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DIP FUSION POST-OPERATIVE

Weeks 0-2: Primary goals: Protect fixation, control pain/swelling
· Strict no weightbearing with the hand until 6 weeks (weightbearing risks catastrophic failure of fixation). To be clear, there is NO lifting, gripping, pushing, or pulling with the operative hand until at least 6 weeks after surgery. 
· The aluminum finger splint and dressing applied in the operating room should remain on with no stress on the operative finger. Elevate the hand to reduce swelling. Do not remove until the first postoperative visit. 
· Maintain motion of all uninvolved finger joints, the wrist, and the elbow to prevent unnecessary stiffness. 
· At 2 week visit: Remove sutures, new XR, transition to new splint 

Weeks 2-6: Primary goals: Protect fixation, start gentle motion 
· Strict no weightbearing until 6 weeks. No strengthening, gripping, or loading of the finger yet.
· Splint 
· At 2 weeks, transition out of the initial plaster splint to either a protective stack splint or custom thermoplastic splint. 
· This splint should immobilize the DIP joint in extension (so no active DIP motion is allowed yet) while leaving the PIP and MCP joints free.
· Splint should be worn full time including at night except for hygiene, scar massage, and to check for pressure areas.
· If incision is healing nicely, then can perform daily scar massage with a Vitamin E based lotion or silicone gel
· Continue elevation and ice to reduce swelling 
· Continue actively moving all uninvolved finger joints, the wrist, and the elbow to prevent unnecessary stiffness. 
· At 6 week visit: New XR, likely discontinuation of splint, start hand therapy 

Weeks 6-12: Primary goals: Restore motion, prevent adhesions  
· Once radiographs confirm solid fusion at the DIP joint which is typically seen by 6–8 weeks postoperatively, patient may discontinue the splint for most activities. Use the protective splint only during strenuous activity or at work. 
· Weightlifting progression 
· At 6 weeks, allowed to use the hand for simple daily activities, weightlifting allowed up to 5 pounds until 9 weeks.
· At 9 weeks, weightlifting allowed up to 15 pounds. 
· At 12 weeks, no restrictions of activity. 
· Progress weightbearing only if pain free and XR continue to show fracture healing with bony union 
· Begin focused hand therapy twice a week + a daily home exercise program. Therapy modalities include: 
· Scar desensitization and massage. Sometimes, fingertip sensitivity may persist to this time point so desensitization with textures or vibration can help normalize this 
· Light strengthening:
· Light Grip: Squeeze a soft stress ball or putty gently
· Grip Strengthening: As patient improves, progress to firmer putty or hand exercises
· Pinch Strengthening: Pinch small objects (coins, clothespins)
· Advance strengthening and work-specific activities. 
· At 12 week visit: Final XR


Final Thoughts from Dr. Charls

-ALWAYS contact the office if new pain, redness, drainage, or the inability to use the hand develops.

-Remember, the use of nicotine (cigarettes or vaping) or the presence of vascular disease will slow down the time to union and has a higher risk of fixation failure

-Typically, return to light duty (sedentary work) is allowed at 2 weeks. Return to sport or heavy manual labor typically around 10–12 weeks depending on fracture healing and hand demands. For contact, collision, or power-grip sports, written surgeon clearance is required.

-Patients can expect full recovery by around 10–12 weeks. However, intermittent swelling and tenderness may persist for up to 4–6 months and if this is occurs, this is not unexpected. 

-Residual fingertip stiffness or mild cold sensitivity is common up to 6 months after surgery and generally improves with time.







References: Stern PJ et al., J Hand Surg Am 2002; Barton NJ, J Hand Surg Br 2008; Pinal F, Hand Clin 2010.
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