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Ankle sprains 
 

An ankle sprain is a common injury. It affects the ligaments that support 
and keep your ankle joint stable.  

 

About 2 million people attend A&E with an ankle sprain each year.  

 

How ankle sprains can happen 

An ankle sprain can happen when your foot slips or turns abnormally. 

 

You could sprain your ankle during sporting activities that involve running, 
jumping or changes in direction.  

 

You could also sprain your ankle doing activities such as: 

• walking on uneven surfaces 

• wearing unsupportive or ill-fitting footwear  

• slipping off the edge of a kerb or step 
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How to help a sprained ankle get better 

For the first 48 to 72 hours, follow the steps of PRICE. These steps will 
help your ankle to heal and prevent further injury. 

 

P - Protect your ankle  

Wear good, supportive footwear.  

• In more severe cases, a below knee cast, orthopaedic boot or splint 
may help you recover more quickly. 

 

R - Rest  

Rest will allow your ankle to heal. Stop exercising and avoid activities that 
put weight on the injured ankle. 

 

I - Ice  

Apply ice (wrapped in a thin towel) to the sprained ankle for up to 20 
minutes every 2 to 3 hours. This can help reduce swelling and control the 
pain.  

 

You can use a bag of frozen food instead of ice. Do not eat the food after 
refreezing it.  

 

C - Compression  

Wrapping bandages or Tubi-grip around the injury can help to reduce 
swelling. Do not wrap these too tightly. 

 

Wear bandages around the injury from when you wake up. This prevents 
swelling from building up during the day.  

 

Remove the bandages at night or while resting. 

 

E - Elevate 

Raise your sprained ankle above your knee. Raise your knee above your 
hip. Keep the injured ankle raised as much as possible.  

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
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Painkillers 

Painkillers like paracetamol can help ease pain. Do not exceed the stated 
dosage guidelines on the packet.  

 

Follow the dosage instructions on the packet or as advised by a healthcare 
professional. 

 

Speak to your pharmacist about adding some codeine or ibuprofen. Check 
with your doctor or pharmacist before taking them to make sure they are 
suitable for you. 

 

What to avoid with an ankle sprain 

Heat 

Heat can increase the blood flow and inflammation during the first 72 
hours. 

 

Alcohol 

Alcohol can increase the blood flow and swelling and reduce healing. 

 

Running  

Running or other high-impact exercise can make the injury worse. 

 

Massage 

A massage during the first 72 hours can increase bleeding and swelling.   

 

After 72 hours, a massage can be soothing and help improve function. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
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When to get help 

Get advice from your GP or call 111 if you have:  

• pain over the bones around your ankle  

• pain and swelling that does not improve within the first week 

• pain and swelling that mean you cannot walk or put weight on your 
ankle 

 

Treatment after injury 

It’s important to improve your movement, strength, and balance soon after 
your injury. You can do this with exercise. 

 

Exercises to do in the first 2 weeks after injury 

You can start these exercises 48 hours after your injury. 

 

Exercise A 

 

 

 

 

 

A. Move your foot up and down as far as you can to the point of pain. Do 
not push into any pain. 

B. Repeat 10 times. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
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Exercise B 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A. Move your foot in circles one way, and then the other.  

B. Discomfort is okay, but do not push into any pain. 

C. Repeat 10 times every 1 hour. 

 

Exercise C 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A. Place your foot on a towel so that you can slide your foot forwards and 
backwards. Keep your foot flat on the floor.  

B. Slide your foot as far forwards as you comfortably can. 

C. Slide your foot backwards. 

D. Repeat 10 times, 4 times a day. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
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Exercise D 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

A. Wrap a towel or belt around your foot.  

B. Pull your foot towards you using the towel or belt. 

C. Turn your foot inwards and outwards as far as you comfortably can. 

D. Repeat 10 times, 4 times a day. 

 

 

 

Exercises to do 2 to 4 weeks after injury 

Exercise E 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A. Place your injured foot behind you. Use a wall or table to support you. 
Keep your heel on the floor. 

B. Lean forwards to stretch your calf. 

C. Repeat this with the knee bent and the knee straight.  

D. Hold for 20 seconds. Repeat 3 times. 

 

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
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Exercise F 

 

 

A. Practice balancing on one foot. Build up slowly. 

B. Once you can balance on one foot comfortably, try to close your eyes 
and balance.  

C. Have a support such as a table or worktop in front of you so you do not 
fall. 

 

Exercise G 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A. Once you can balance on one foot comfortably, you can make it harder 
by balancing on a cushion. 

B. Build up slowly. When you can balance comfortably, try to close your 
eyes and balance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
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Exercise H 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A. Balance on your injured foot.  

B. Reach your uninjured foot out to different points of a clock face.  

C. Return to the centre each time. 

D. Try to work all the way around the clock face, keeping your balance. 

 

 

Exercise I 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A. Place a resistance band around your foot. Tie it to a secure object.  

B. Turn your foot out.  

C. Repeat until your muscles feel tired. Do this throughout the day. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
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Exercise J 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A. While sitting, gently flick a ball against the wall to your side using your 
foot. Turn your foot out to do this.  

B. Aim to get quicker at flicking the ball. 

 

Exercise K 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A. Stand upright and rise onto the tips of your toes. Hold for 5 seconds.  

B. Lower yourself. 

C. Repeat 10 times, 4 times per day. 

 

If you need to, hold on to a stable surface whilst you do the exercise. 

 

If the exercise becomes easy, do the exercise on one leg at a time. 

 

 

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
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Return to sport 

Before you return to sports, you must be able to complete all the above 
exercises. 

 

Train so that you can complete the different parts of your sport with 
confidence before you take part fully. 

 

If you play a contact sport, you may need a higher level of rehabilitation 
than shown in this leaflet.  

 

How long it takes to recover from an ankle sprain 

Most ankle sprains start to feel better within 2 weeks. But it can take 8 to 
12 weeks to recover fully. 

 

It may take several months to recover if you have a severe sprain or a high 
ankle sprain. 

 

More information  

For more information, contact the Orthopaedic Department on 
024 7696 5079.  

 

All images used with permission from Physiotec.ca.  

 

The Trust has access to interpreting and translation services. If you need 
this information in another language or format, please contact 
024 7696 5079 and we will do our best to meet your needs.  

 

The Trust operates a smoke-free policy. 

http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
https://physiotec.ca/ca/en/
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Did we get it right? 

We would like you to tell us what you think about our 
services. This helps us make further improvements and 
recognise members of staff who provide a good service. 

Have your say. Scan the QR code or visit: 
www.uhcw.nhs.uk/feedback  
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