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[bookmark: what-is-a-metacarpal-fracture]What Is a Metacarpal Fracture?
A metacarpal fracture is a break in one of the long bones of the hand that connect the wrist to the fingers. These injuries commonly occur from falls, sports, or direct blows to the hand.
This handout focuses on metacarpal fractures excluding boxer’s fractures (fractures of the small finger metacarpal neck), which are managed somewhat differently.
The goal of treatment is to allow the bone to heal in good alignment while preventing stiffness and restoring hand function.
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[bookmark: common-symptoms]Common Symptoms
· Pain and swelling in the hand

· Bruising or deformity

· Pain with gripping or making a fist

· Limited finger motion

[bookmark: goals-of-treatment]Goals of Treatment
· Allow the fracture to heal safely

· Maintain proper finger alignment and rotation

· Restore motion and strength

· Avoid long-term stiffness

[bookmark: non-surgical-treatment-options]Non-Surgical Treatment Options
(Used when the fracture is stable and well aligned)
[bookmark: type-of-immobilization]Type of Immobilization
The type of splint is based on fracture stability, finger alignment, and patient comfort:
· Hand-based thermoplastic splint
Commonly used for stable fracture patterns. This allows wrist motion while protecting the fracture and supports earlier finger motion.
· Forearm-based thermoplastic splint
Used for less stable fracture patterns, fractures that tend to shift, or when additional comfort and protection are needed. This may also be chosen based on patient preference.
· Thumb spica splint
Used for fractures involving the thumb metacarpal.
[bookmark: immobilization-timeline-evidence-based]Immobilization Timeline (Evidence-Based)
· Immobilization is typically required for 3–4 weeks for most stable metacarpal fractures.
· More unstable patterns may require up to 4–5 weeks of immobilization.
· Fingers not included in the splint are encouraged to move right away.
[bookmark: when-motion-begins]When Motion Begins
· Finger range of motion (ROM) exercises usually begin at 3–4 weeks, once pain and tenderness improve.
· Wrist motion is allowed earlier with hand-based splints.
· Gentle strengthening typically begins around 5–6 weeks.
Most effective initial approach: Appropriate thermoplastic splinting based on fracture stability, combined with early, protected finger motion, leads to reliable healing while minimizing stiffness.

[bookmark: when-is-surgery-considered]When Is Surgery Considered?
Surgery may be recommended if: 
- The fracture is significantly displaced or angulated
- The fingers rotate or cross when making a fist
- The fracture is unstable or involves multiple bones
- Alignment cannot be maintained with splinting

[bookmark: surgical-treatment-options]Surgical Treatment Options
· Intramedullary screw fixation
A screw is placed inside the bone through a small incision to stabilize the fracture. This often allows earlier motion and less bulky immobilization.
· Plate and screw fixation, or independent screw fixation
Used for more complex or unstable fractures.
· Pins (K-wires)
Temporary pins may be used to hold the fracture while it heals.
The choice of surgery depends on fracture pattern, hand dominance, and activity demands.

[bookmark: healing-and-recovery-timeline]Healing and Recovery Timeline
· Bone healing typically takes 6–8 weeks

· Swelling and stiffness may last longer

· Most patients return to normal, low-impact daily activities by 6–8 weeks

· Heavy lifting or contact sports may be restricted longer

[bookmark: possible-long-term-effects]Possible Long-Term Effects
· Mild stiffness or weakness

· Residual swelling or tenderness

· Rarely, malalignment or decreased grip strength
Most patients recover good hand function with proper treatment.

[bookmark: when-to-call-your-provider]When to Call Your Provider
Contact your doctor if you notice: 
- Increasing pain or swelling
- Numbness or color changes in the fingers
- Fingers crossing or rotating with motion
- Problems with the splint or cast

[bookmark: key-takeaway]Key Takeaway
Most metacarpal fractures heal well without surgery. Proper splinting followed by timely motion is critical to restoring strength and function.
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