Common Hand Injuries
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	Good [morning/afternoon]. I’m Dr. [Name], an orthopaedic surgeon at [office] and I’m here to today to talk to you about some common types of hand injuries and what you can do to prevent them.
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	The information in this presentation was provided to me by the American Academy of Orthopaedic Surgeons and may be modified. Endorsement of this presentation by the AAOS is not implied or inferred.
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	We will begin our discussion today with a brief overview of orthopaedics and the Bone and Joint Decade before moving into hand injuries. We’ll look at the types of injuries, how and where they occur, how to prevent them, and how they are treated. 
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	An orthopaedic surgeon is a medical doctor or doctor of osteopathic medicine with extensive training in keeping your bones, joints, ligaments, muscles, tendons, cartilage and spine in good working order. Together, all of these parts of our bodies make up our musculoskeletal system
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	Orthopaedic surgeons have the greatest knowledge of and experience with the wide range of conditions and treatment options available in musculoskeletal care, many of which do not involve surgery. However, if surgery is the best recommendation for recovery, the orthopaedic surgeon is the best trained to provide that surgical treatment.
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	As this chart shows, it typically takes 16 years or more of formal education and training to become an orthopaedic surgeon. Beyond that, special certification and life-long learning is essential, as orthopaedics is a field that is continually growing and evolving.
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	Orthopaedic surgeons use the most effective and efficient diagnostic tools and our experience in musculoskeletal treatment to determine the best course of treatment for our patients.
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	Hand injuries are very common because we use our hands to explore the environment. Furthermore, many hand injuries occur in everyday life around our homes. The types of injuries include cuts to our fingers, broken bones, pinching or crushing injuries, puncture wounds, and burns. 
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	These common hand injuries can produce a whole host of problems, including infections, tendon or ligament damage, deformity of the fingers or hand, stiffness at joints, and scarring. Treatment of these problems is often expensive and time consuming, and can produce long term problems with hand function.
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	As you might guess, probably the most accident-prone room in the house is the kitchen. But other areas also deserve some mention. The garage is also a place where potentially dangerous equipment is stored. Doorways and furniture with hinges should also be carefully respected since they often cause injury in children. I’m sure a few people in our audience today have accidentally slammed a cabinet drawer or bathroom door on a little finger. The home gym is another room frequently is a source of hand accidents. Lastly, you should be aware that animal bites from dogs and cats often cause hand injuries that need special care.
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	The kitchen is “Grand Central Station” for hand injuries for two main reasons. First, it is where we keep knives and other sharp implements used for preparing food. Second, it is one of the busiest places in the house, with a high volume of traffic and distractions, which makes it even easier for attention to be diverted for just a second. But a second is all that is needed to accidentally cut your self. Using kitchen tools that are sharp is such a common practice that it is easy to become too casual and lose respect for what you are doing. Ben Franklin said “Familiarity breeds contempt” and this is true for everyone cutting a bagel with a sharp knife.



	Slide 12
	The garage is another place that has a high concentration of potentially dangerous equipment. A great number of injuries occur from ladders, and not just to the hand. Falling off ladders is unfortunately all too common, and in addition to broken wrists, broken ankles and back injuries often result. You should never use a ladder to do anything unless you completely understand how to perform your task safely. Other dangerous items commonly found in the garage include power saws and drills, electric hedge clippers, lawn mowers, and snow blowers. All of the these items can produce disastrous hand injuries if proper safety guidelines are not meticulously observed.
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	The average doorway wouldn’t seem to merit too much attention, but household doors produce a very large volume of fingertip injuries in children. Kids often use their hands to explore the environment and often tiny fingertips find their way into door jambs or around door edges. Closing the door even slowly creates an enormous mechanical advantage at the hinge and door edge that can easily crush or even cut off a finger. Adult supervision is critical in preventing these injuries. Bedroom doors, garage doorways, and even outside doors are common perpetrators. Parents should also be keenly aware of car doors, mini-van sliding doors, and car trunk and hood lids. Many adults often hurt themselves when closing a car door or trunk too quickly and they get their fingertips caught.
