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Every fitness enthusiast, from the weekend jogger to the seasoned bodybuilder, has experienced that dull, aching 

feeling in the muscles after a workout. It’s a familiar companion: a reminder that the body has pushed itself beyond 

its usual limits. Yet, many people ask, what causes muscle soreness during exercise biology?Understanding

the biological mechanisms that trigger muscle soreness can help athletes and casual exercisers alike manage

recovery, avoid injury, and optimize performance.

Understanding Muscle Soreness: Types, Definitions, and Why It Matters

Before we delve into the biology, it’s essential to differentiate between the various forms of muscle soreness and 

pain. The most common type of post-exercise discomfort is Delayed Onset Muscle Soreness (DOMS), which

peaks 24–72 hours after activity. DOMS is distinct from acute muscle pain that occurs during exercise, which is

often related to mechanical strain or a specific injury.

•  DOMS – A systemic, diffuse soreness that develops hours after activity.

•  Acute soreness – Pain felt during or immediately after a workout, usually linked to specific muscle strains or 

overexertion.

•  Pain vs. soreness – Pain is a protective signal indicating tissue damage or imminent injury, while soreness is 

a normal response to microtrauma and metabolic stress.

Recognizing these distinctions helps prevent misinterpreting normal soreness as an injury, which can lead to

unnecessary rest or, conversely, to pushing through pain and risking damage.

The Biology Behind Muscle Soreness: An Overview

Muscle soreness is a complex, multifactorial process that involves mechanical damage, metabolic byproducts,

inflammatory signaling, and neural perception. Below is a step-by-step breakdown of the biological cascade that

leads to the sensation of soreness.

1. Mechanical Stress and Microtrauma

During resistance training or high-intensity cardio, muscle fibers experience forces that exceed their elastic limits.

This mechanical stress causes microscopic tears in the sarcomeres—the contractile units of muscle cells. These

microtears are the primary trigger for the subsequent inflammatory response.

2. Inflammatory Response and Immune Activation

Once microtrauma occurs, the body initiates an inflammatory cascade. Immune cells such as neutrophils and

macrophages migrate to the damaged site, releasing cytokines (e.g., interleukin �6, tumor necrosis factor �;�• that

promote healing but also sensitize nerve endings, leading to pain.

3. Metabolite Accumulation

High-intensity exercise generates metabolic waste products like lactate and reactive oxygen species (ROS).

Although lactate itself isn’t the main culprit for DOMS, the oxidative stress from ROS can damage cellular

components and contribute to inflammation.

4. Neural Factors and Sensory Perception



Inflammation increases the sensitivity of nociceptors—pain receptors—in the muscle. The amplified signal

transmission to the central nervous system results in the subjective feeling of soreness. Additionally, central

sensitization can temporarily lower the threshold for pain, making even light activity feel uncomfortable.

What Causes Muscle Soreness During Exercise Biology? The Key 
Contributors

Let’s examine each factor in detail, exploring how they interact to produce the familiar post-workout ache.

Mechanical Stress and Muscle Damage

Muscle fibers are resilient, but they have limits. When you perform eccentric contractions—where the muscle

lengthens under tension, such as lowering a dumbbell—mechanical stress is greatest. The resulting microtears are

the primary source of DOMS.

Key points:

•  Eccentric movements produce more soreness than concentric (shortening) movements.

•  Progressive overload increases the magnitude of microdamage.

•  Sudden increases in volume or intensity amplify the effect.

Eccentric Contractions and Their Unique Impact

Because eccentric contractions stretch the muscle while it’s under load, they create higher mechanical strain. This

strain leads to a more pronounced inflammatory response and, consequently, more significant soreness.

Overtraining and Fatigue

When the body doesn’t have adequate time to recover between sessions, the cumulative effect of microdamage

and incomplete repair leads to chronic inflammation and increased soreness. Overtraining can also impair the

immune system, reducing the efficiency of the healing process.

Metabolic Byproducts and Oxidative Stress

While lactate is cleared rapidly and isn’t directly responsible for DOMS, the production of ROS during high-intensity

exercise can damage cellular membranes and proteins. This oxidative stress triggers additional inflammatory

pathways, contributing to soreness.

Immune Response and Cytokine Release

The infiltration of neutrophils and macrophages into damaged muscle releases pro-inflammatory cytokines. These

molecules serve dual roles: they orchestrate tissue repair and sensitize peripheral nerves, leading to the sensation

of pain.

