
 

 DELAYED ONSET MUSCLE SORENESS 

 

 

Delayed Onset Muscle Soreness, or DOMS, is something that has affected everyone who trains at one 

time or another. This document will cover five questions about DOMS to help you get to grips with 

the key points and how it relates to exercise and flexibility. 

  

What is DOMS and what causes it? 

Delayed Onset Muscle Soreness occurs 24-72 hours after exercise and in severe cases can last up to 8 

days; certainly, the effects on performance can even if soreness diminishes. 

It is not fully understood what causes it but it is thought to be a combination of factors including: 

1) Damage to the muscles and possibly connective tissues caused by exercise. 
2) Changes in enzymes that occur in response to this damage. 
3) Inflammation and sometimes accompanying swelling in reaction to this damage. 

 

 

What types of exercise cause DOMS? 

DOMS can occur for various reasons: 

• People new to exercise commonly experience DOMS. 

• Trained athletes can also experience it too if they have not exercised for a while e.g. 
recovering from injury, or if they increase or change their training volume/intensity too quickly 

• Eccentric (muscle lengthening under tension) exercises seem to be heavily linked to DOMS. 
For example, running downhill or slowly lengthening a muscle to return to the start position. 
These movements are common in pole and aerial so beginners should build up gradually 

• Plyometric exercises that involve power/jumping movements require a lot of eccentric loading 
of muscles and as such commonly lead to DOMS  

 

 

Does stretching help DOMS? 

To put it bluntly, no. Research has not shown any benefit from performing stretches before or after 

training, or even the following day on reducing the pain experienced from DOMS. This is likely because 

it is not caused by muscle tightness but by the micro-tears to the muscle fibres and accompanying 

inflammation. 

 

  



Exercising with DOMS? 

Whilst light exercise with DOMS is probably a good idea, training hard may well be risky. During 

periods of DOMS research has shown that range of movement can be significantly reduced, balance 

and proprioception (awareness of where your body is in space), strength and power can all be 

significantly reduced. Training hard when well below peak may increase the likelihood of injury due to 

limited capabilities and an increased likelihood of poor technique. 

Go easy and hold off on the hard stuff for a few days to let your body recover and adapt. If looking to 

increase the challenge of a workout, do it gradually to decrease the likelihood of DOMS occurring in 

the first place. 

 

How do you best manage DOMS then? 

Science has so far struggled to answer this question with many methods proving ineffective, including 

stretching as you’ve seen above. Here are a few approaches that might help: 

 

• Massage – the jury is out on this one. Some studies report decreases in soreness with massage 
whilst others do not. 

• Foam rollers – again there’s a mixed bag of results here so it’s down to you to find out if it 
works for you. 

• Compression clothing – results are promising in research suggesting that clothing like Skins™ 
helps improve blood flow and as such improve the rate of recovery. 

• Ice treatments – ice baths have become trendy and there is some science to suggest it may 
help although again research is mixed. You can try it of course if you dare, but don’t spend 
any longer than 10-20 minutes in cold water as it can cause damage to nerves and skin burns 
if too cold. 

• Mixing it up – following hard exercise sessions with a few days of light workouts seems to be 
best with movement alleviating DOMS at least temporarily. Never train hard on DOMS though 
(see the previous box to know why). 

• Warm-ups – science suggests that it’s the warm-up not the cool-down that best helps limit 
DOMS. It appears warmer muscles are less prone to damage. 

 


