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Plain Language Summary: 
 
The carpal tunnel is a passageway in the palm side of the wrist. It contains the median 
nerve and several tendons. If the tendons get irritated, then the tunnel space may shrink. 
The median nerve can get squeezed and cause pain and numbness in the hand. This is 
known as carpal tunnel syndrome (CTS). 
 

 
 

 
Individuals at risk of CTS include patients with naturally small carpal tunnels, past wrist 
injuries, a family history of CTS, assembly line workers, arthritis, pregnancy, obesity, 
alcoholism, kidney failure, or diabetes. Women are at a higher risk than men, and adults 
are at a higher risk than kids. 
 
The symptoms of CTS include pain, tingling, numbness, burning, and weakness. They 
especially occur over the thumb, the index finger, the middle finger, and the ring finger. 
The pinky finger is usually not affected. These symptoms often occur in the night and 
cause people to wake up. If you have these symptoms, you should see a doctor. The 
reason for this is that CTS can cause permanent muscle and nerve damage. 
 
To detect CTS, doctors can do a few tests. In one test, patients flex their wrists, and tell 
doctors if this causes any pain. In another test, doctors tap on the patients' wrists to see if 
it is painful. The best test is when doctors use a machine to measure the speed of electric 
signals in the wrists. People with CTS will have a speed that is lower than normal. 

The first thing that is done to treat CTS is to put a splint on the wrist. This helps to reduce 
the pressure in the carpal tunnel. If this does not work, one option is to try a shot of a 
steroid in the wrist. Another option is surgery. With this, a surgeon will cut open the 
carpal tunnel and make it bigger. 



 

 

Both surgery and a shot can help CTS patients feel much better. In comparison, CTS 
patients that have surgery get more relief than CTS patients that get a shot. But, patients 
that have surgery may lose more of their grip strength than patients that get a shot. 
Patients should discuss these issues with their doctor before deciding on an option. 
 
To prevent CTS, people can do a few different things. One thing is to try yoga, physical 
therapy, or wrist stretching exercises. Another thing is to take frequent breaks when 
working with your hands. When sleeping, try not to sleep on your hands. Keeping your 
hands warm by wearing gloves or mittens can be helpful if you are in a cold room. 
Another thing is to rotate jobs at your work. Lastly, wear splints to help keep your wrists 
straight.  
 
Additional Resources: 
 
To learn more: 
 
Medline Plus: 
http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/carpaltunnelsyndrome.html#cat5 
 
Mayo Clinic: 
http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/carpal-tunnel-syndrome/DS00326 
 
University of Maryland Medical Center: 
http://www.umm.edu/patiented/articles/carpal_tunnel_syndrome_000034.htm 
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This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the Family Medicine Clerkship at the 
University of Minnesota Medical School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is to 
present information on a medical topic in the format of a patient education handout.  It does not 
necessarily reflect the views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians and 
faculty.  These materials are provided for informational purposes only and are in no way intended 
to take the place of the advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider.  The 
information provided may no longer be up-to-date since it has not been reviewed since the date 
of creation.  The information provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or 
disease, or as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of a medical emergency, 
immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 
 


