk factors associated with injuries including finger joint 
mobility, small hand size, and number of years playing the piano2. Beyond that, holistic factors such as 
biomechanical force, performance technique, genetics and nutrition2 can also come into play.

     On top of the high potential risk for injury, there may be things that prevent students from seeking 
treatment once an injury occurs. Musicians can become accustomed to playing injured and may fear having 
to change faulty playing or practicing habits. Students are also not always well informed on how to manage 
an injury and distinguish when an injury is becoming chronic. One study showed that out of 93% of 
participants who sustained playing-related injuries, only 7% sought medical attention3. Teachers have the 
most contact with students, and therefore are more likely to be informed of a playing-related injury first. The 
more informed teachers are, the more likely that these injuries are caught and dealt with quickly. 

     Finally, health and wellness programs are not required to be part of accredited music programs in post-
secondary institutions in Canada. This causes a gap in education for students; they know how to play 
beautifully, but not how to properly manage their bodies in order for them to do so. In the absence of these 
programs, students will rely on their teachers for advice on injury management, so teachers should be well 
informed and prepared to offer the help they need. 

     This resource was created in the hopes that teachers will stimulate a dialogue with their students. The 
aim is to inform teachers of the potential injuries that their students may experience, ways that those injuries 
can be avoided, and how those injuries can be managed. 
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Most Common Injuries 
A wide range of injuries can occur in piano players, but 
most of them occur in the upper extremity1. These include 
but are not limited to:


• Repetitive strain injuries (RSIs): This is a general term 
for problems that develop as a result of repetitive 
movement, awkward postures, sustained force and a 
variety of other factors4. In piano players, RSIs are most 
likely to occur in the shoulder, forearm, wrist and hand. 

• Tendonitis: This is irritation or inflammation of tendons 
which are the tissues connecting muscles to bones and is 
usually caused by overuse of the muscle. Tendonitis 
results in pain with movement of the affected area. In 
piano players, this has the potential to manifest in areas 
like the elbow, wrist and thumb.


• Postural/ back problems: Playing the piano involves 
sitting for long periods of time. This can often cause 
players to fall into a poor posture that lengthens the 
muscles on the back and tightens the muscles of the 
chest. These muscle imbalances can cause pain and discomfort in the 
neck and back, and eventually in the upper and lower extremities. 

• Diffuse hand pain: Piano player’s hands do repetitive movements and 
are often stretched and stressed into positions that stress the structures 
within the hand, tending to cause general soreness. This issue can 
more frequently affect students with small hands who have to stretch 
more to play multiple notes simultaneously in each hand.


• Nerve issues: When nerves are irritated, they can cause pain, 
numbness, and tingling throughout the arm, hand, leg, and foot depending on 
where the injury is occurring. Nerves can be pinched or irritated where they 
exit the spinal cord, or areas where they make tight turns in small spaces, 
such as the elbow and wrist. Repetitive motions can irritate other tissues, 
which in turn irritate the nerves around those 
tissues. 

Pain experienced in 
the forearm, wrist, 

hand, neck, and back 
are all common injury 

areas.

These injuries may come with physical discomfort and a 
decreased ability to practice or complete other activities of 
daily life. They may also come with anxiety and uncertainty 
about how to keep up with a stressful practice schedule. 
The competitive nature of the musical performing world 
demands considerable amounts of practice time, and while 
suffering from an injury students may feel pressured to 
continue practicing through their pain. This anxiety can 
potentially manifest in different ways, such as increased 
fatigue and poor nutrition.
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Prevention and Early Recognition 
Ideally, these injuries could be caught early and treated before they become chronic or long term problems. 
There are a number of strategies that teachers can use to change a student’s approach to the piano and 
their potential pain:


Checking in with students on a regular basis about whether or not they are experiencing pain can help 
start a conversation about injuries before they become chronic. Giving students a safe and supportive 
space to talk about pain can facilitate students getting the help they need and having their injuries treated 
quickly.

Advise students to avoid playing the piano in a mindless state. While playing, students are often focused 
on hitting the right note with the right force to achieve the right volume— all at the right time. With all of 
these things running through their mind, students might “edit out” the aches and pains that may be 
occurring. Encouraging students to tune into their body and to identify where pain is happening can be 
helpful in identifying problem areas.

Encouraging students to use the whole arm in playing can encourage more fluid movement (e.g. circular) 
that uses the entire upper extremity rather than putting specific stress on the elbow, wrist or fingers. This 
will discourage the development of repetitive strain injuries.


How Injuries Can Be Managed 
There is a variety of strategies that can be used to manage injuries when they occur. It may involve tailored 
stretching and strengthening programs to balance the endurance and flexibility needed in the upper 
extremity to play the piano. For injuries that result from overuse such as repetitive strain injuries and lateral 
epicondylitis, rest is one of the most effective treatments. In order to “rest”, students do not necessarily 
need to completely stop playing. This might mean managing practice time around the pain, taking frequent 
breaks, and realizing the body’s limits of pain. Though taking a break from playing the piano can feel 
detrimental, there are alternatives that students can use in the mean time:


Reading music without actually playing is a powerful form of mental rehearsal.

Watching videos of oneself playing will allow students to pick up on poor habits that they may not realize 
are occurring.

Practicing with the other hand will keep students at the piano while resting the injured area.

Practicing proper posture both in sitting and in standing while away from the piano will increase postural 
awareness when the student comes back to the keys.
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Tips For a Long and Healthy 
Career 

There are some small habits that when adopted can help students 
maintain their physical condition and avoid the development of 
injuries and chronic problems:

 For most repertoire, centre the body in the middle of the 

keyboard and use sit bones to pivot the body to different regions of 
the keyboard as required.

In addition to the “whole arm” motions discussed in the 

Prevention section, encourage the student to engage their core and 
think about moving the whole upper extremity instead of just the elbow and wrist.

Always adjust the seat to fit the body of the student. Make sure the seat height is appropriate and at the 
right distance away from the piano so that the forearm and wrist are parallel with the keys.

A regular fitness routine that includes general stretching techniques or yoga will help decrease overall 
tension and promote relaxation, which translates into less stress and tension while playing.

Managing practice time and ensuring adequate rest will help the body recover from practicing. 
Incorporating mental rehearsal and video review into one’s practice routine early will help provide rest for 
the body while reducing the anxiety of not practicing on the piano directly.

Other Resources 
If an injury is becoming a continuous problem for a 
student, knowing where to send them for treatment 
will ensure the injury is addressed and ideally 
resolved.

Local physiotherapists are a great place to start. 
Physiotherapists perform targeted assessments on 
injured areas and work with patients to develop a 
tailored treatment plan that includes exercises and 
manual therapy. Physiotherapists will also refer 
patients to other healthcare professionals if it is 
necessary. It is important to find a healthcare 
professional that understands the unique demands of 
musicians or is willing and able to take the time to 
find out what those demands are.

As teachers, knowing which healthcare professionals 
in your area have experience working with musicians 
or are willing to do so is a big asset. There may also 
be clinics that specialize in the treatment of musicians 
where clinicians have extensive experience and 
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