Foot and Ankle Injuries

Immediate Treatment
Foot and ankle emergencies happen every day. Broken bones, dislocations, sprains, contusions,
infections, and other serious injuries can occur at any time. Early attention is vitally important.
Whenever you sustain a foot or ankle injury, you should seek immediate treatment from a
podiatric physician.
This advice is universal, even though there are lots of myths about foot and ankle injuries. Some
of them follow:

Myths
1. "It can't be broken, because I can move it." False; this widespread idea has kept many
fractures from receiving proper treatment. The truth is that often you can walk with certain kinds
of fractures. Some common examples: Breaks in the smaller, outer bone of the lower leg, small
chip fractures of either the foot or ankle bones, and the often neglected fracture of the toe.
2. "If you break a toe, immediate care isn't necessary." False; a toe fracture needs prompt
attention. If X-rays reveal it to be a simple, displaced fracture, care by your podiatric physician
usually can produce rapid relief. However, X-rays might identify a displaced or angulated break. In
such cases, prompt realignment of the fracture by your podiatric physician will help prevent
improper or incomplete healing. Often, fractures do not show up in the initial X-ray. It may be
necessary to X-ray the foot a second time, seven to ten days later. Many patients develop postfracture deformity of a toe, which in turn results in a deformed toe with a painful corn. A good
general rule is: Seek prompt treatment for injury to foot bones.
3. "If you have a foot or ankle injury, soak it in hot water immediately." False; don’t use heat or
hot water on an area suspect for fracture, sprain, or dislocation. Heat promotes blood flow,
causing greater swelling. More swelling means greater pressure on the nerves, which causes more
pain. An ice bag wrapped in a towel has a contracting effect on blood vessels, produces a
numbing sensation, and prevents swelling and pain. Your podiatric physician may make additional
recommendations upon examination.
4. "Applying an elastic bandage to a severely sprained ankle is adequate treatment." False; ankle
sprains often mean torn or severely overstretched ligaments, and they should receive immediate
care. X-ray examination, immobilization by casting or splinting, and physiotherapy to ensure a
normal recovery all may be indicated. Surgery may even be necessary.
5. "The terms 'fracture,' 'break,' and 'crack' are all different." False; all of those words are proper
in describing a broken bone.
More than 11 million visits were made to physicians' offices in 2003 because of foot, toe and
ankle problems, including more than 2 million visits for ankle sprains and strains and more than
800,000 visits for ankle fractures (Source: National Center for Health Statistics; Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention; 2003 National Ambulatory Medical Care Survey.) Consider this:
* Walking puts up to 1.5 times your bodyweight on your foot.
* Your feet log approx. 1,000 miles per year.
* As shock absorbers, feet cushion up to one million pounds of pressure during one hour of
strenuous exercise.

How do the foot and ankle work?
Each foot has 26 bones. The ankle bone (talus) and the ends of the two lower leg bones (tibia and
fibula) form the ankle joint, which is stabilized and supported by three groups of ligaments.
Muscles and tendons move the foot and ankle.

What are the most prevalent foot and ankle injuries?

Ankle sprains
Sprained ankles are one of the most common injuries in sports. Because the inner ankle is more
stable than the outer ankle, the foot is likely to turn inward (ankle inversion) from a fall, tackle, or
jump. This stretches or tears ligaments; the result is an ankle sprain. The lateral ligament on the
outer ankle is most prone to injury.

Achilles tendon injury
The strongest and largest tendon, the Achilles tendon connects muscles in the lower leg with the
heel bone. Sports that tighten the calf muscles, such as basketball, running and high-jumping can
overstress this tendon and cause a strain (Achilles tendinitis) or a rupture. A direct blow to the
foot, ankle, or calf can also cause it.

Overuse injuries
Excessive training, such as running long distances without rest, places repeated stress on the foot
and ankle. The result can be stress fractures and muscle/tendon strains.
Shin splints
Pain in front of the shin bone (tibia) usually is caused by a stress fracture, called shin splints.
Overtraining, poorly fitting athletic shoes, and a change in running surface from soft to hard puts
athletes at risk for this injury.

What activities make people most susceptible to foot and ankle injuries?
Athletes who jump risk ankle sprains because they can accidentally land on the side of their foot.
Extensive running, exercise, or training also can overstress the ligaments, leading to injury.
Contact and kicking sports expose the foot and ankle to potential trauma-direct blows, crushing,
displacement, etc. Especially prevalent in football, hockey, and soccer-trauma can dislocate a
joint, fracture a bone, stretch or tear ligaments, or strain muscles and tendons.

What other factors make people susceptible to foot and ankle injuries?
Improperly fitting shoes or improper footwear for a particular sport can damage your feet.
Training errors, i.e., running up hills, or running on bumpy roads, predispose you to serious
sprains and strains. If you start a new sport without proper conditioning, you are at risk.
How are foot and ankle injuries treated?
Most sprains and strains are initially treated with rest, ice, compression, and elevation. Moderate
and severe sprains and strains are often immobilized with a cast or splint. Severe fractures often
require surgical repair.

How do I reduce the risk of injury?
No one is immune from these injuries, but the American Academy of Orthopaedic Surgeons
developed these tips to help reduce your injury risk:
*
*
*
*
*
*
*

Warm up before any sports activity, including practice
Participate in a conditioning program to build muscle strength
Do stretching exercises daily
Listen to your body: never run if you experience pain in the foot or ankle.
Wear protective equipment appropriate for that sport
Replace athletic shoes as soon as the tread or heel wears out
Wear properly fitting athletic, dress, and casual shoes

