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The prevention of infection is a major priority in all 
healthcare and everyone has a part to play.
•	 Please decontaminate your hands frequently for 

20 seconds using soap and water or alcohol gel if 
available

•	 If you have symptoms of diarrhoea and/or 
vomiting, cough or other respiratory symptoms, a 
temperature or any loss of taste or smell please do 
not visit the hospital or any other care facility and 
seek advice from 111

•	 Keep the environment clean and tidy
•	 Let’s work together to keep infections out of our 

hospitals and care homes.

Sprains and Strains
Emergency Department
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Introduction
This leaflet is intended to help you understand about your injury 
and what to do while you recover.

What is a sprain?
A sprain occurs when ligaments get damaged. Ligaments are 
bands of tissue which connect and support the bones in a joint. 
These injuries can be quite minor affecting a small number of the 
ligaments or quite severe when there is damage to a lot of the 
supporting ligaments.

How will a sprain or strain be diagnosed?
These injuries are often diagnosed by clinical examination alone. If 
the clinician is not sure if there is a fracture, an X-ray is requested. 
Occasionally other tests are requested.

What is a strain?
A strain occurs when a muscle is damaged by fibres being torn. 
How serious this is depends on the amount of damage to the 
muscle.

What will happen if I have a sprain or strain?
The area injured will become swollen and bruised. The swelling 
usually increases for the first 48 hours. The area may be painful for 
several weeks but you should see gradual improvement. If you are 
concerned about the injury please either return to the emergency 
department or see your GP.

What can I do to help myself get better?
You should:

•	 If you are provided with a splint, the clinician will let you how 
long to wear it for and when to remove it

•	 Relieve the pain by taking painkillers such as ibuprofen or 
paracetamol (both available from a local chemist)

•	 Never put the ice directly onto your skin. Use some cloth such 
as a tea towel between the ice pack and your skin. Leave it in 
place for about 10 to 20 minutes. Repeat this every couple of 
hours
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•	 Do some gentle exercise to your injured area to stop it 
becoming stiff

•	 Visit your GP if the pain does not get any better and we have 
not arranged to see you again

•	 Physiotherapy is available at the hospital. We have leaflets 
available which allow you to refer yourself for physiotherapy. 
Please ask if you think this would help you

•	 If you have a strain to a muscle, it is important you do 
stretching exercises to regain the full muscle length before 
returning to full sporting activity. Otherwise you are likely to 
re-tear the muscle. Advice will be provided by the Clinician 
treating you on the day

•	 If the affected area feels hot to the touch with a raised red 
rash, you must return to the Emergency Department

What should I avoid doing?
•	 Wear the supporting splint at night

•	 Wear the supporting splint if it is too tight

If the circulation does not return to normal when you remove the 
splint or bandage, you must return to the Emergency Department.

Where can I get more information? 
www.nhs.uk/conditions/sprains-and-strains
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