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	Furniture hinges are similar to doorways; they can easily produce pinching and crushing injuries to unsuspecting fingertips. Folding chairs and card tables also have the potential to close on fingers, especially because often times the device is being closed in such a way that it is not easy to see your fingertips directly. Remember that anything with a hinge can cause a severe injury, especially in children.
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	Cabinet drawers and windows also commonly cause cuts or broken bones in the hand. Drawers that are made of wood tend to be very heavy and hard to control. Old windows and especially old storm windows and screens tend to get stuck in one position and when pulled hard enough, give away suddenly. You have to make sure you can get your fingers out in time!
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	Home gyms are potentially dangerous because weight equipment can be hard to control. Many people have smashed their fingers on barbell edges or while putting weights away, accidentally clanging them together with their fingertips in between. Stationary bikes and treadmills have spinning spokes, chains, or sprocket mechanisms, all of which can crush or even cut off fingers in an instant. This type of equipment also tends to attract the interest of small children, who can be seriously hurt when their hands get stuck in the moving parts.
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	Animal bites to the hand are very common and are most often caused by the victim’s own pets. Many of these bites become infected and some of these infections are serious enough that hospitalization and even surgery is necessary.
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	Now we are going to review how these common hand injuries occur in more detail.

There are certain activities in the kitchen that are commonly associated with hand injuries. These include pitting an avocado, separating frozen hamburgers or hot dogs by using a knife, and cutting bagels. While it may be tempting to strike an avocado pit with a knife or use a knife to separate frozen hot dogs, these are very common ways that people wind up sticking a knife into their hand or even through their hand. In addition, holding hot pots and pans without proper insulation often results in burn injuries. 
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	Here are some more kitchen tasks that require the utmost care: picking up pieces of broken glass, trying to free a jammed blender, picking something (like a ring!) out of the disposal, and washing or drying knives. These are common activities that wind up producing finger lacerations.
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	Ladders are a source of injury when they are not set up properly. Ladder hinges can also cause pinching injuries. Power tools have safety features that should never be disabled. Working too quickly while using power tools is also a recipe for disaster.
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	Lawn mowers and snow blowers require special mention. Many people try to unclog lawn mower blades with their hands and actually can have their finger or hand cut off completely. Most snow blowers have a second spinning fan in the exhaust chute that will entangle your glove and your hand if you put your hand inside to clear packed snow.
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	Doorways are a common source of injury in children because they use their hands to explore. Doors seem to be a particular area of interest, especially for toddlers, but they don’t understand the power behind a closing door. Car doors can close fast enough that many children as well as adults won’t realize that their fingertips are at risk of being crushed until it is too late. Garage doors are dangerous because the giants springs that hold them up can explosively unwind and crush your hand.
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	Furniture usually has hinges placed in such a way that they are out of sight. Consequently, the person folding or unfolding the furniture can’t always see their fingertips when they are in harm’s way. Again, children often don’t understand how the furniture works or don’t respect the danger represented by a metal hinge.
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	When closing a drawer or window, many times one hand is placed near the cabinet edge or window sill to provide balance or traction. But this hand is often at some distance from the initial position of the drawer or window, and you don’t realize that you are slamming the window on your other hand until it’s too late. Heavy storm windows and old cabinet drawers are hard to stop once they start to move.
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	Why do so many people crush their fingertips when using weights in the gym? Because they get tired after repetitively lifting, and the weight sets get that much harder to control. Fifty-pound weight discs only need to clang together slightly to smash a fingertip and break the bones. As far as exercycles and treadmills are concerned, children often interpret these pieces of equipment as toys and will try to play with them by putting their hands into the wheel or spoke mechanisms.
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	There are two common scenarios that occur when cats or dogs bite people. One is when someone attempts to separate their pet when it is being attacked by another animal. Usually the human in the middle of the fight is bitten on the hand, sometimes several times. The other bite scenario is when an owner attempts to rescue an injured pet. Even though your pet loves you, it is instinctual that it will bite the first hand it sees if it is seriously hurt and in severe pain.
