
THUMB PAIN 
from CmC osteoarthritis

THUMB PAIN

Everything You Need 
to Know

What to expect from PT
A physical therapist will evaluate, assess and 
develop a treatment plan. Treatment will 
consist of a variety of techniques and exercises 
specifically tailored to you, including splinting, 
heat, and manual therapy techniques.

Your therapist may prescribe custom or 
prefabricated bracing of the thumb to help 
support and protect the joint. Custom-made 
and prefabricated neoprene splinting 
can help decrease pain 
with daily activities 
and improve pinch 
strength and function2.

Paraffin wax can  
help ease the pain 
and stiffness caused 
by osteoarthritis.  It 

especially helps to  
loosen up your joints 

before exercise.

Manual therapy techniques can help 
immediately reduce pain in the thumb, and 
may include gentle 
joint distraction, 
release of trigger 
points around the 
thumb joint, and massage of 
the hand and forearm3. Your 
therapist may also help you 
modify painful activities by showing you ways 
to increase your grip circumference. 

*Please note: the exercises and advice provided here are not
intended to replace the recommendations of a health care provider. 
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Top three tools
to get #BETTERFASTER 

Putties can be used to strengthen 
your hand. Squeeze the putty 
with 50 percent of your strength. 
Then relax your hand. Repeat 10 
times and perform 2x a day. 

Heat can help reduce pain in the CMC joint as 
well as the surrounding muscles. Heat should 
be used for 10 to 20 minutes at a time and 
can be used up to five times a day if it helps to 
relieve symptoms.

One way to reduce pain is to use an activity 
modification kit, or dexterity kit. These kits 
contain tools that can help y o u 
perform activities that you 
find challenging - like holding 
a pen, flipping a light switch, 
fastening buttons, and more. 

21% of people 
experience 

arthritis of the 
thumb joint1

#BETTERFASTER



What causes thumb pain 
from osteoarthritis?

The carpometacarpal joint, or CMC joint, is 
located at the base of your thumb, where the  
thumb attaches to the hand. 

Osteoarthritis in this 
joint most often 
occurs because 
of gradual wear 
and tear, with 
the cartilage in 
the joint wearing 
away. Cartilage 
provides a flexible 
barrier between 
bones, allowing joints 
to move easily and 
without pain. As 
this barrier wears 
away, it gradually 
leads to pain 
and stiffness in 
the thumb joint. 
Arthritis in the 
CMC joint typically 
causes pain at the 
base of the thumb, and leads to difficulty 
with tight gripping or pinching activities. 

The prevalence of CMC osteoarthritis increases 
with age and is more common in women than 
men1. Those with jobs that require repetitive 
gripping, like hair stylists and dental hygienists, 
can be at a higher risk, as can those who have 
previously fractured or injured their thumb.

Call/Text 401.726.7100

How can I treat my thumb?
Stretches of the hand and arm and gentle 
exercises that increase the mobility and 
strength of your fingers, hand, wrist, arm and 
shoulder can help in reducing pain and treating 
symptoms. 

Hold a stress ball in the palm of your hand. 
Grip and squeeze with 50 percent of your 
strength. Then release. Repeat this exercise 10 
times. Do  2x a day.

Hold your hand out, palm facing 
you. Gently touch and press the tip 
of your thumb to the top of your 
pinky finger. Hold for 5 seconds. 
Repeat by pressing your thumb 
against each finger. Repeat this five 
times.  Do 2x a day.

Hold your arm out in front 
of you, palm up. Use your other 
hand to pull your wrist down 
until you feel a stretch through 
your forearm. Hold for 30 
seconds, and 
repeat three 
times. Do 3x a 
day.
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Gently stretch your thumb by moving it 
away from the rest of your 
fingers and backwards. If 
this causes no pain, use 
your other hand to pull your 
thumb further and increase 
the stretch. Hold for 10 seconds 
and repeat five times. Do 2x a day.

Nerve glides have been shown to lessen pain 
around the thumb and reduce the sensitivity 
of the nerves in that area. With your arm at 
your side, make a fist with your hand, tucking 
your thumb under your other fingers. Rotate 
your fist so the palm of your hand faces 
backward. Raise your fist up to your side until 
it’s parallel with the floor, while simultaneously 
tilting your head to your shoulder.  Hold for 
a moment, then relax. Repeat three times, 2x 
a day.

When should I seek help?
If your symptoms don’t improve with a 
brief period of rest and gentle exercises, 
or if they begin to affect your activities like 
gripping or lifting, seek the help of your 
doctor or physical therapist to see what 
treatment options are available to prevent 
the symptoms from worsening.
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