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Management of Acute Muscle Strains of the Leg

Introduction

This leaflet is aimed at giving you the best information and advice on the immediate
management of your muscle strain/tear. It also contains advice regarding pain
management and lifestyle choices. The information is largely generic and can be used
for the acute phase of any muscle strain in your leg including injuries to the
Quadriceps, Hamstring and Calf muscles. These are the biggest and most commonly
injured muscles in the leg. At the end there are some simple early exercises to start
which are slightly different depending on which muscle you have injured.

There are a few situations where simply following the enclosed advice may not be
appropriate and you may need more urgent assessment. If you have had a sudden
onset of pain and swelling and either:

- Felt a sudden 'pop’ or tear low down in the back of your lower leg over the
achilles tendon

- Felt a sudden 'pop’ or tear around the front of your knee

- Are unable to put any weight through your leg

- There is a new visible deformity or large gap in the muscle

Then you should seek more urgent assessment at a Walk in Centre or A&E department
as this could signify more significant injury that requires medical attention




What is a Muscle Strain?

A muscle strain is an injury to the muscle belly, often known as a ‘pulled muscle’. It can
happen in any muscle when it's overstretched or torn. This usually occurs as a result of
fatigue, overuse, or explosive movements such as kicking a ball. In the leg they are
most common in the calf (the muscle on the back of your leg below the knee),
hamstring (muscle on the back of your leg above the knee) and Quadriceps (muscle on
the front of your leg above the knee) but can affect any muscle. There are 3 grades of
strain, depending on the severity or the injury.

Grade 1 tears are when less than 10% of the muscle fibres are torn. It is often painful
but you can usually continue with daily activities and there is minimal swelling or
bruising.

Grade 2 tears are when 10-50% of the muscle fibres are injured. Usual activities are
normally difficult to continue with and there is often some weakness when trying to use
the affected muscle. There is loss of movement at the joints next to the muscle
because of pain and there is usually more significant swelling and bruising.

Grade 3 tears involve greater than 50% of the muscle fibres and can include a
complete rupture of a muscle. These are more significant injuries and cause complete
loss of muscle function and significant pain and difficulty moving. If you are concerned
that you have a severe muscle or tendon injury like this then you should seek
assessment at your local A&E or Walk in Centre

Symptoms you may experience:

* Pain in the muscle belly (mid portion of the muscle), particularly when using the
muscle or stretching it.

» Tenderness along the muscle.

» Swelling, bruising and redness depending on the grade of the injury.

* Weakness of the muscles or inability to use it at all.




Initial Injury Management

Muscle strains are initially managed with 6 steps. This can be remembered with the
word POLICE:

- Protect the injury with relative rest in the early stages - you should try to keep moving
as tolerated but rest often.

- Optimal Loading - gradually increasing the weight through the affected limb early on
as pain allows. Evidence suggests this aids quicker recovery. If you are struggling with
your walking or weight bearing, you may be provided with crutches to help.

- Ice - use crushed ice in a damp towel over the area where you feel the pain. Leave
on for 5 - 10 minutes. You can repeat this every 2 - 3 hours. Check your skin often.
Make sure you use a damp towel between the ice and the skin to avoid an ice burn. Do
this a few times per day until you begin to feel better.

- Compression You can wrap the muscle in a stretchy bandage to apply a small
amount of pressure to the area. This can help to reduce any swelling. Make sure the
bandage is not applied too tightly and never wear it in bed at night. If it begins to feel
tight, remove the bandage and put it on again more loosely, or use a larger size of
bandage.

- Elevation of the leg to aid with reducing the swelling is also important

I's also important to start some gentle exercises. If required, your physiotherapist can
issue a graded exercise programme. As the pain starts to settle down you should be
able to gradually return to normal activity as comfort allows. Try to walk as normally as
possible; early weight bearing can aid quicker recovery.




Pain Management

If you are able to take simple pain relief this may help initially, however, if you are not
sure whether you can take them, please speak to either a pharmacist or your GP.
Keeping mobile and exercising will help to increase your confidence and reduce the
pain and swelling around the site of injury.

Injury Healing Times and Factors Affecting Healing

Healing of muscle strains usually takes six to eight weeks depending on the severity of
the injury, your age, activity levels and other health factors. Some more severe injuries
can take months whilst minor injuries may feel much better within a couple of weeks.
Experiencing discomfort and swelling whilst healing is taking place is normal for this
type of injury. Staying on top of the following factors can help move the healing process
along and give your injury the best chance of a quick recovery:

Stress relief - utilise techniques such as mindfulness, meditation and deep breathing
cycles. Speak to your health care professional for more information.

Sleep hygiene - consistently getting 6-9 hours is recommended by the NHS. Only use
your bedroom for sleep, e.g. not for TV.

Nutrition - make sure you have a balanced diet to ensure you have all the right
ingredients in your body for good healing

Smoking — this has been linked with musculoskeletal pain and delayed healing. For
more advice speak to a pharmacist or your GP

Alcohol — avoid alcohol in the early stages of healing (first three days). Evidence has
shown this can slow down recovery and increase the chances of re-injury.

Rehabilitation and Recovery following a Muscle Strain

With any muscle strain, it is sensible to do some movement exercises for the joints
above and below the injured muscle to maintain flexibility and help recovery. For thigh
and hamstring strains movements of the hip and knee are the most important, whilst for
calf strains movements of the knee and ankle are best.

