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Further information 

Information on who to contact, ie web sites / telephone numbers of 

other departments / organisations which may be of help. 

 

How to contact us 

Inpatient Therapy  

Watford General Hospital 

West Hertfordshire Hospitals NHS Trust 

Watford 

Vicarage Road 

Hertfordshire  

WD18 0HB 

 

Telephone: 01923 217 271 

 

 

If you need this leaflet in another language, large print, 
Braille or audio version, please call 01923 217 187 or 

email westherts.pals@nhs.uk 
 

 

Author Physiotherapy Department  

Ratified Date / Review Date July 2021/ July 2024 

Version Number / ID Number 45/1143/V2 

  

Physiotherapy  
following your total 
knee replacement  

Patient information 

Inpatient Therapy 

Watford General Hospital 

Hemel Hempstead Hospital 

St Albans City Hospital 
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How long will I be in hospital? 
 
The average length of stay for a total knee replacement is  
approximately 4 days; however this is dependant on your 
previous level of fitness, medical complications and home  
circumstances. If you are motivated you may be able to get home 
sooner. You will only be discharged when the team is happy you 
can care for yourself at home. 

 
Introduction 
 
Whilst supervised physiotherapy is important, it should be  
remembered that physiotherapists can only guide the rehabilitation, 
they can not do the exercises for you. Good motivation is a key  
component to rapid recovery and you have a very important  
contribution to make to the success of your surgery. 
 
Rehabilitation needs to take a smooth and structured path. Erratic 
exercises can lead to the return of pain and swelling and be    
counter-productive. The programme for recovery that is outlined 
below should be regarded as a guideline – patients are  
individual and each has a different pace and rate of recovery.  
 

The Inpatient period  
 
The objective is to leave hospital walking safely with crutches or 
walking sticks. You should be able to manage stairs with  
confidence. The range of movement should be from full extension 
(a straight knee) to approximately 90°of flexion (knee bent to a 
right angle). You will know how to control your swelling and the 
pain should be comfortably managed with analgesics. 
 
For safety reasons it is recommended that you wear slippers or 
shoes with a back. 
 
Note: Your foot or leg may swell following the operation so 
slightly larger footwear may be required. 
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• Do contact your GP if you are worried about signs of  
         infection in your knee e.g. red, hot and swollen and/or  
         oozing wound. 
 
Don’t 

 
• Don’t sit for too long as you may become stiff and find it  
         difficult to get up and going again. 
• Don’t rest with a pillow under your knee. 
• Don’t walk with a stiff knee. 
• Don’t stop taking your pain relief, start to wean off them 

slowly.  
 
 
Your knee will continue to improve for the next 18 months. 
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Day of the surgery 

 

A reminder of the circulation and simple leg exercises, which you 
should aim to perform hourly: 

 
• Take 4 deep breaths in through the nose and out through the 

mouth 
• Move your ankles up and down 10 times   
• Circle your ankles 5 times each way 
• Tighten your thigh muscles pressing your knees down and 

pulling your toes towards you, hold for 5 seconds.  Relax and 
repeat, 5 times 

• Squeeze your buttocks together 5 times 
• Lift and lower your unoperated leg off the bed six inches, 5 

times 
• Bend and straighten your unoperated leg 5 times 
 

 
Post operative knee exercises 
 
The following exercises should be commenced following your  
operation. It is very important to exercise at least 3 times a day as 
the new knee joint depends on strong muscles to maintain its  
stability. 
 
You should expect to experience some pain after the  
operation, especially during exercises, but you will be given regular 
pain relief to help control this. 
 
As the exercises become easier, gradually increase the number 
performed. If you have any questions regarding your exercises or 
experience an increase in pain, please discuss this with your   

physiotherapist. 

 
Perform all exercises lying on your bed 
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• Lying on your back, pull your toes towards you and  tighten 
your thigh muscle, straightening your knee. Hold for 5-10  

         seconds.  Repeat 10 times. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• Lying on your back, bend and straighten your operated leg. 
         Repeat 10 times. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
• Place a rolled up towel under your knee. Pull your toes up  
         towards you and tighten your muscle, to straighten your knee     
         And lift your heels off the bed. Hold for 5-10 seconds. Repeat 
         10 times. 
 
