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Boxing Can Help Patients with Parkinson’s 
Raymond Rush, The Inquirer, April 27, 2014

At Pennsylvania Hospital’s 

Parkinson’s rehabilitation center, the 

latest novel therapy is known as Rock 

Steady Boxing. Despite the name, a 

metaphor for fighting the disease, it’s a 

noncontact, intensive exercise routine 

that can help improve flexibility, range 

of motion, gait, posture, and activities 

of daily living—all serious issues for 

patients with Parkinson’s disease. 

Developed in 2006 by retired 

Indianapolis district attorney Scott C. 

Newman, who found that boxing eased 

his early-onset Parkinson’s symptoms, 

the therapeutic workout is done mainly 

in group classes. Rock Steady Boxing, 

which uses all the training elements of 

the sport, helps push patients to 

simultaneously work on gross motor 

movement, rhythm, core strength, 

balance, and hand-eye coordination. 

The nonprofit program, housed in an 

Indianapolis gym that specializes in 

Parkinson’s and that is now affiliated 

with the University of Indianapolis, has 

trained more than 100 coaches across 

the countrytwo physical therapists at 

the Philadelphia rehab center are the 

first in this regionand has 24 

affiliates in 12 states as well as in Italy, 

Canada, and Australia. 

The key to Rock Steady Boxing is 

intense exercise that pushes participants 

just beyond “where they think they’ve 

had enough,” said Jessica Fithen, the 

program’s affiliate services director. 

Medical studies have shown this type of 

high-exertion activity may be 

“neuroprotective for the brain, and may 

help reconnect parts of the brain that 

are being lost in the disease,” she said. 

Boxingreal and notis also a 

bilateral exercise. This helps 

Parkinson’s patients who often have 

forced, stiff movements on one side of 

their bodies. “By using the entire body 

at the same time, boxing can reverse 

and delay some of the symptoms of 

Parkinson’s disease,” Fithen said. 

Though exercise may be good for 

everyone, Fithen said, this level of 

intensity for patients with 

neurodegenerative diseases has been 

studied only in Parkinson’s, which is 

not a muscle-wasting disease but a 

condition that prevents signals from the 

brain from reaching the body. 

Recent research in the Journal of 

Applied Physiology showed that high-

intensity training combined with 

interval training produced significant 

improvements in quality of life, mood, 

and motor function for older patients 

with Parkinson’s disease. During 16 

weeks of high-intensity training, 

participants improved their muscle-

endurance capacity and showed much 

improvement in the function of muscle 

mitochondria, which help fuel muscle 

fibers and fight muscle fatigue. 

Though this study did not address 

boxing, lead author Marcas Bamman, 

director of the University of Alabama 

Center for Exercise Medicine, said that 

“with boxing’s high-intensity, rapid 

movements, you’re likely to see 

improvements in Parkinson’s patients.” 

Stephanie Combs-Miller, an 

associate professor at the Krannert 

School of Physical Therapy at the 

University of Indianapolis, has done 

several small studies on the safety and 

effectiveness of Rock Steady Boxing 

for Parkinson’s patients. Her most 

recent presentation, at the World 

Parkinson Disease Congress in 

Montreal in October, described an 

ongoing, two-year study that compares 

39 Rock Steady boxers to 26 other 

exercisers, all with Parkinson's. After 

one year, preliminary findings showed 

that although all participants benefited 

from exercise, “boxers demonstrated 

significantly greater comfortable 10-

meter walking speed compared to non-

boxers,” the abstract indicated. 

“We’re really interested in slowing 

the progression of the disease,” Combs-

Miller said in an interview. “And so far, 

we didn’t see any progression of 

symptoms in the boxers.” 

The opportunity for group exercise 

also makes Rock Steady Boxing attract-

tive for Parkinson’s patients, she said. 

Research shows that people are likelier 

to follow exercise plans if they are part 

of a group and if the members share the 

same diagnosis and stage of disease. 

“I think the whole concept of boxing 

is interesting and intriguing,” Coombs-

Miller said. “In general, we’re learning 

that people with Parkinson’s disease 

need to exercisewhether it’s boxing, 

tango dancing, tai chi, or walking on a 

regular basis.” 

To read the complete article, visit 

http://articles.philly.com/2014-04-

28/news/4944054_1_red-fox-patients-

boxing-program.  
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June Membership Meeting 
 

Saturday, June 21, 2014  ■  2:00 p.m. 
Medical Office Building, St. David’s Medical Center 

5th Floor Conference Room, 3000 N. IH-35 

 
CAPS SUMMER ROUNDTABLE 

 
Our June meeting is the summer roundtable discussion and forum. Conducted 2-3 times each year, these sessions 

allow CAPS members to interact and share experiences with each other. It’s an opportunity to learn from your 

fellow members in a relaxed and non-threatening environment. 

 

Collectively, CAPS members have a wealth of practical experience in dealing with the effects of Parkinson’s disease. Please join usshare your 

personal experience, ask your questions, and have some fun in the process! 

 

Our program is followed by a potluck meal. We appreciate your potluck contributions. 
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