Starting some exercises 2-3 days after the injury is sensible to allow the initial acute
inflammation to settle. If things are very painful and swollen you may need to wait a
little longer, maybe up to 1 week. However waiting too long before starting to move the
limb and gently exercise the muscle may lead to a slower recovery.

When commencing your rehabilitation perform the exercises a few times gently and
carefully to see how they feel. You may feel some mild discomfort during these
exercises but your pain should not be severe or last for a long time afterwards.

Repeat the exercise 3-5 times and do these a few times through the day

As the area starts to feel better you can gradually increase the amount of exercises
and activity you do and make the exercises a little harder. Take a look at the YouTube
link below as you may find this helpful in explaining how and when to progress your
activity and load on the muscle as its capacity improves.

YouTube: load versus capacity
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H1rp_v4Dr3g




How Much to Do?

When starting them, make sure you start small and gradually build up the number of
repetitions over time. A good rule of thumb to help guide you with finding the
appropriate starting point and is to use the 'rule of 5"

Injuries can sometimes REACT if we do too much too soon causing an increase in
pain. However it is OK to have SOME pain when exercising. A basic rule is if the pain
reaches greater than 5/10 on a scale of 0-10 where 10 is the worst pain ever
imaginable and 0 is no pain - either at the time of activity or within the first 24
hours afterwards - then this may be too much and try making the exercise easier.

When you have found a level that is acceptable, stick at this for a while and then see if
you can make it a little harder by either increasing the amount of resistance/weight for
the exercise, or progressing to the next level exercise. Use the rule of 5 again to
determine if this level is appropriate, and if it is stick at it again for a while. If you get a
REACTION with unacceptable pain (more than 5/10) at the time or within the first 24hrs
then back off, rest for 48 hours and try again using a reduced the load until you find a
level you can manage.

Try doing 2-3 sets of each exercise once every other day to start with.

Early exercises for injuries to the Thigh and Hamstring Muscles (the
muscles of the upper leg, above the knee):

- Exercises 1 and 2 are the easiest and first ones to try.

- Progress to Exercises 3 and 4 only when the first 2 become easy and there is only
low level pain or discomfort when doing them

- Exercise 5 is the toughest and should be started a few weeks after injury when pain is
much less and you can manage the exercise with only low level discomfort

Exercise 1
Lying on your back with a sliding board under your leg.

Bend and straighten your hip and knee by sliding your foot up and
down the board.

Hold 5 secs - relax.
©Physiotools Repeat 3 times
Exercise 2

Lying face down with your hips straight and knees together.

Bend your knee as far as possible keeping hip straight and ankle
flexed. Hold approx. secs. You can do the exercise with a

kg weight or a rubber exercise band around your ankle.

Repeat times.
©Physiotools




Exercise 3
Sit on a chair.

Pull your toes up, tighten your thigh muscle and straighten your knee.

Hold approx. 5 secs. and slowly relax your leg.
Repeat times.

©Physiotools
Exercise 4

Stand. Hold onto a support and bring one leg slightly backwards.

Bend your knee and lift your foot off the floor. Hold Secs.
Repeat times.

©Physiotools
Exercise 5

Stand behind a chair and support yourself with both hands.

Slowly bend your hips and knees, trying to push your bottom back. Your
knees should be above your toes. Do not let your knees turn in or out
during the movement.

Repeat times.
©Physiotools

Early exercises for injuries to the Calf Muscle (the muscle below your
knee on the back of your leg)

- Exercises 1 and 2 are the easiest and first ones to try.

- Progress to Exercises 3 and 4 only when the first 2 become easy and there is only
low level pain or discomfort when doing them

- Exercise 5 is the toughest and should be started a few weeks after injury when pain is
much less and you can manage the exercise with only low level discomfort

Exercise 1
Ankle Pumps in Supine

Lie on your back with your legs straight.

Briskly bend and straighten your ankles.

Repeat 10 - 15  times.

©Physiotools




Exercise 2
Sit with one leg straight out in front of you. Put a band around your foot.

Gently pull the band and feel the stretch in your calf. Hold approx.
20 - 30 secs.

Repeat 3 - 5 times.

©Physiotools

Exercise 3
Sit.
Bend and straighten your ankles.

Repeat 10 - 12 times.

Exercise 4

Stand in a walking position with the leg to be stretched straight behind
you and the other leg bent in front of you. Take support from a wall or
chair.

Lean your body forwards and down until you feel the stretching in the
calf of the straight leg. Hold approx. 30 secs. - relax. Stretch the
other leg.

Repeat 3 - 5 times.

©Physiotools

Exercise 5
Stand.
Push up on your toes.

Repeat 5 - 10  times.




For further information

If this advice sheet does not help your symptoms there are more resources
available for you to look at on the TIMS website. or ring the TIMS booking office on (0191) 4452643.

Most patients will improve within a six to nine week period with this advice, however,
should your muscle problem persist then contact TIMS on the number below.

Please email ghnt.newcastlegatesheadtims@nhs.net, ring on 0191 213 8800 or visit our website
at: www.tims.nhs.uk which provides online guidance and support on managing your
musculoskeletal (MSK) condition effectively.

The NHS website also provides trusted online information and guidance on all aspects of health
and healthcare to help you manage your condition and/or inform your choices about your health:
www.nhs.uk.

Useful links
The Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS) can offer on-the-spot advice and information about

the NHS. You can contact them on freephone 0800 032 02 02 or e-mail
northoftynepals@nhct.nhs.uk.
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