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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.
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Reducing oedema (swelling) of the hand
Physiotherapy & Occupational Therapy

Who is this leaflet for?
This leaflet is for patients who are experiencing oedema (swelling) of the hand. It explains what you 
can do to help reduce this.

Why is my hand swollen?
Some swelling is normal following an injury or surgery, but it is extremely important that the 
swelling in your finger(s) is reduced as quickly as possible. If the swelling is not reduced quickly then 
the fluid in the tissues can change into a more thickened gel which is much harder to disperse.  This 
can then cause soft tissue adhesions (internal scar tissue), loss of muscle elasticity & joint stiffness.

How can I reduce the swelling?
The two most important things you can do to reduce swelling are:

1. Elevation. 
For this to be effective the hand must be raised above the elbow and the elbow above the 
shoulder.  This can be achieved by resting the hand comfortably on pillows for short periods 
during the day and at night.

2. Exercise. 
The amount and type of exercise you are allowed to do will depend on your surgery or injury. 
However any exercise you do should be forceful, as ‘wiggling’ the fingers is totally ineffective in 
reducing swelling.  

• The best exercise is to raise both hands above your head and make a firm fist at least 25 times 
and repeat this every hour.

• It is also very important to exercise your shoulder by placing your hands behind the back of 
your head and then behind your waist and raising them out away from the sides of the body.

Is there anything else I can do?
If your therapist advises, you can also massage the affected hand. This will help to reduce the 
swelling and will also improve the circulation in your hand. It is best carried out after exercise.
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Massage for a swollen hand
Use non-scented hand cream or oil, depending on personal preference. This ensures a smooth 
gliding massage and avoids irritation to the skin.

1. Sit comfortably with your elbows resting on the table and your hand up in the air

2. Apply the oil or cream to the hand or finger and firmly stroke from the tip of the finger down 
the hand, continuing down the arm

3. The strokes should be long, smooth and firm so that the excess fluid is pushed out of the fingers

4. It is possible to do this yourself, but much better if someone can do the massage for you.

Are there any side-effects or precautions for these exercises?
Your surgeon and/or therapist has assessed you as being safe to carry out these exercises. However if 
you experience severe discomfort or pain, or any other new symptoms you are worried about, please 
stop the exercises and speak to your therapist.

Who can I contact if I have any concerns or questions about the 
exercises?

If you have concerns or questions about any aspect of these exercises please speak to your therapist.

Name of therapist: ................................................................................

Contact telephone number:  ................................................................

Out of hours / emergency contact details: ..........................................
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