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Introduction 

This leaflet will describe De Quervain’s syndrome. It will help you understand why your 

wrist may be painful and to help you manage the symptoms. 

 

What is De Quervain’s? 

De Quervain’s is a condition that causes the sheath (outer layer of tendon) to become 

thickened. This is around 2 of the tendons that move the thumb. It causes pain on the 

thumb side of the wrist when using the hand. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tendon’s attach muscle to bone. When the muscle contracts it pulls on the tendon to move 

the thumb. The tendons’ affected are: 

• Abuctor Pollicis Longus (APL): The tendon that moves the thumb sideways away from 

the palm.  

• Extensor Pollicis Brevis (EPB): One of the tendons that helps to lift the thumb up. 
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What causes De Quervain’s? 

The cause of De Quervain’s is not known. You may have a risk of developing it if you: 

• Overuse the tendons. It often affects people doing forceful and sustained gripping and / or 

repetitive thumb and wrist movements.  

• Have a sudden increase in activity levels like doing DIY, starting a new sport or gardening. 

• Are a pregnant woman. New mother’s are more likely because of hormonal changes before 

and after pregnancy. There is more of a demand on the hands like lifting the newborn and 

changing nappies and more. 

• Have inflammatory arthritis. 

 

What are the signs and symptoms of De Quervain’s? 

• Pain at the base of the thumb near the wrist. 

• Pain can travel upwards towards the forearm. 

• There may be swelling or a firm lump around the painful area. 

• Pain is often worse with activities like wringing out cloths, opening jars, using scissors. 

• Pain is often worse on bending the thumb towards the base of the little finger or forced 

straightening of the thumb. 

 

How is De Quervain’s diagnosed? 

We make a diagnosis by listening to you describe the symptoms. We then do a simple test. 

We will ask you to bend the thumb towards the base of the little finger while at the same time also 

bending the wrist in the same direction. This will cause a sharp pain if you have the condition. 

If clinical tests are unclear a doctor may consider referring you for an Ultrasound scan. This is not 

always needed. 

 

Will I need surgery? 

We can often treat De Quervain’s without the need for surgery. 

 

Treatments without surgery 

The aim of treatment is to restore function and resolve the pain. This may include rest, splinting, 

modifying activities, soft tissue massage, exercise, use of heat and/ or cold or a steroid injection 

by the doctor.  

 

Rest 

Do not do things that make the pain worse. When the pain goes away, you can try doing those 

things again. Begin to do them slowly and bit by bit.  
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Wearing a splint 

The tendons can be further rested by wearing a splint. This should be one that 

limits both the movement of the thumb and wrist. This can be a plastic one made 

by your therapist or an ‘off the shelf’ one that is fitted. If you are given a splint you 

can expect to wear it for up to 4 to 6 weeks. Your therapist will advise you on when 

and how long to wear it for. They will tell you when it might be best to wean out 

from it. 

 

Changes to daily actions 

• Take regular breaks during gripping activities. 

• If using a computer mouse, move the shoulder rather than the wrist. 

• When stirring, move the shoulder rather than the wrist. 

• Avoid keeping the thumb out straight for a long time. 

• When using a mobile phone, use the first finger rather than the thumb. 

 

Soft tissue massage 

• Do stroking movements up the arm from the wrist. 

• Use the non affected hand to massage move the muscles of the forearm near the elbow. 

 

Exercise 

Your therapist will advise you on what exercises to do, how often and how many. They may give 

you different exercises depending on what stage you are at in your recovery. 

 

Heat and Ice 

A heat pack placed on the muscles of the forearm can be used to relax the muscles. Using ice 

around the painful area at the wrist may also help reduce pain. Make sure you place a towel 

directly over the skin to protect it. 

 

Over the counter pain relief 

Anti-inflammatories, topical pain relief creams / gels may help to control symptoms. Ask your 

pharmacist or GP for advice. 

 

Steroid injection 

If you are under the care of a consultant or doctor you may be offered a steroid injection into the 

tendon sheath. This may be used with the above treatments or if the other treatments have not 

worked. 

 



Leicester’s Hospitals is a research active trust so you may find research happening on your 
ward or in your clinic. To find out about the benefits of research and become involved yourself, 
speak to your clinician or nurse, call 0116 258 8351 or visit  www.uhleicester.nhs.uk/

research/patients-public/be-part-of-our-research/   4  

 

If you would like this information in another language or format such as EasyRead  

or Braille, please telephone 0116 250 2959 or email uhl-tr.equalitymailbox@nhs.net  

 اگر آپ کو یہ معلومات کسی اور زبان میں درکار ہیں، تو براہِ کرم مندرجہ ذیل نمبر پر ٹیلی فون کریں۔ 
خرى، الرجاء الاتصال على رقم الهاتف الذي يظهر في الأسفل على 

ُ
هذہ المعلومات بلغةٍ أ  

જો તમને અન્ય ભાષામાાં આ માહિતી જોઈતી િોય, તો નીચ ેઆપેલ નાંબર પર કૃપા કરી ટેલલફોન કરો 

 ਜੇ ਤੁਸੀਂ ਇਹ ਜਾਣਕਾਰੀ ਕਕਸੇ ਹੋਰ ਭਾਸ਼ਾ ਕਿਚ ਚਾਹੁੁੰ ਦੇ ਹੋ, ਤਾਂ ਕਕਰਪਾ ਕਰਕੇ ਹੇਠਾਂ ਕਦਿੱ ਤੇ ਗਏ ਨੁੰ ਬਰ ‘ਤੇ ਟੈਲੀਫੋਨ ਕਰੋ। 
Aby uzyskać informacje w innym języku, proszę zadzwonić pod podany niżej numer telefonu 
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Special Instructions 
 

Splint Use / Wearing schedule: 

 

 

 

 

 

Exercises: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you have any more questions then please contact your therapist on: 

Name:     ____________________________________ 

Contact Number:    ___________________________ 


