distal radius fracture exercises
occupational therapy

distal radius fracture exercises occupational therapy plays a crucial role in
the recovery and rehabilitation process following a distal radius fracture.
This type of fracture, involving the end of the radius bone near the wrist,
often results from falls or trauma and can significantly impair wrist
function and mobility. Occupational therapy incorporates targeted exercises
designed to restore strength, flexibility, and range of motion, enabling
patients to regain independence in daily activities. These therapeutic
exercises are carefully structured to promote healing, reduce stiffness, and
prevent long-term disability. This article explores the essential aspects of
distal radius fracture exercises within occupational therapy, including
phases of rehabilitation, specific exercise protocols, and best practices for
optimal recovery. Understanding these components is vital for healthcare
professionals and patients alike to ensure an effective rehabilitation
journey.
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Understanding Distal Radius Fractures

A distal radius fracture refers to a break near the wrist end of the radius
bone, which is one of the two large bones in the forearm. This fracture is
among the most common wrist injuries, frequently occurring from falls onto an
outstretched hand. The severity can range from simple, non-displaced
fractures to complex, comminuted fractures involving multiple bone fragments.
Treatment varies accordingly, from immobilization with casting to surgical
intervention. Regardless of treatment, post-fracture stiffness, weakness, and
limited wrist motion are common challenges that require focused
rehabilitation.

Role of Occupational Therapy in Rehabilitation

Occupational therapy is integral to the recovery process following a distal
radius fracture. The goal of occupational therapy is to help patients regain
functional use of the wrist and hand in daily living, work, and leisure
activities. Therapists design individualized exercise programs that focus on
restoring joint mobility, enhancing muscle strength, and improving
proprioception. These exercises not only target physical recovery but also



address pain management and edema control. Additionally, occupational
therapists provide education on joint protection techniques and adaptive
strategies to facilitate safe and effective activity performance during
recovery.

Phases of Rehabilitation and Exercise Timing

Rehabilitation following a distal radius fracture is typically divided into
distinct phases, each with specific exercise goals and precautions.
Understanding these phases helps optimize the timing and intensity of distal
radius fracture exercises occupational therapy.

Immobilization Phase

During the initial immobilization phase, the wrist is typically stabilized
with a cast or splint. While active wrist movement is limited, therapists
focus on maintaining finger, elbow, and shoulder mobility to prevent
stiffness. Gentle isometric exercises may be introduced to maintain muscle
tone without stressing the fracture site.

Early Mobilization Phase

Once the fracture has sufficiently healed and immobilization devices are
removed, gentle range-of-motion exercises begin. This phase emphasizes
restoring wrist flexibility and reducing joint stiffness. Patients perform
active and passive movements within pain-free limits, gradually increasing
intensity as tolerated.

Strengthening Phase

After achieving satisfactory range of motion, strengthening exercises are
incorporated to rebuild muscle endurance and functional grip strength.
Resistance bands, hand weights, and putty exercises are commonly used. The
focus is on progressively challenging the wrist and hand muscles without
causing discomfort or compromising bone healing.

Functional Reintegration Phase

In the final phase, exercises become more task-oriented, simulating daily
activities and occupational tasks. This phase aims to restore fine motor
skills, coordination, and endurance required for work and leisure activities.
Therapists may also introduce activity modifications and ergonomic advice to
prevent recurrence and promote long-term joint health.

Common Distal Radius Fracture Exercises

Specific exercises prescribed during occupational therapy address different
aspects of wrist and hand function. These exercises are designed to be
progressive and adaptable based on patient progress and tolerance.



Range of Motion Exercises

Range of motion (ROM) exercises help restore flexibility and prevent joint
stiffness. Typical ROM exercises include:

e Wrist flexion and extension: bending the wrist forward and backward
gently

e Radial and ulnar deviation: moving the wrist side to side
e Forearm pronation and supination: rotating the palm down and up

e Finger flexion and extension: bending and straightening fingers

Strengthening Exercises

Strengthening exercises are essential to rebuild muscle mass and improve grip
strength. Common strengthening activities include:

e Grip strengthening using therapy putty or stress balls

e Wrist curls and reverse wrist curls with light weights or resistance
bands

e Pinch strengthening exercises using clothespins or pinch grips

e Theraband exercises focusing on wrist and forearm muscles

Edema Control and Scar Management

Occupational therapists also incorporate interventions to manage swelling and
improve tissue healing, such as:

e Elevation techniques to reduce edema
e Gentle massage and desensitization for scar tissue

e Compression gloves or wraps when appropriate

Precautions and Safety Considerations
Effective distal radius fracture exercises occupational therapy requires

careful attention to safety to avoid complications such as re-injury or
delayed healing. Key precautions include:

e Avoiding exercises that cause pain or excessive discomfort

e Monitoring for signs of swelling, increased pain, or numbness during
exercises



e Progressing exercises gradually under professional supervision

e Adhering to weight-bearing restrictions as advised by the treating
physician

e Using proper ergonomics during exercises to prevent strain

Close communication between the occupational therapist, orthopedic
specialist, and patient ensures adherence to these precautions and supports
optimal outcomes.

