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Patello-Femoral Stress Syndrome (PFSS)

BY: Bill Primos, MD

Patello-Femoral Stress Syndrome (PFSS) is a very common cause
of pain in the anterior or front of the knee. It is also called anterior
knee pain syndrome or runner’s knee. It is an overuse injury which
means it develops over a period of time and does not occur with one
specific event. The knee joint includes the thigh bone or femur, the
kneecap or patella, and the tibia or shin. During walking and running,

the quadriceps or anterior thigh muscle pulls the patella over end of
the femur. In PFSS, irritation or stress develops because of the repeti-
tive pressure between the kneecap (patella) and thigh bone (femur)
during activities. There are numerous factors that may make a person
more likely to develop this problem. Some of these include genu val-
gus (knock-knees), pes planus (flat feet), tight hamstrings, and weak
quadriceps or thigh muscles. Patellofemoral stress syndrome may also
develop in individuals who participate in activities when not properly
trained or conditioned such as an athlete who tries to train or run for
long distances or at a high intensity when they have not been exer-
cising enough or they “do too much too soon” Other factors that may
contribute to this are running in shoes that are worn out or do not
have adequate arch supports, cushioning, or heel counters.

People with PFSS typically have intermittent, aching knee pain around
or under the kneecap. The pain is is worsened by activities like run-
ning and walking on stairs. After sitting for a long time the knee may
be very stiff. Sometimes the knee may be weak and feel like it will
buckle or collapse. There is usually not swelling of the knee in PFSS.

Are X-rays necessary? The physician may want to obtain radiographs
to confirm the diagnosis or rule out other causes of knee pain. Ra-
diogaphs of the knee in individuals with PFSS are usually normal.
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What Can Be done? There are numerous recommendations to treat
those with PFSS. They should modify their activities and avoid doing
anything that gives them immediate worsening of the pain. Runners
may have to cut back on the distance that they run or change their
route to avoid hills or hard surfaces. The runner’s shoes should be ex-
amined to make sure that they are not too worn and that they have
adequate support. A brace, strap, or sleeve may provide relief by sta-
bilizing the patella. Physical therapy can be very effective in elimi-
nating the pain as well. Both quadriceps and hamstring exercises are
helpful.

The application of ice to the front of the knee can help relieve the
pain, especially immediately after an aggravating activity. In addition
to applying a cold pack to the knee, an ice massage can also give
relief. This is accomplished by freezing a Styrofoam cup of water, tear-
ing off one inch around the cup’s rim to create a frozen snow cone.
The ice should be applied directly to the sore area in a circular motion
until the area becomes numb, usually about 10 to 15 minutes. This
can be repeated every 60 to 90 minutes, several times a day.holding
the bottom of the cup and rubbing the knee with the ice.

Anti-inflammatory medications may also help relieve pain and in-
flammation. The physician may suggest an over-the-counter medi-
cine such as ibuprofen or naproxen or possibly prescribe a medicine.
Anti-inflammatory medicine should be taken for 10 to 14 days to al-
low the medicine to build up in the body to therapeutic levels. Taking
the medicine every now and then allows the level in the system to
drop, which decreases its effectiveness.
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