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The aim of this booklet

By following the instruction and treatment advice given by your 
therapist and provided in this booklet, you can help to improve 
movement in your thumb following surgery.

However, as with any treatment, it is important to be aware that results 
can vary depending upon individual circumstances.

If you have queries about your therapy, please do not hesitate to ask 
your therapist.

Your therapist will guide you through the booklet and advise 
you when to start your exercises.
 

What are thumb extensor tendons?

Extensor tendons are structures on the back of your thumb that 
straighten your thumb. These tendons also pull your thumb away from 
your palm giving you an open palm.

What might I expect following surgery?

Your tendon has been repaired with complex surgery and will need 
strict care to limit the possibility of re-injury of your repaired tendon 
(rupture).

You will be seen by a hand therapist one week after your surgery and 
then regularly for 12 weeks to regain movement to your thumb.

Your therapist is:
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What is early active movement?

Early active movement is treatment which provides a series of exercises 
designed to:

• Prevent your tendons from getting stuck down with scar tissue
• Permit your tendons to move freely in a controlled way
• Improve healing and strength of the tendon repair
• Reduce swelling and stiffness in your hand

Is there anything I should avoid?

It is important that you avoid the following activities until given further 
advice by your therapist:

• Do not remove the splint until instructed by your therapist
• Do not drive
• Do not push your thumb into your palm or press your wrist 

forwards until advised
• Do not return to work until advised
• Do not use your hand until advised

If you do not follow this advice the tendon repair may rupture 
and you will need further surgery.

How long will my tendon take to recover?

It will take 12 weeks for your thumb to be up to full strength and for 
you to use your hand for all activities.
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Why do I need to wear a splint?

You will be fitted with a splint after your surgery to 
protect the newly repaired tendon.

How long will I wear the splint?   

The splint needs to be worn for 6 weeks and then as 
advised by your therapist.

What should I do if my splint is uncomfortable?

Do not remove your splint as this may cause the tendon to rupture and 
you may require more surgery. If you have problems please contact the 
therapy team who will advise you and arrange for you to have your 
splint adjusted for comfort. You should call:

• 0114 271 5799 and ask to speak to a hand therapist

Is there anything else I should look out for?

You may also encounter the following problems.  If so please do contact 
us as above.

• Pins and needles and altered sensation
• Pain caused by the splint
• Any area of pressure or skin sores
• Defects in the splint

What if I cannot suddenly straighten my thumb?

Important: If you find there is a sudden snap or decrease in range of 
movement, please contact the Hand Unit on:

• 0114 275 2325 

Out of hours you should go to A&E.
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Hand exercises

First week (5-7 days after your surgery)

What exercises should I do in the first week following my 
surgery and how often should I complete them?

Passive extension exercises 

Unfasten the Velcro strap holding your 
thumb to the splint.

• Take hold of your thumb with your 
other hand and pull your thumb 
back as shown in the photograph. 
Hold your thumb for 20 seconds.

• Repeat passive extension exercises 
5 times.

• Repeat every 2 -1 hours depending 
on pain, swelling and stiffness.
 

Active extension exercises (for glide) 

Using your injured thumb pull your 
thumb as straight as you can lifting your 
thumb off the splint, as shown in the 
photograph

• Hold your thumb for 10-20 
seconds.

• Repeat active extension exercises
5 times.

• Repeat every 2 -1 hours depending 
on pain, swelling and stiffness.
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Active flexion and extension

• Take hold of your thumb with your other hand and hold the 
middle part of your thumb, as shown in the photograph.

• Using your injuired thumb move the tip of your thumb forwards 
and backwards as much as you can.

• Repeat active flexion and extension exercises 5 times.
• Repeat every 2 hours (increasing to hourly) depending on pain, 

swelling and stiffness.
 

Second week (14 days after your surgery)

What happens in the second week following my surgery?

At 14 days your stiches will be removed by the hand unit nurse and your 
splint and movements will be reviewed by a hand therapist.
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At 2 - 6 weeks after surgery

What happens for the next 4 weeks until it is 6 weeks following 
my surgery?

For the next 4 weeks continue with the exercises outlined previously.
But you can now undertake 10 repetitions of all the exercises every 
hour.
 

At 6 weeks after surgery

What happens at 6 weeks following my surgery?

You can now remove your splint during the daytime. We recommend 
that you continue to wear your splint at night to sleep in for a further 
two weeks.

You can begin to fully exercise your thumb and wrist using all the 
exercises in this booklet.

You can begin to use your hand for light activities such as washing your 
hair, brushing your teeth, dressing eating etc.
 

At 7 weeks following your surgery

If you are struggling to get full range of motion.

Take hold of your thumb and gently push your thumb towards your little 
finger at the end of the movement and hold for  ……. seconds.

Your therapists will give you advice on how much stretch and assistance 
to give to your thumb with this type of passive movement.

You can begin to use your thumb to pick up heavier objects as pain 
allows, for example lifting a jar, bottle, or heavy mug.
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At 8 weeks following your surgery

What can I do at  8 weeks following my surgery?

You can discontinue wearing your splint at night to sleep in.

You can begin to gradually increase the functional use of your hand, 
increasing your pinch and grip when holding objects, undertaking 
housework, light clerical duties, cooking.

If your hand feels weak you may be given additional exercises to 
improve the strength in your hand.

You can return to driving.

Please check with your insurance company as some require you 
to inform them of any hand injury.
 

At 10 -12 weeks following your surgery

What can I do at 10-12 weeks following my surgery?

You will gradually be able to return to gardening, sports heavier manual 
work.

Alternative formats can be provided on request. Please call 
the department on your appointment letter or email: 
sth.alternativeformats@nhs.net 
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