
What to do the first 24 hours after an injury 

Whether you’re running 45 miles a week, playing in a Thursday night volleyball league, owning a 

weekend flag football tourney, or even just doing some yard work, it happens to everyone, eventually. 

First you hear a snap, fell a muscle seize or cringe as something goes the wrong direction. Second, 

anyone nearby usually hears, “#$@%&!” Lastly, your brain thinks, “What do I do now?” 

Following are steps, advice and resources for you to begin caring for your injury during the first 24 

hours. The most important goals are to asses and minimize the damage and then begin the healing 

process.  

A few definitions 

“The sports injuries I see most frequently are to ankles, and overuse of the knee and shoulder,” said Dr. 

Brian Benjamin, PT at ProActive Physical Therapy and Exercise Center. Other common areas are the 

lower back and hamstrings. A strain is an injury of the muscles and/or tendons (which connect a muscle 

to a bone). A sprain is an injury to ligaments in a joint. Ligaments are the connective tissues that connect 

bone to bone. A fracture occurs when a bone breaks. Fractures can be large, small or hairline stress 

fractures that are very difficult to detect. 

When to see a doctor? 

If you suspect a broken bone, see a physician right away. For minor strains and sprains, they can usually 

be treated at home, but if after 48 hours, the injured area still can’t support weight, is still severely 

painful, or the swelling had not gone down, then it is time to see a physician. “Another informal test to 

use is the ‘Driving Test,’” said Dr. Benjamin. “If you are in so much pain after your injury that a friend 

had to drive you home, it is probably a good idea to see your primary care physician.” 

RICE 

Whether you have a strain or sprain, RICE (Rest, Ice, Compression, Elevation) are the first steps that 

should be taken. 

Rest – Avoid putting weight on the injury as much as possible the first 24 hours. The goal is to not stress 

the point of injury any further which could potentially cause more damage. 

Ice – Ice the injured location for 20 minutes at a time every 3-4 hours in the first 24 hours. Ice reduces 

swelling and relieves pain. Using a bag of frozen vegetables like peas and corn makes icing easy. Just toss 

the bag back in the freezer when finished and use it again next time. 

Compression – If possible, use an Ace bandage to wrap the injury in order to reduce swelling. Some 

injuries, like those to the lower back, are unwrapable.  The bandage should be snug, but not too tight. 

For example, if wrapping a wrist and the fingers turn blue or fall asleep, the wrap is too tight. 



Elevation – For injuries to legs or arms, elevate the area above the heart as much as possible the first 24 

hours. An easy way to raise a section of a bed is to put a rolled blanket or pillow under the mattress. 

Avoid Heat – Hot packs or heating pads should not be used during the first 24 hours following an injury. 

Reducing swelling is accomplished by applying ice to the area to shrink capillaries and restrict blood 

flow. Later, during the healing process, there will be a time for heat, but during the first 24 hours, stick 

to ice. 

Over the counter medications 

There are three main over the counter pain-medications that are frequently used; Acetaminophen 

(Tylenol), Ibuprofen (Advil or Motrin), and Naproxen sodium (Aleve). As always with medication, please 

consult your doctor to make the best decision concerning your overall health needs and don’t take any 

over the counter medication for more than 10 days without consulting your doctor.  

Cheryl Strecker, a retail pharmacist said, “It is important to check the expiration dates. People often buy 

pain medications and it sits in their medicine cabinets for years until they need it. Expired medications 

lose their potency and then patients wonder why they are not getting any pain relief.” 

Acetaminophen reduces pain and fevers, but not inflammation. It is gentle on the stomach, so those for 

those who suffer from ulcers or sensitive stomachs, it is the better choice.  

Ibuprofen reduces pain, fever and inflammation, so it is a frequent choice for injured athletes. It works 

quickly and wears off quickly, so for continued relief, it should be take every 4-6 hours. 

Naproxen sodium works similar to ibuprofen in that it blocks the body’s ability to create chemicals that 

produce fevers and inflammation. Naproxen sodium is slow to begin its work as a pain reliever, but it 

lasts longer and only needs to be taken every 12 hours. 

Strecker also had these tips, “More is not always better – you’ll get the best results from following the 

recommended dosages and it is always important to read the labels on all medications. Frequently, if a 

patient is combining an over-the-counter medication with a prescription pain reliever (Vicodin for 

example) Vicodin already contains acetaminophen.” So if taking both at the same time, the amount of 

acetaminophen ingested would be more than recommended. And once again, she adds, “Read the 

labels, follow directions and call your physician or pharmacist if you have questions.” 

In the future… 

Steps you can take to prevent the injury from happening again in the same area include: 

 Warm up the whole body slowly and pay special attention to the injured area 

 Stretching, start slow and only stretch muscles and joints that have been warmed up 

 Strengthen the healing area and surrounding muscles and joints 

 Use proper protective equipment for the sport in which you are participating 



o This means wearing court shoes for sports with a lot of cutting – tennis, basketball or 

volleyball. Turf shoes are for sports played on grass and keep the running shoes for 

running. 

 Use a protective brace or athletic tape to support recently injured area 

Additional resources 

When to see a doctor – criteria to help make the decision 

Ithaca Sports – a sports medicine and first aid superstore 

How to wrap an ankle – youtube video 

How to wrap an elastic bandage for knee compression – youtube video 

Sprain vs. Strain - Although these two words are often used interchangeably, they are different types of 

injuries 

Back Pain Slideshow – 14 tips for relieving back pain 

Athletic Training as a Career – if you love helping teammates with their injuries, maybe a career in sports 

medicine is the right choice 
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