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              Ankle Fractures 
 
This leaflet explains ankle fractures, including 
common fracture patterns, injuries to the 
syndesmosis, how the joint may be assessed 
with arthroscopy, and what to expect from 
treatment and recovery. It is designed to give 
general information only and that advice may 
be different depending on your specific fracture 
type.  

 

Causes of Ankle Fractures 
• Common causes include twisting 

injuries, slips, falls, sports injuries, and 
road traffic accidents. 

• Symptoms often include pain, swelling, 
bruising, difficulty walking, inability to 
bear weight, and sometimes deformity. 

• If the ankle looks out of place, this may 
mean a fracture-dislocation, which 
needs urgent treatment. 

Diagnosis of Ankle Fractures 
Your clinician will ask how the injury happened, 
examine your ankle, and arrange X-rays. In 
some cases, a CT scan is used to look more 
closely at the fracture pattern, joint surface, or 
the back part of the ankle. If the ankle is 
dislocated, it is usually put back into position 
urgently and supported in a splint. 

Non-Surgical Treatments 
Some simple fractures can be treated without 
surgery. This may involve: 

• a splint, cast, or walking boot 
• crutches for comfort or to limit weight 

bearing 
• pain relief 
• elevation and ice to reduce swelling 
• follow-up X-rays to make sure the 

fracture remains in a good position 
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Your team will tell you whether you can put 
weight through the ankle and when to start 
exercises. In some stable fractures, early 
weight bearing in a boot may be allowed. In 
other injuries, you may need to avoid weight 
bearing for a period of time. 

Surgical Treatments 
Surgery is more likely if the fracture is unstable, 
if the bones are displaced, if the ankle joint is 
dislocated, or if the joint surface needs to be 
restored accurately. 

The aim of surgery is to put the bones back in 
the correct position and hold them with 
metalwork such as plates, screws, or other 
fixation. Surgery may happen soon after the 
injury, but it is sometimes delayed for several 
days if the ankle is very swollen and the skin 
needs time to recover first. 

Complex fractures and fracture 
dislocations 
Fracture-dislocations and more complex ankle 
fractures often need urgent assessment. The 
ankle may need to be realigned promptly to 
protect the skin, nerves, blood supply, and 
cartilage. 

These injuries commonly need surgery 
because the ankle is unstable. Some patients 
need a temporary splint or temporary external 
support before the definitive operation, 
especially if swelling is severe. Complex 
injuries may also involve the syndesmosis, 
which is the ligament support between the tibia 
and fibula, and this may also need fixation. 

 

 

Arthroscopically assisted ankle 
fracture fixation 

In selected cases, your surgeon may use 
arthroscopically assisted surgery. This means a 
small camera is inserted through tiny cuts 
around the ankle to look inside the joint during 
the operation. 

This can help the surgeon assess the joint 
surface, look for small loose fragments, 
remove trapped tissue, and check whether the 
fracture reduction is accurate. It may be used 
alongside standard fixation with plates or 
screws. Not every fracture needs arthroscopy, 
and whether it is suitable depends on the 
fracture pattern, surgeon expertise, and the 
goals of surgery. 

 

Recovery and rehabilitation 
Recovery varies depending on the severity of 
the fracture and whether surgery was needed. 
Bone healing often takes around 6 to 12 weeks, 
but swelling, stiffness, and weakness can 
continue for several months. 

• Keep the ankle elevated, especially in 
the early stage. 

• Take pain relief as advised. 
• Follow your weight-bearing instructions 

carefully. 
• Move your toes, knee, and hip regularly 

to reduce stiffness. 
• Start ankle exercises when your team 

says it is safe. 
• Physiotherapy may help with 

movement, strength, balance, and 
return to daily activities. 

• Smoking can slow bone and wound 
healing. 
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Possible risks and complications 

• pain, swelling, and stiffness 
• the fracture healing in a less than ideal 

position 
• delayed healing or non-union 
• wound problems or infection after 

surgery 
• blood clots in the leg 
• damage to cartilage leading to later 

arthritis 
• irritation from metalwork, sometimes 

requiring later removal 
• ongoing limp, weakness, or reduced 

confidence on uneven ground 
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