Sprained Ankle Recovery Phases

A Step-by-Step Functional Rehabilitation Guide
® By PT Ahmad Al Hariri

A sprained ankle is one of the most frequent musculoskeletal injuries encountered in clinical practice.
While severe structural tissue tears or suspected fractures necessitate diagnostic imaging and
potential surgical consultation by an orthopedist or medical physician, the majority of ankle recovery
is driven by progressive functional rehabilitation. As a physical therapist, my focus is not on medical
intervention, but on guiding you through a structured, movement-based healing process. The goal is
to safely restore mobility, rebuild muscular strength, and retrain neuromuscular control to prevent
recurrent injuries.

-

Phase 1: Initial Response (Days 1-3) ACUTE PHASE

Objective: Manage inflammation and protect the healing joint.

In the immediate aftermath of a sprain, the body's natural inflammatory response begins. Our primary
goal during this acute window is to mitigate excessive swelling while preventing further stress to the
compromised ligaments.

» Protect & Rest: Temporarily unload the joint. Utilize assistive devices such as crutches if weight-
bearing causes sharp, altering pain.

» Manage Swelling: Elevate the injured ankle above heart level when resting, and apply ice
periodically to help regulate acute swelling and ease discomfort.

 Early Gentle Movement: Prolonged, complete immobilization can lead to debilitating joint
stiffness. Begin very gentle, pain-free ankle pumps (flexing the foot up and down) to promote
circulation.
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Phase 2: Early Recovery (Days 4-14) MOBILITY PHASE

Objective: Restore pain-free range of motion and normalize gait.

As the initial acute swelling begins to subside, the rehabilitation priority shifts toward actively moving the
ankle joint through its available range. This controlled movement prevents scar tissue from maturing into
restrictive bands.

» Alphabet Exercise: Trace the letters of the alphabet in the air using your big toe. This encourages
controlled, multi-directional mobility of the joint without bearing weight.

» Gentle Stretching: Utilize a towel or strap to gently pull the toes toward you, or perform mild
standing calf stretches if weight-bearing allows, keeping the heel firmly planted on the floor.

 Gait Retraining: Focus consciously on achieving a smooth heel-to-toe walking pattern rather
than limping. Gradually wean off crutches strictly as your pain tolerance allows.

l#.Physical therapy and rehabilitation equipment

Phase 3: Intermediate Recovery (Weeks 2-6) STRENGTH PHASE

Objective: Rebuild muscular support and joint stability.

Ligaments take significantly longer to heal than muscles. During this crucial phase, we actively
strengthen the surrounding musculature to compensate for any lingering ligamentous laxity and provide
dynamic support.

« Isometric Holds: Press the side of the foot against a stationary, unyielding object (like a wall) in
various directions. Hold the muscle contraction for a few seconds without actively moving the
joint.

» Resistance Band Work: Perform controlled, fluid movements against a resistance band. Focus

on inversion (pulling inward), eversion (pulling outward), dorsiflexion (pulling up), and
plantarflexion (pushing down).

» Heel Raises: Begin with double-leg heel raises holding onto a stable surface. As strength
improves, progress to single-leg calf raises to rebuild the explosive power of the lower leg.
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Phase 4: Advanced Recovery (Weeks 6-12+) PROPRIOCEPTION PHASE

Objective: Retrain balance, agility, and prepare for high-impact activities.
Proprioception—your body's subconscious ability to sense where a joint is positioned in space—is often

severely impaired following a sprain. Retraining this neuromuscular control is the single most critical
step in preventing future sprains.

» Balance Retraining: Practice single-leg stances on the affected leg. Progress the difficulty by
closing your eyes, or by standing on an unstable, yielding surface such as a foam pad or balance
board.

» Dynamic Agility: Introduce side-to-side hops, quick directional changes, and controlled landing
mechanics to simulate the unpredictable demands of daily life and sports.

» Sport-Specific Drills: Under guidance, gradually reintroduce running, cutting, or jumping
activities, tailoring the speed and intensity directly to your specific lifestyle, occupational, or
athletic requirements.

Clinical Note on Long-Term Maintenance

Complete recovery extends well beyond simply achieving a pain-free state. An ankle that feels "fine"
during normal walking may still lack the reactive, split-second stability required to correct a sudden
misstep. Committing to a long-term maintenance routine—consisting of weekly balance exercises
and targeted calf strengthening—can significantly reduce the risk of a recurrent sprain. Always

listen to your body, avoid rushing the process, and prioritize progressive, structured tissue loading.

Sprained Ankle Recovery Phases Page 3 of 3



