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Information in this booklet 

is intended to be used as a 

guide. It gives you an idea 

about how a Carpal Tunnel 

Syndrome can be managed. 

You should remember that 

every case is different, and 

symptoms and management 

can vary from person to 

person.

Carpal Tunnel
Syndrome
Information for patients



2

Carpal Tunnel Syndrome 

Carpal Tunnel Syndrome is a common condition where the nerve becomes 
compressed, restricted or irritated where it passes through the wrist. It can 
usually be diagnosed following an examination by a health care professional. 

Symptoms tend to be worse at night and may disturb your sleep. You may be getting 
pain, aching, tingling or numbness in the affected hand. Symptoms are usually worse in 
the thumb, index and middle fingers. 

The good news is that treatment is usually successful and, when treated early, very few 
people are left with long-term hand problems.

Some cases improve without treatment, but treatments are usually very effective. They 
can include exercises, a splint and a steroid injection. Sometimes an operation is needed if 
your symptoms persist, or if your hand is very weak. 

Do not worry if you do not see improvements straight away. Remember, time is often a 
very important factor. Carpal Tunnel Syndrome usually resolves with treatment.

What is Carpal Tunnel Syndrome?

Carpal Tunnel Syndrome is a common 
condition where the nerve becomes 
compressed, restricted or irritated as 
it passes through the wrist. 

This nerve, called the median nerve, 
controls muscles that move your thumb.

It also carries information back to the 
brain about sensations in your thumb 
and fingers. 

The good news is that treatment is 
usually successful and, when treated 
early, very few people are left with long-
term hand problems.

Carpal Tunnel Syndrome



3

    
Why me? 

In most people there is not an obvious cause. However, possible causes include:

• Activities that place a higher demand on the wrist, such as using vibrating  
 tools

• Obesity

• Diabetes

• Hormonal changes

• An under active thyroid gland

• Any form of arthritis affecting the wrist

• Stress or feeling low in mood.

Symptoms

Symptoms tend to be worse at night and may disturb your sleep. They can include: 

• Pain, aching, tingling or numbness in the affected hand 

• Symptoms in the thumb, index and middle fingers, although sometimes  
 it can feel like your whole hand is affected

• An ache in your forearm, arm or shoulder

Diagnosis & Investigations

Carpal Tunnel Syndrome is diagnosed 
from the signs and symptoms that 
you describe. Assessment of the 
wrist, hand, elbow and neck by a 
health care professional may help 
to inform this diagnosis.  If the 
diagnosis is unclear, then an MRI 
of the neck or nerve conduction 
studies can be requested to aid 
the diagnosis. These further 
investigations are often not required. 

The assessment often includes:

• Looking for muscle wasting around  
 the thumb 

• Tapping over the wrist

• Holding the wrist in a bent /   
 compressed position

• Testing the strength of the muscles 

• Assessing the sensation of the skin. 
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Carpal Tunnel Syndrome 

Will it get better? 

Your symptoms can often be managed with advice and exercises from the 
physiotherapist. Most cases will resolve with conservative (non-surgical) treatment 
within 3-6 months.  

We work with a team of Orthopaedic Advanced Practitioners and Consultants. If you 
do not respond to physiotherapy, we can escalate your care such as considering steroid 
injections.  

Steroid injections are sometimes used to facilitate physiotherapy exercises. Injections 
are only offered in conjunction with physiotherapy. 

Management

Your health care professional will talk 
to you about the different treatments 
available and help you decide which 
would be best for you.  

If the condition is severe and you have 
wastage within your hand muscles, then 
it’s important to get treatment quickly 
and you’ll normally be advised to have 
surgery.

Some cases improve without treatment, 
however if treatments are needed, they 
are usually very effective.

They can include:

• Exercises: see the end of the booklet

• Splints: a splint for your wrist, to be  
 worn at night 

• Steroid Injections: to reduce the  
 inflammation

• Surgery: carpal tunnel release surgery  
 if your symptoms persist despite  
 treatment, or if your hands are weak

• Other: treating a cause such as   
 diabetes.
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Splints

A splint(s) will be provided. These are only to be used at night. This is to keep 
the wrist in a neutral position to reduce the compression to the nerve. 

Here are some tips for wearing the splint(s):

• When fitting your splint, the metal bar should be over the palm of your hand

• The straps at the back should fit like the picture above

• The splint should only be worn at night - NOT during the day 

• You can start by wearing the splint at night and gradually build this up

• You may only manage a few hours the first night but try to increase this, so you are  
 eventually able to wear throughout the night

• Ensure that it is not too tight 

DO NOT DRIVE IN YOUR SPLINT

Check your skin to ensure no red areas or skin break down. If you are concerned 
remove the splint. You can also use an old sock with a cut out, to wear under the 
splint to stop any irritation.

Initially use the splints for 6-weeks to see if it settles your symptoms. It is also advised 
that you continue to use the splints for up to 3-months after your symptoms improve / 
resolve. 
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Carpal Tunnel Syndrome 

MEDICATION FOR PAIN CONTROL

Medication such as paracetamol and ‘non-
steroidal anti-inflammatory’ medication 
such as ibuprofen, is often not helpful. A 
steroid injection may be helpful. A small 
quantity of steroid is injected into the carpal 
tunnel, which helps to reduce the swelling 
and inflammation. The injection can be 
uncomfortable, but it can be very effective.  

If the irritation to the nerve is being caused 
by osteoarthritis of the wrist joint a steroid 
injection directly into the wrist joint may 
help.  

Sometimes the effects of the injection may 
only be temporary, lasting weeks or months. 
If this happens your health care professional 
will discuss other options.

SURGERY

If you do not respond to treatment or 
there is severe compression, you may need 
surgery. Carpal tunnel release surgery 
relieves pain by reducing the pressure on the 
median nerve. 

Surgery usually takes place as a day case 
and you can expect to recover in less than a 
month. The operation is normally carried out 
under a local anaesthetic and usually leaves 
only a small scar. 

WORK

If you think your work may be causing your 
symptoms you should discuss this with 
your supervisor or an occupational health 
professional. They may be able to advise you 
on changes to your equipment or working 
techniques.

STRESS

There is a link between stress, anxiety and 
depression and ongoing pain, so you may 
find it useful to address these if they affect 
you. Research shows exercise, sleep and 
relaxation strategies help to reduce stress.

Do not worry if you do not see 
improvements straight away - remember 
time is often a very important factor. Carpal 
Tunnel Syndrome usually resolves with 
treatment.  



7

   
EXERCISES

Copyright PhysioTools. All rights reserved.  
Used with permission of PhysioTools Ltd.

Copyright PhysioTools. All rights reserved.  
Used with permission of PhysioTools Ltd.

Wrist bend (forward and back)
• Rest your elbow on a table with your arm 
 pointing up and keeping your wrist   
 straight

• Gently bend your wrist forward at a right  
 angle and hold for 5 seconds

• Straighten your wrist back to the starting  
 position

• Gently bend your wrist backwards and  
 hold for 5 seconds

• Repeat the above 10 times for a total of  
 three sets.

EXERCISE 1

EXERCISE 2 

Finger bend
• Start with your fingers held out straight

• Gently bend the middle joints of your   
 fingers down toward your upper palm

• Hold for 5 seconds before straightening  
 your fingers out

• Repeat the above 10 times for a total of  
 three sets.
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Carpal Tunnel Syndrome 


