When should I see a doctor after ankle sprain?

Since ankle sprains occur so often in our sport, during training and competition, it is important to know when to seek professional advice and evaluation of your injured peg.  To answer this question, we must know some basic signs/symptoms of the varying degrees of ankle sprains and those of which are most concerning.

If you have suffered a Grade I sprain (stretching of the ligaments) then you will have mild to moderate pain and swelling, but should be able to walk without crutches, just not able to run, jump, or cut.

If you have suffered a Grade II sprain (partial tearing of the ligaments) then you will have more limiting pain with significant swelling and bruising.  You will still be able to walk, but pain will limit you to a few steps.

If you have suffered a Grade III sprain (complete tearing of the ligaments) then you will have moderate to severe pain, significant swelling, and instability will make walking difficult.

Differentiating between an ankles sprain and a fracture can be difficult and sometimes an x-ray is needed.  Moderate pain and swelling can occur with all types of ankle injuries so you should seek medical attention if:

1. Your symptoms do not improve quickly or persist more than a few days

2. Your swelling is persistent and severe

3. You feel that you have done more than just sprained your ankle

4. You are unable to walk or put weight on your ankle

5. You have persistent pain in your foot or above your ankle

6. You have numbness of the toes

7. You have unmanageable pain

Since pain and swelling even after a Grade I ankle sprain can be concerning and very limiting (especially in-season), it is sometimes difficult to judge the severity of your symptoms making the decision to seek medical attention even more difficult.  Therefore I recommend using the “Three-Day Rule.”  If you do not have a serious deformity and feel you “just sprained your ankle” give it three days and if you do not see significant improvement go see your healthcare professional and get it checked out.  Remember to ice immediately after ankles injury on and off of the first 72 hours.  My preferred method of icing following ankle injury is to submerse your foot in an ice bucket for 12 minutes multiple times a day.

Train hard this winter!
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