
Recent
Injuries
A recent or acute injury 
can occur suddenly during 
any activity, from tripping 
over the kerb, to making 
the bed, to playing sport. 
In some cases, an acute 
injury can be self-treated, 
while other injuries may 
be more severe and 
require medical attention.
An acute injury is always 
recent, resulting in some 

degree of damage to the 
muscle, tendon, ligament, 
nerves, connective tissue 
and even bone. It usually 
recovers quite quickly 
providing the correct action 
is taken from the start.
This leaflet will provide you 
with advice on how to 
recognise an acute injury 
and what steps to take to 
ensure a good recovery. 
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—  The injury site will be painful 
and sore to touch

—  There may be swelling

—  The area may feel hot

—   There may be bruising and 
discolouration

—   You may feel a loss of 
movement or stiffness and be 
unable to use that part of your 
body as normal

—   You may be unable to tolerate 
any weight on the injury

—   The greater your loss of 
function, the more serious  
the injury.

How to recognise an acute injury

—   Stop whatever you are doing! 
Don’t continue through the 
pain. This could make the 
injury worse and delay your 
recovery time

—   Swelling generally means 
there is some damage to the 
soft tissue (muscle, tendon, 
ligament) and occurs as a 
natural defence mechanism 
to stop the body moving in a 
certain way or putting too 
much weight on the affected 
area. It is a normal part of the 
healing process unless it 
becomes excessive

What you should do in the 
first 48 hours

Physio First works through  
helping, teaching and guiding  
you, to help yourself to health.

Common acute injuries 
may include:

—  Knee sprains

—  Going over on your ankle

—  Pulling a hamstring

—  Wrenching a shoulder

—  Calf ‘pull’

—  Sprained wrist

—   Deep bruising to a muscle  
(i.e. thigh).

—   If you are experiencing 
painful swelling that is 
almost instantaneous and 
is close to a bony area  
(i.e. ankle, wrist), this may 
indicate that you have 
damaged or even fractured 
the bone. Seek medical 
attention immediately.



Self-treatment using  
the ‘RICE’ method
The following action can be taken 
to help acute soft tissue injuries:

Rest
It is important to rest immediately 
after an injury, both to prevent 
yourself from causing further injury 
and also to give your body a chance 
to heal. Your Physiotherapist can 
advise you on how to get back to 
work as soon as possible.

Ice
Ice therapy can provide short-term 
pain relief, reduce blood flow to the 
injury and keep down the swelling.

—   Wrap the ice (bag of frozen 
peas, ice packs or crushed ice) 
in a thin towel before placing it 
on your skin to avoid ice burns

—  Apply the ice for no more than 
10 minutes at a time

—  Wait until your skin 
temperature has returned to 
normal before icing again.

By following these simple steps, 
you can ice an acute injury 
intermittently for the first 6–8 hours.

Compression
This will also help to reduce the 
swelling. Soak a towel or bandage 
in cold water and compress the 
injury by wrapping a bandage over 
it. If you feel throbbing, or if the 
bandage feels too tight, rewrap the 
area so that the bandage is looser.

You can use compression alongside 
your ice therapy. But remember, 
if you are using ice, it is not 
advisable to keep the compress on 
for more than 10 minutes at a time.

Elevation
By elevating your injury you will help 
take the pressure off it. It is most 
effective when the injured area is 
raised above the level of the heart. 
For example, if you have an ankle 
or foot injury, lie down with your foot 
propped on one or two pillows.

Physio First works through  
helping, teaching and guiding  
you, to help yourself to health.

Ice or heat?
Some people are confused as to 
which is best for an acute injury. 
Research has shown that heat 
is not advised within the first 48 
hours of an acute injury as it can 
increase bleeding and swelling if 
used at this stage (Brukner and 
Khan 2007).

By using the RICE method for the 
first 24–48 hours, you may find 
that a minor acute injury, such as 
a sprain, strain, pulled muscle or 
minor tear, will respond to your
self-treatment and start to heal.

However, if you are at 
all worried about your 
injury, seek medical 
attention from your 
Physiotherapist or 
GP immediately.

For example, extreme pain 
or swelling that is not helped 
by the RICE method, or a 
complete inability to put any 
weight on the injured area, 
may suggest that the injury is 
more serious.

Pain relief
—  RICE method

—   Pain medication – this allows 
movement of the affected 
area and can help make 
you more comfortable. Use 
whichever one works for you 
or consult a Pharmacist or 
your GP.

Supports for your injury
A support may be helpful for a 
limited time only. Try supporting an 
injured arm with a sling or pillow. 
Use a stick or crutches to make 
walking more comfortable.



What to do over the next 2–3 days

Physio First works through  
helping, teaching and guiding  
you, to help yourself to health.

Physiotherapy

By following the advice given 
overleaf most acute injuries will 
make a good recovery.

If your injury continues to  
give you a lot of pain and  
the swelling does not appear  
to be going down, it may  
be necessary to carry out  
a check X-ray for a possible 
fracture. Please see your 
Physiotherapist, GP, attend  
A&E or a minor injuries clinic.

Gradually use the injured area.
An acute injury can become 
chronic if the joint and surrounding 
tissues stiffen up too much or the 
muscles start to weaken and this 
will delay the recovery process. 
So as soon as the pain eases, 
gradually start using the injured 
area to try and regain normal 
movement.

Consulting a Physiotherapist at 
this stage for a diagnosis can be 
helpful. The Physiotherapist will be 
able to give you an idea of how 
long your injury will take to recover 
and advice on the best way to 
manage your injury.

Physiotherapy will include:

—  Soft-tissue treatments, 
massage, mobilisation and 
manipulation of the joints, 
electrotherapy, such as 
longwave ultrasound or laser, 
and self-help exercises

—  If you are returning to sport, 
further rehabilitation m ay 
include specific exercises, 
strengthening and balance 
work specific to your sport to 
help you get back to sporting 
fitness more quickly.

Physiotherapy 
treatment will help 
you return to full  
use of the injured  
limb more quickly. 
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This is a Physio First leaflet:
Physio First represents  
Chartered Physiotherapists  
working in private practice.

Finding a Chartered
Physiotherapist working nearby.

Chartered Physiotherapists,  
like GPs, work to a rigid code of 
ethical conduct set by their 
professional body and are only 
permitted limited advertising.

Chartered Physiotherapists 
advertise in Yellow Pages but a 
quicker way to find someone close 
to your home or work is to look on 
the ‘Find a Physio’ section of
www.physiofirst.org.uk or contact
Physio First on 01604 684960.

The information in this leaflet is
intended solely for the purpose  
of providing general information;  
it is not intended to be, nor is it  
to be treated as, a substitute for 
professional medical advice.
Always seek the advice of your
Chartered Physiotherapist or GP
for any questions you may have
regarding a medical condition.

Evidence based references  
are available on the website
www.physiofirst.org.uk under FAQ.
This leaflet is available in audio
format by phoning 01604 684960.
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