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	Now we can discuss how to prevent some of the injuries we have covered so far. Some simple rules for the kitchen may save you from trouble. Don’t ever use a knife in such a way that you are cutting towards yourself, when cutting bagels or anything else. If you slip or the material being cut suddenly gives way, the knife will cut into you. Also make sure you don’t have any part of your body in the potential path of the knife. This applies especially to the hand that is not holding the knife. For example, many people hold a bagel with one hand while cutting toward that hand with the other, and end up in the emergency room as a result.

Another important prevention tip is not to use a knife at all for certain jobs. Knives are plentiful in the kitchen and consequently it is tempting to use them as all purpose tools. However, using them for certain tasks is just asking for trouble. If you need to separate frozen hamburgers or hot dogs, use a microwave to thaw them just enough to separate. And don’t use a sharp knife to remove the pit from an avocado by striking it; this is an extremely common way to puncture your palm because the pit is so slippery. The safe way to pit an avocado is to cut the avocado carefully all the way around its outside in a circle and twist the two halves apart. For the half that contains the pit, it then easy to use a spoon to scoop the pit out.
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	Don’t pick up broken glass with your bare fingers; it is safer to sweep it up with a broom so that you never directly touch the pieces. Never use your fingers to free a jammed blender or pick something out of a disposal. Using a tool such as long nose pliers is much safer. Even if the blender or disposal are unplugged, the blades can be deceptively sharp and can produce injury even when they are not moving. Also remember that washing and drying off knives must be done with great care, since any rubbing action you apply to the blade can result in a deep laceration if you accidentally rub the sharp side of the blade with your hand. Keep a small soap dish in the kitchen away from the work area and put your rings or hand jewelry in it when you’re cooking or cleaning around the sink. That way you can’t lose your jewelry down the drain or get it caught in something while you work.
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	Ladder safety relates primarily to using a well designed ladder that is stable and making sure the ladder is set up properly on a level, non-slip surface and that the hinges are correctly locked into place. The best way to prevent falling off the ladder is to place it close to your work so that you never have to reach or lean while you are standing on the rungs. It is also important to know that most ladders are not designed for you to go higher than several rungs below the top. And don’t forget to wear the right kind of shoes: no heels! Wrist fractures can easily occur from improper use of a ladder; it is even possible to break both wrists in one fall.
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	Power tools can be big time savers, but not if they cost you your hand. Never disable any safety features. Never allow children to be near power tools, whether they are in use or not. Inquisitive children have been known to plug in tools and turn them on. Store your tools out of their reach and never let children into a tool shop environment without adult supervision. When using handheld tools, never cut towards yourself or cut downwards toward your legs. Never use power tools if you are tired or distracted. And always wear proper eye protection.
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	Lawn mowers and snow blowers should only be operated by adults and children should not be outside when they are in use. You will not be able to hear a child near you while using this equipment and many tragedies have occurred when someone accidentally backed up into a child that they didn’t know was present. Never use your hands to unclog any jammed blades or engine parts. If the engine is stopped in mid-cycle, once the obstruction is cleared, compressed gases in the engine will often cause the blades to swing around one or two more times and that is just enough to cut off any body part that is in the way. If you must unclog a lawn mower or snow blower exhaust housing, make sure the unit is completely off and then use a broom handle to clear the blade path. Never put your hands at risk.
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	The best injury prevention tip for doorways is to understand that children will not appreciate any danger, so get in the habit of never slamming doors and not allowing your family members to slam them either. And it is a good idea to not let children play around doorways or hang on their edges.
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	If your garage door spring malfunctions or breaks, call a garage repair professional to fix it. When closing car doors or trunk lids, try not to hurry so much that you can’t look at your fingers before you start to pull the door closed. An extra second of attention can prevent a painful injury.
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	Injury prevention rules for hinged furniture are similar to that for doorways. Don’t let children play with the furniture or “help” you set up folding equipment. And when you expand or collapse hinged furniture, make sure you can see your fingers before you start the process.
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	The best way to prevent hand injuries from windows and drawers is to make sure your fingers don’t curl around the moving edge of the window or drawer and to make sure your other hand is not resting in the travel pathway. It is often safer to place both hands on the window sill you are trying to close, as long as you make sure none of your fingers are curled around the edges. And remember: rushing to close a stuck window is never worth the time saved if you hurt yourself in the process.
