
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
Introduction 
You have been given this leaflet because your child has been 
diagnosed with a pulled elbow. This type of injury may also be 
called a radial head subluxation, nursemaid’s elbow, or annular 
ligament displacement. 

What is a pulled elbow? 
A pulled elbow is a common minor injury which usually affects 
children under the age of 6 years. It occurs when one of the forearm 
bones, called the radius, partially slips out of a ring-shaped ligament 
at the elbow, 
A pulled elbow occurs because young children’s joints are not 
completely developed, and the ring-shaped ligament is looser at this 
age. 
It may happen when the arm has been stretched or pulled forcefully 
along the direction of the length of the arm like pulling a child up, 
swinging them by the hands or jerking an arm when holding a 
toddler’s hand while walking. 
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How can it be treated? 
If your child seems to be in pain, they should be given simple pain 
killers such as paracetamol or ibuprofen. 
Once the examination has shown no other injuries (sometimes an X 
ray may be needed) your child’s arm will need to be moved in a 
particular way to manipulate the head of the radius bone back into 
the correct position. This is a quick and simple manoeuvre but may 
cause a brief moment of discomfort. Often a click is felt as the bone 
slips back into position. 
Normally your child will be able to use the arm very quickly after the 
treatment, however this may take 30 minutes or longer if the pulled 
elbow has been present for a while. 
It is not always possible to solve the problem by performing this 
manoeuvre the first time. In these cases, the arm is usually rested in 
a sling and you will need to bring your child back to see us again in 
the next day or two. 
Often the problem gets better itself in this period, if not, we may 
need to make another attempt to move the elbow. 

 
Following discharge 
Usually, your child will not need pain relief medication but if the 
elbow was 'out' for a while, then your child may need some pain 
relief medication on the day of the treatment. If your child is not 
moving their arm fully by the next day, they will need to return either 
to a Minor Injuries Unit or Emergency Department. 
Children who have had a pulled elbow might get it again. This can 
be prevented by being mindful and avoiding pulling, tugging, or 
swinging your child by the arms or hands. 
It is extremely rare for a pulled elbow to result in any long-term 
damage. 
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Can I find out more? 
If you have any questions, or if there is anything you do not 
understand about this leaflet, please speak to one of our nurses. 
If you need help when you return home, please contact your GP. 
This leaflet can be downloaded or printed from: 
http://dgft.nhs.uk/services-and-wards/accident-emergency/ 
If you have any feedback on this patient information leaflet, 
please email dgft.patient.information@nhs.net 
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