Inflammation and the Immune System: The Healing Orchestra

Inflammation is both a friend and a foe. It’s essential for healing but can also exacerbate soreness if it persists.

Neutrophils: The First Responders

Within hours of muscle damage, neutrophils arrive to clear debris and initiate the healing process. Their activity is

associated with the early phase of soreness.

Macrophages: The Cleanup Crew

Macrophages arrive later, phagocytosing damaged tissue and secreting anti-inflammatory cytokines to transition



the muscle into a repair phase. The balance between pro- and anti-inflammatory signals determines the duration

and severity of soreness.

Cytokine Dynamics

Key cytokines involved include:

•  Interleukin �6 (IL �6) – Released by contracting muscles; promotes energy mobilization and modulates 

inflammation.

•  Tumor necrosis factor �;��…Däb��±) – Drives inflammation and can sensitize nerve endings.

•  Interleukin �10 (IL �10) – Anti-inflammatory, helps resolve inflammation.

Factors That Influence the Severity of Muscle Soreness

Not everyone experiences the same level of soreness after identical workouts. Several variables modulate the

intensity and duration of DOMS.

Exercise Type, Intensity, and Volume

Heavy resistance training with many sets and high eccentric load typically induces the most soreness. In contrast,

steady-state cardio or low-intensity HIIT produces minimal DOMS.

Training Status and Adaptation

Novice athletes tend to feel sore after their first few sessions. Experienced athletes often develop tolerance as their

muscles adapt to microdamage and repair mechanisms become more efficient.

Nutrition and Hydration

Protein intake supports muscle repair, while antioxidants (vitamins C and E, polyphenols) can mitigate oxidative

stress. Adequate hydration maintains blood flow, facilitating nutrient delivery and waste removal.

Sleep, Stress, and Hormonal Balance

Quality sleep promotes growth hormone release, essential for tissue repair. Chronic stress elevates cortisol, which

can suppress immune function and delay recovery, intensifying soreness.

Age and Genetics

Older adults often experience more pronounced soreness due to reduced regenerative capacity. Genetic variations

in inflammatory cytokine production also influence how individuals respond to muscle damage.

Managing and Reducing Muscle Soreness: Evidence-Based Strategies

While DOMS is a natural part of adaptation, effective recovery strategies can reduce discomfort and accelerate

performance gains.

Warm-Up and Cool-Down

A dynamic warm-up increases blood flow and muscle temperature, reducing the risk of injury. A cool-down

promotes gradual heart rate return and may help flush metabolic waste.

Stretching and Foam Rolling

Active stretching and myofascial release techniques (foam rolling, massage) can improve tissue pliability and

circulation, easing soreness.

Active Recovery Sessions



Low-intensity activities such as walking, cycling, or swimming stimulate blood flow without adding significant strain,

accelerating the removal of metabolic byproducts.

Nutrition: Protein, Carbohydrates, and Antioxidants

Consuming 1.2–2.0 g of protein per kilogram of body weight within 24 hours post-workout supports muscle repair.

Carbohydrate intake replenishes glycogen stores, while antioxidants can blunt excessive inflammation.

Hydration and Electrolyte Balance

Maintaining optimal fluid status supports vascular function and nutrient transport. Electrolyte supplementation

(sodium, potassium) can be beneficial during prolonged or high-intensity sessions.

Sleep and Rest

Aim for 7–9 hours of restorative sleep per night. Sleep deprivation impairs growth hormone secretion and delays

muscle recovery.

Supplements That May Help

•  Omega �3 fatty acids – Reduce inflammatory cytokine production.

•  Curcumin – A natural anti-inflammatory compound.

•  Magnesium – Supports muscle relaxation and reduces cramps.

•  Branched-Chain Amino Acids (BCAAs) – May aid in muscle protein synthesis.

Medical Interventions and Modalities

•  NSAIDs – Can reduce pain but may impair muscle adaptation if overused.

•  Cryotherapy (Ice Baths) – Lowers inflammation but evidence on performance benefits is mixed.

•  Heat Therapy – Increases blood flow and may ease stiffness.

When Soreness Becomes a Red Flag: Recognizing Overtraining and Injury

Persistent soreness that doesn’t improve after several days, or soreness accompanied by sharp pain, swelling,
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