Fact sheet No.9

Easy Read

Sprains and
strains
This fact sheet helps you to know
what’s ‘normal’ and what you can
expect to happen if you get a sprain
or strain.
It also tells you when you should
become concerned and see your
doctor.

What is a sprain?
Sprains are due to injured ligaments
and often affect the thumb, wrist,
ankle and knee.
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A ligament is a short band of tough,
tissue which connects two bones or
or holds together a joint.
With a sprain you get:

•

A pain around the joint

•

Swelling

•

Tenderness

You can’t use the joint normally.
Swelling often occurs almost
immediately.
A bruise may come up later.
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What is a strain?
Muscle strains are caused by overstretching or tearing your muscles.

They are common in the legs and
lower back – particularly in people
who are not fit.

Muscle strains usually lead to muscle
pain and swelling, and bruising.
You can’t use your joint normally.

How common are they?
Sprains and strains are common.
Ankle sprain is the most common type
of sprain.
It often happens during sports.
1 million people go to Accident &
Emergency (A&E) departments at
hospital each year with a strain.
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How to make sprains and
strains less likely?
You should always warm up properly
when you do any sport.
You should not take exercise when
you are tired.

What should happen?
Most sprains and strains get better by
themselves within six to eight weeks.

You should be able to return to full
sporting activities at around 12
weeks.
But some injuries of larger muscles
may take several months to heal.

Will I need any tests?
For most sprains and strains, you
won’t normally need any X-rays or
scans.
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What can I do myself to get
better?
There are five things you should
remember to do. We call them PRICE
- to help us remember:

•P

rotect the limb

•R

est it

•I

ce

•C

ompression bandages

•E

levation - this means raise it up
a bit.
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There are four things you should not
to do. We call them HARM - to help us
remember:

•H

eat - don’t let your injury get
hot - keep it cool.

•A

lcohol - is bad for your injury

•R

unning or any other form of
exercise

•M

assage in the first 3 days after
an injury

!6

Exercises for sprains
As soon as the pain goes down a bit
gently move your limb in all
directions.
It is OK to move the joint except in
severe ankle sprains.

Rest for strains
With strains it’s better to keep the
muscle still for a few days after the
injury before starting to move it again.
Do gentle stretching and
strengthening exercises.
Wear the right footwear at home, at
work and when you take part in
sports.

Pain relief
Use painkillers that you can buy in
shops.
If you need help with these talk to
your pharmacist.
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When should I seek
medical help?
Get medical help if you think you
might have a broken bone or your
joint is dislocated.

A dislocated joint is where the
bones at the joint are not in the
right position.

You should see your doctor if:

•
•

You have a very strong pain that
doesn’t go away with normal
painkillers

You don’t start to get better after
three to four days
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•
•

You can’t walk because of your
injury, or if your leg ‘gives way’ and
makes you walk unsteadily

The part of your body looks
deformed, or shows lumps or
bumps

•

You can’t move your joint

•

Your skin feels numb

•

There is a lot of bruising and
swelling
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Where can I find out more?
NHS Choices
Web: www.nhs.uk/conditions/sprains/
pages/introduction.aspx

Remember that your pharmacist can
also help you.
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