      
 
 
 
 
 
    Do not leave your operated knee resting on the towel as this    
    will stop you achieving a straight knee. 
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At home 
 
Ice 
 
• Ice can be used to help reduce the amount of swelling, 

and can help to relieve pain. 
• Do not use ice if you have cold allergies or circulatory 

problems. 
• Do not put ice directly on the skin. 
• Before using ice make sure you have normal sensation 

on the knee. 
• At home apply a bag of frozen peas or crushed ice 

wrapped in a damp towel onto your knee.  
• It is normal for the area to go red and slightly numb    

during icing. After the ice has been on for 5 minutes 
check the skin. If you notice that the area has gone white 
remove the ice immediately. 

• If not, leave the ice in place for 20 minutes if you can 
         tolerate it. 
 

Do’s and don’ts 
 
Do 
 
• Do continue your exercises as instructed by your physio-

therapist. You will need to continue to take your pain 
medication to allow you to do these. 

• Do apply your ice pack/frozen peas regularly. 
• Do try to take regular daily walks increasing the distance 

as you are able (however walking does not replace your 
exercise program.) 

• Do take a daily rest on your bed for at least an hour    
elevating your knee. 

• Do contact your GP if there is increased pain or swelling 
in your calf. 
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Gait (Walking) 

 
The quality of your gait is an important part of your rehab. 

Please ensure that you have an even stride length with a heel toe 
gait pattern.  Crutches or walking sticks are required (for up to 6 
weeks) for comfort. 

It is important that you are fully weight bearing through the  

operated leg and that you continue to gain an equal stride length 
and perform a heel strike with each step. If there are any other  

precautions and instructions your physiotherapist will advise you as 
appropriate. 

 

Outpatient physiotherapy 

 
Your physiotherapist will refer you for outpatient  

physiotherapy. Outpatient physiotherapy is located at the Jacketts 
Field Unit in Abbots Langley. 

 

Discharge from hospital 
 

Before you go home you must: 

 

• Have an acceptable range of movement (ideally a completely 
straight knee and one that bends to roughly 90 degrees.) 

• Be able to lift your leg 2 inches off the bed keeping the knee 
straight. 

• Be able to walk independently and safely with the walking aid 
of choice. 

• Be able to safely negotiate stairs.  

• Be able to independently carry out your individualised home 
exercise program. 
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• Lying on your back, pull your toes towards you and tighten 
your thigh muscle. With a straight knee lift your heel off the 
bed approximately 20 cm. Hold for 5-10 seconds. Repeat 10 
times. 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

• Place a rolled towel under your ankle. Straighten your knee 
by tightening your thigh muscles. Try to touch the bed with the 
back of your knee. Hold 5 seconds. Repeat 10 times. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• In sitting, bend your operated knee as much as possible. Hold 
for 5 - 10 seconds. Repeat 10 times. 
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• In sitting, pull your toes up, tighten your thigh muscle to 
straighten your knee. Hold for 5-10 seconds. Repeat 10 
times. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Continuous passive motion 

 

Your leg may be placed on a passive knee bending  

machine. This machine does all the work and can be used as an 

extra to your exercises. It does not, however, replace your  

exercises. Your physiotherapist will decide if this treatment is  

appropriate for you . 
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Elevation 
 
Elevate your leg as much as possible to help reduce swelling. The 
most effective way to do this is by spending one hour in the  
morning and afternoon lying flat on the bed. 

 
Stairs 
 
To go upstairs    To go downstairs 
1. Good leg    1. Stick/elbow crutch 
2. Operated leg    2. Operated leg 
3. Stick/elbow crutch   3. Good leg 
 
Remember: Your stick stays with the operated leg. Always use a 
banister in one hand if available. 
 
  
 

 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


