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Transforming patient information into patient understanding.
What Is It?
The phrase “shin-splints” is used to describe tenderness and pain on the inner side of the lower leg
midway between the knee and ankle. It usually develops after physical activity such as vigorous exercise or
participation in sports. The condition and what causes it are not completely understood. It is also called
“medial tibial stress syndrome” or inflammation of the muscular or tendinous attachment to bone. It is thought
that leg muscles adjacent to the shin bone (tibia) pull on the bone’s covering (periosteum). This inflames the
periosteum and produces pain.
Symptoms
You notice pain midway between the knee and the ankle at the beginning of vigorous activity. After
warming up the pain usually eases, but then returns after exercising. The area will be tender to touch. The pain
has a deep aching quality.
What Else Could It Be?
A lot of things. But don’t worry that’s my job to figure all that out! I will list them, but it is beyond our
discussion to go into detail about them.









Stress fracture
Acute or chronic compartment syndrome
Pinched nerve in the leg
Muscle strain
Tumor
Infection
Deep vein thrombosis
Artery entrapment

Underlying Cause
There is a normal pronation of the forefoot during stance phase of running. This allows for shock
absorption. Excessive or unbalanced pronation of the foot may be the cause of shin splints. Pronation means
the foot rotates too much to the big toe side when the foot hits the ground.
Exam
Somewhat diffuse tenderness in the leg to the inner (medial) side of the bone (tibia). Stress fracture
tenderness is usually specific. Shin splint tenderness is more diffuse. Usually there is no noticeable swelling
and skin sensation and circulation are normal. Shin splints diagnosis is likely if bringing the foot up at the ankle
increases the pain.

X-rays
Plain x-rays are normal. Bone scan may show some linear streaking different from what a stress fracture
shows.
How I Treat It
 Decreased activity is always the first thing
 Athletes have to be without pain to return to sports
 Ice massage is helpful
 Advil or similar is helpful
 Change of shoes and orthotic support may be needed
 Wrapping or taping the tender area has helped at times
 Physical therapy – I might prescribe therapy if I feel it could help a particular patient
 Crutches are rarely needed
 Air cast walking brace – I might prescribe it if symptoms are severe
 Surgery – never indicated for shin-splints
The End
Well, there you have it. We did it all in one week. These cases can be hard to diagnose properly as you
can see from my “what else could it be?” list.
My patients put their trust in me and what I do improves the quality of their lives.
Gratiot County Herald Archive and Office Website.
I sincerely appreciate all of you loyal readers and patients present and future and welcome all
newcomers!
Besides what you read today there is a huge treasure trove of Orthopaedic and musculoskeletal
information at www.orthopodsurgeon.com. It contains the Website Library, Your Orthopaedic Connection and
complete archive of every GCH article I have written.
I specialize in you. Be well.
Dr. Haverbush