Enhancing Functional Recovery through
Occupational Therapy

Beyond physical exercises, occupational therapy emphasizes functional
recovery tailored to individual needs. Therapists assess the patient’s
specific occupational demands, including work-related tasks, hobbies, and
daily living activities. Customized interventions may include:

e Activity modification and adaptive equipment recommendations
e Training in joint protection techniques to avoid future injuries
e Ergonomic assessments for workplace or home environments
e Education on pacing and energy conservation strategies
These comprehensive approaches ensure that distal radius fracture exercises

occupational therapy not only restores physical capabilities but also
promotes long-term independence and quality of life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are distal radius fractures and how do they
affect wrist function?

Distal radius fractures are breaks near the wrist end of the radius bone,
which can impair wrist movement, strength, and overall hand function.

Why is occupational therapy important after a distal
radius fracture?

Occupational therapy helps restore wrist mobility, strength, and function,
enabling patients to return to daily activities and improve quality of life
after a distal radius fracture.

What types of exercises are commonly recommended in



occupational therapy for distal radius fractures?

Exercises often include range of motion (ROM) exercises, strengthening
exercises, grip and pinch activities, and functional tasks tailored to the
patient's recovery stage.

When should exercises begin following a distal radius
fracture?

Exercise timing depends on the fracture type and treatment; typically, gentle
range of motion exercises begin soon after immobilization, while
strengthening exercises start later as healing progresses, under therapist
guidance.

Can occupational therapy exercises help reduce
stiffness after a distal radius fracture?

Yes, occupational therapy exercises are designed to improve joint mobility
and reduce stiffness, which are common complications after distal radius
fractures.

How can occupational therapists tailor distal radius
fracture exercises to individual needs?

Therapists assess the patient's fracture severity, healing stage, pain
levels, and daily activity demands to customize exercises that promote
optimal recovery and functional use of the wrist and hand.

Are there any precautions to consider during
occupational therapy exercises for distal radius
fractures?

Precautions include avoiding excessive force, monitoring pain and swelling,
adhering to weight-bearing restrictions, and following the therapist’s
instructions to prevent re-injury.

What role do functional tasks play in occupational
therapy for distal radius fracture rehabilitation?

Functional tasks simulate real-life activities, helping patients regain
practical wrist and hand use, improve coordination, and enhance independence
in daily living.

How long does occupational therapy usually last after
a distal radius fracture?
Duration varies by injury severity but typically ranges from several weeks to

a few months, focusing on progressive exercise and functional recovery until
the patient regains sufficient wrist function.



Additional Resources

1. Rehabilitation of Distal Radius Fractures: A Practical Guide for
Occupational Therapists

This book offers a comprehensive approach to the rehabilitation of distal
radius fractures, focusing on evidence-based occupational therapy techniques.
It covers assessment strategies, therapeutic exercises, and functional
activities designed to restore wrist mobility and strength. The guide
includes case studies to illustrate treatment progression and patient
outcomes.

2. Therapeutic Exercises for Wrist and Hand Injuries

Targeted at occupational therapists, this book provides detailed exercise
protocols specifically for wrist and hand injuries, including distal radius
fractures. It emphasizes safe mobilization, strengthening, and fine motor
skill restoration. Practical tips for adapting exercises to individual
patient needs are also included.

3. Occupational Therapy in Orthopedic Rehabilitation: Distal Radius Fracture
Focus

A detailed resource that integrates orthopedic principles with occupational
therapy interventions for distal radius fractures. The book discusses
immobilization phases, edema management, and progressive exercise regimens.
It also highlights patient education and ergonomic modifications to
facilitate daily living activities.

4. Hand and Wrist Rehabilitation: Exercises and Techniques for Occupational
Therapists

This title provides an extensive collection of exercises aimed at improving
hand and wrist function after fractures. It includes step-by-step
instructions for range of motion, strengthening, and dexterity exercises. The
book is designed to help therapists create individualized rehab plans based
on the severity of injury.

5. Post-Fracture Rehabilitation of the Upper Limb: Occupational Therapy
Perspectives

Focusing on upper limb fractures, this book details the occupational therapy
process from immobilization to full recovery. It covers therapeutic exercises
tailored for distal radius fracture patients and strategies to overcome
common complications like stiffness and pain. The text also explores
psychosocial aspects of rehabilitation.

6. Distal Radius Fracture Recovery: Exercise Protocols and Functional
Outcomes

This practical manual emphasizes structured exercise protocols to enhance
wrist function after distal radius fractures. It integrates clinical evidence
with functional task training to optimize recovery. Therapists will find
guidelines on monitoring progress and adjusting interventions accordingly.

7. Evidence-Based Occupational Therapy for Wrist Fractures

A research-driven book that synthesizes current evidence on occupational
therapy interventions for wrist fractures, including distal radius fractures.
It provides critical analysis of various exercise modalities and their
effectiveness. The book aims to support therapists in delivering
scientifically grounded rehabilitation.

8. Functional Rehabilitation After Distal Radius Fractures: An Occupational
Therapy Approach
This text highlights the importance of functional rehabilitation, combining



therapeutic exercises with meaningful activities to restore independence. It
offers practical advice on activity modification and adaptive equipment use.
Case examples demonstrate how to tailor interventions to diverse patient
populations.

9. Manual of Wrist and Hand Therapy: Focus on Distal Radius Fractures

A hands-on guide for therapists that includes detailed descriptions of manual
therapy techniques and exercise programs for distal radius fracture recovery.
Emphasizing a multimodal approach, the book covers soft tissue mobilization,
joint mobilization, and progressive strengthening exercises. It serves as a
valuable reference for clinical practice.
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