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CARPAL TUNNEL SYNDROME
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1.) How important are your hands?  A relatively large portion of the brain is dedicated to control and operation of the hands, indicating their importance to the body.  The hands are considered the most important tool in industry and extremely important to each of us in virtually all our activities.

2.) What would happen if your hand were in a cast?  The hand and fingers cannot survive even brief immobilization.

3.) What is the carpal tunnel?  The carpal tunnel is a narrow space about the diameter of a finger.  It runs from the base of the wrist into the hand.  The carpal tunnel is the passageway for nine tendons and ligaments and the median nerve.  This tunnel space is formed on three sides by the carpal bones of the wrist.  A heavy ligament creates the fourth side.

4.) What is the problem?  The fact that so many structures pass through such a small space that relatively minor swelling can create pressure on the median nerve and loss of function in parts of the hand.

5.) What is the origin of the median nerve?  The nerve has its roots coming out of the spinal cord at the sixth cervical vertebrae through the first thoracic vertebrae with four roots in all.  The nerve can be pinched or damaged at any place from origin at the spinal cord to the end point in the fingers but the most common pinch point is at the carpal tunnel.

6.) How do you know where the impingement occurs?  A doctor can diagnose this based on where in the extremity the muscles and sensory impairment occurs.  The higher up the arm the symptoms, the higher up the nerve impingement.

7.)
What are the signs and symptoms of carpal tunnel syndrome?
a) A nighttime “pins and needles” feeling in the thumb and the neighboring 21/2 fingers.

b) Difficulty in thumb movement (clumsiness, dropping things).

c) Recreate symptoms by prolonged flexing or extending of hand or manual compression of ulna and radial arteries.

d) Relief of symptoms by immobilizing wrist.

e) Objective sensory and motor loss on examination.

f) Slowed nerve conductor velocity on EMG test.

g) Blueness, indicating poor circulation fingers.

8.)
What are some common causes of carpal tunnel syndrome?
a) Systemic, Non-job related:

1) Diabetes mellitus

2) Hypothyroidism

3) Arthritis

4) Alcoholism

5) Pregnancy

6) Birth control pills

b) Work related causes:

1) Repetitive motion (keyboard, cash register, assembly lines).

2) Vibration (driving, pneumatic tools, small engine equipment).

3) Toxins (fumes, chemical reactions, heat).

4) Palmar compression (shoe making, packing).

5) Repetitive power grip (metal fabrication, lumber work).

9.)
What causes the inflammation and nerve impairment?
a) Flexing wrist increases pressure on median nerve 1x.

b) Extending wrist increases pressure on median nerve 3x.

c) Grasping more tightly than is needed to perform the task.

d) Prolonged hard use without rest.  

e) Reduced blood supply to the nerves due to cold temperatures or improper wrist position.

f) Extended pressure on palm and heel of hand (bent over position while biking).

g) General overuse of hands and tendon inflammation.

10.)
Can any other problems mimic carpal tunnel syndrome?  Yes.

a) Dislocated carpal bones.

b) Two types of fractures.

c) Rheumatoid arthritis.

d) Tumor.

11.) How can we prevent carpal tunnel syndrome?

a) Be aware of your body and maintain it through proper exercise—stretch your forearms.

b) Design your workstations so the wrists can remain in a neutral position and total body posture is ergonomically correct.

c) Take brief but frequent interruptions during work to change tasks.

d) Use the least amount of hand pressure needed to perform tasks.

e) Wear padded gloves to avoid vibration.

f) Sleep with wrists straight.

g) Change the diameter of tool handles to 1½” to reduce grip pressure.

h) Wear properly fitting ‘grippy’ gloves.
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