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Daily living activities for people following 
surgery or an injury to hand or wrist

How to do tasks using one hand

Usually we hold or grasp objects with one hand (the non-dominant) 
whilst an activity is carried out by the other (dominant hand). Therefore, 
most activities can be carried out with just one hand if the object can be 
stabilised.

There are many ways of doing this, for example holding the object 
against your body, using a vice, putting a weight on top of the object, 
using non-slip materials, putting the object between your knees or 
under your foot.

Here are a few tips that may help you with simple daily tasks.

 

Section 1:  Personal hygiene

Washing / Bathing / Showering 

• Use a soap dispenser if you find a tablet soap difficult.
• Use a flannel mitt with soap placed inside.
• To wring a flannel out, wrap it round the stem of the tap and twist.
• A sponge lathers more easily than a flannel and is easy to squeeze 

out after use.
• If balance is a problem, use a non slip mat and/or a shower seat.
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Brushing your teeth 

• Rest your toothbrush on the washbasin and then put toothpaste 
onto the bristles. The cap can usually easily be unscrewed or 
flipped with one hand.

• An automatic toothpaste dispenser might help, either in your 
unaffected hand or wall mounted.

• For dentures, soak in cleaner as usual. To clean with a brush, have 
a separate suction nail brush for this purpose. Put the brush on the 
side of the sink, put toothpaste on the brush and rub the denture 
over the brush to clean.

 

Washing your hair 

• To avoid using too much shampoo, and having difficulty both 
managing the bottle and rinsing out the excessive lather, measure 
the amount you need into an egg cup or other suitable container 
before starting.

• Use a hair brush or comb to help work shampoo or conditioner 
through the hair.

 

Creams / Lotions 

• For hand lotion, put a small amount on your thigh and rub your 
hand over the cream.

 

Shaving 

• Use an electric razor
• Try foam/gel as an alternative to a brush and bowl if wet shaving.
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Section 2:  Dressing

• Place your affected arm into the garment first and take it out last.
• If possible, leave shirt/blouse cuffs fastened all the time.
• On trousers/skirts fasten the top button first; it is then easier to pull 

up the zip.
• Where possible, choose clothing that is loose fitting and without 

fastenings.
• Bras are easier to put on if first fastened at the front and then 

turned around, or are front fastening by design.
• Choose slip-on or Velcro fastening shoes where possible.

Section 3:  Household activities

Food preparation 

• Make plans in advance of your surgery: could you put meals in the 
freezer, buy ready prepared meals or ask for help from friends, 
family or neighbours?

• Select small/light cooking pots where possible
• Only put as much water as you need in the kettle to reduce its 

weight.
• Equipment which may be of help includes:

– a spike board
– bread buttering board (lipped on two sides)
– double bladed vegetable peeler
– suction mixing bowl
– hand held electric can opener
– jar opener
– pastry blender
– food processor
– draining sieve for vegetables (this lifts straight out of the 

water in the pan, draining the vegetables at the same time).
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Washing up 

• Use a dishwasher
• Soak dishes in hot water as soon after use as possible to make 

cleaning easier.
• To wring out a dish cloth, place round the stem of the tap and 

twist.

 

Drying dishes 

• Place the tea towel on a flat surface; place the item to be dried on 
the tea towel and wrap the towel round. Alternatively, leave to dry 
in a dish rack, on the draining board.

 

Hanging out the washing 

• Have the clothes line lower than usual.
• Keep clothes pegs in an easily accessible container.
• Place wet clothes halfway over the line - particularly larger, heavier 

items. This is easier than trying to peg the hems.

 

Folding laundry 

• Use a table as this will take the weight. Items can be smoothed out 
and folded more easily if on a flat surface.
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Cleaning 

• Where possible, have duplicate cleaning materials upstairs and 
downstairs. This reduces the amount of carrying required.

• Encourage all family members to clean up after themselves where 
possible, leaving a minimum amount of general cleaning. You 
might find it helpful to discuss this with your family before your 
operation.

 

Putting on a duvet cover 

• Spread the cover out on the bed; place the duvet on the bed, 
folding into thirds lengthways.

• Feed the duvet into the cover.
• Open out the duvet. When reaching the corners place a strong 

clothes peg at the top corners to secure whilst arranging the 
remaining material.

 

Putting on a pillow case 

• When a pillow case is removed for washing, leave it inside out.
• When putting back on the pillow, put your hand inside the case 

and clip on a strong clothes peg attaching the pillow case corner 
to the pillow.

• Repeat for the other corner at that end.
• Pull the pillow case over the pillow, remove the pegs and shake.

 

Both will require practice; be prepared to allow yourself time.
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Shopping 

• Plan ahead. Think about using a delivery service or asking friends, 
family or neighbours to help.

• Use a large shoulder bag placed diagonally across your upper body 
to distribute the weight of the contents evenly. This also allows 
your unaffected side to remain free to manage doors, money etc.

• Carry cards and money in a pocket on your unaffected side.

 

Summary 

• Do not expect to be able to carry out every activity at the same 
level as previously, as this would be unrealistic.

• Allow yourself enough time. You will probably require longer to 
do the task, particularly in the early days following your injury or 
operation.
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