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	When using weights in your gym, don’t lift more than you can control. If you are doing a lot of reps, put the barbell down when you are done and change out the weights after you rest enough to recover fine motor control. Manipulating heavy metal plates when you are exhausted often results in a crushed fingertip. Also recognize that the barbell itself, even when completely unloaded, often is heavy enough to do serious damage if it drops onto your hand.
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	Remember that the home gym is not a safe play area for children. Children should not have any access to exercycles, treadmills, elliptical trainers, or any machinery with gears and spokes. This also means they should not be in the room when you are using the equipment, because you may not be able to stop a toddler from touching the spinning parts even if you are on the equipment telling them to go away. The best rule is to keep the equipment locked up at all times and to teach your children that it is not for them. Thousands of preventable hand injuries to children occur every year from home exercise equipment, often even when the gym area is being supervised by an adult.
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	As far as your own safety, stop using exercise equipment before you get too tired to safely control it or dismount. And it is important to understand the manufacturer’s safety instructions and know how to use the emergency off switch. Many people have accidentally burned their hands when they couldn’t easily stop their treadmill and fell hands first onto the moving walkway.
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	Preventing an animal bite to your hand depends upon understanding how the bites occur. The perpetrator is almost always your own pet. Separating fighting animals or rescuing an injured pet is usually when the bite occurs. The best way to separate your pet from an attacking animal is to grab your cat or dog by their ankles and pull them away. Most animals cannot bite their own ankles! If you need to rescue an injured animal, anticipate that they may bite you unexpectedly. Wear protective gear on your hands or have an animal control professional help you.
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	If you do sustain an animal bite to the hand, clean the wound vigorously by washing it with soap and water. It is best to next go to an emergency room to have a healthcare professional assess your injury. You may need to update your tetanus status and you will be also most likely be started on a course of antibiotics. 
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	Remember that in most cases, animal bites wounds are not stitched closed. Leaving the wound open actually helps reduce the likelihood of a deep infection and often does not produce a worse scar. Resist the temptation to treat the wound by yourself. A little bit of care at the start of your injury can go a long way in preventing a major problem later on.
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	No matter how the injury occurs, accidents involving your hands can be complicated If you get hurt, go to an emergency room and have a trained professional assess your injury and start treatment.
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	Wounds that are deep enough to bleed need to be cleaned thoroughly right when they happen. You will also need to have your tetanus immunization status checked and if needed, receive a booster shot. Most of the time, X-rays will need to be obtained to make sure you don’t have a broken bone or a foreign body left in your hand (like the tip of a knife blade or an animal tooth!).
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	Use of antibiotics at the outset of your injury treatment can often help prevent serious infection. Antibiotics must be prescribed by a doctor. Remember that some more serious injuries can cause broken bones or cut nerves or tendons, and sometimes the best treatment involves surgery. Whatever the case, early assessment makes subsequent care easier and safer to plan.
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	As a final word, remember that it only takes a second to hurt yourself or have someone you love get hurt. We use our hands to explore and manipulate our environment, so it should come as no surprise that hand injuries are common. But a few basic rules will help you avoid problems. Understand the task at hand and recognize where the potential danger is for each specific task. Kitchen knives, broken glass, power tools, anything with a hinge, and your pet’s mouth each represent a certain element of risk. Use the right tool for the job, which sometimes means NOT using a knife as a universal manipulator. Use each piece of equipment properly and follow safety guidelines, whether you are using the lawn mower, snow blower, power saw, garage ladder, or home exercycle. Always keep children away from any power tools or heavy equipment. And remember that when you are working in the home, take your time. The few seconds you save by rushing to close a window or car door too quickly will be lost in the weeks or months it takes to recover from a hand injury.
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	For more information about preventing injuries, visit the website of the AAOS (www.aaos.org).
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	Do you have any questions or concerns that we have not addressed yet?
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	Thank you for participating today. I hope that you have each learned something helpful about the treatment and prevention of common hand injuries. If you or someone you love is injured at home, work, or while playing, your orthopaedic surgeon is your best resource to guide you on the road to recovery and get you back in the game.
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