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Carpal Tunnel Exercises that Work

By Warren Hammer, MS, DC, DABCO

Recently, I have been using exercises for carpal tunnel problems that seem to be speeding healing. The

exercises are based on the principle of improving the movement of peripheral nerves. If the nerves are

unable to move, glide and stretch, then the nervous system’s cardinal function of conduction will be 

useless.1  This loss of nerve movement may even be responsible for the symptoms of simple forearm strain.

MRI scans of patients with nonspecific arm pain from repetitive strain (without any neurological signs or

symptoms of carpal tunnel) may show reduced median-nerve movement in the carpal tunnel.2  

At the wrist, as in most areas of the body, nerves require a normal longitudinal movement. Flexion of the

digits causes the median nerve to slide proximally into the forearm; with finger extension, the median nerve

slides distally toward the hand.3  Hyperextension of the wrist and fingers causes the median nerve to

displace farthest under the transverse carpal ligament into the hand (10-15mm relative to a fixed bony

landmark in the carpal tunnel). Displacement of the median nerve during flexion of wrist and fingers is two

to four times greater at the wrist than in the upper arm.4  It is important that the median nerve slides during

movement instead of continually being stretched. 

There should be a normal movement relationship in the carpal tunnel between the median nerve and the

flexor tendons. It is thought that chronic repetitive use of the fingers may create a shearing between these

structures, resulting in localized hyperplasia and fibrosis of the investing tenosynovium of the flexor

tendons, and median nerve in the tunnel.4  Adhesions between the median nerve and surrounding structures,

especially the flexor tendons, results in stretching of the nerve. In the wrist, flexor tendon excursion is

nearly five times greater than that of the median nerve.4  They have found arteriolar and venular

smooth-muscle hypertrophy and endothelial thickening increasing the pressure on the median nerve and its

vascular supply.5  

In a study using the following exercises, patients were instructed to place the affected hand in warm water

for four minutes, and then cold water for one minute (three to five times a day). Each position (see figures 1

and 2) for mobilizing the median nerve was maintained for seven seconds, and repeated five times at each
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session, for a total of three to five sessions per day. 

Figure 1: 

Figure 2: 

Positions for extension tendon gliding exercises: (see Figure 2)

1.  wrist is in neutral, with the fingers and thumb in flexion;

2.  wrist is in neutral, with the fingers and thumb extended;

3.  wrist and fingers are extended, with the thumb in neutral;

4.  wrist, fingers, and thumb are extended;
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5.  wrist, fingers, and thumb are extended, with the forearm in supination; and

6.  wrist, fingers and thumb are extended, the forearm is in supination, and the other hand gently stretches

the thumb.

In this study,4  one group of carpal tunnel patients was treated by standard methods, and another group

included the nerve and tendon gliding exercises. Of the group that did not do the exercises, 71.2 percent

underwent surgery, compared with only 43 percent of the patients who did the exercises. 
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