
Safe & Effective  |  Kind & Caring  |  Exceeding Expectation

The prevention of infection is a major priority in all 
healthcare and everyone has a part to play.
•	 Please decontaminate your hands frequently for 

20 seconds using soap and water or alcohol gel if 
available

•	 If you have symptoms of diarrhoea and/or 
vomiting, cough or other respiratory symptoms, a 
temperature or any loss of taste or smell please do 
not visit the hospital or any other care facility and 
seek advice from 111

•	 Keep the environment clean and tidy
•	 Let’s work together to keep infections out of our 

hospitals and care homes.

Pulled Elbow – Child
Emergency Department
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Introduction
This leaflet is intended to help you understand what a ‘pulled 
elbow’ is and how it occurs. 

What is a pulled elbow?
A ‘pulled elbow’ is a common injury in young children. There are 
two bones in the forearm – the radius and the ulna. A ‘pulled 
elbow’ is when the radius bone moves slightly out of position and 
slips out of the ligaments (fibrous bands or ring) which hold the 
elbow in position. 

This is not the same as a dislocation, when the bones are forced 
completely out of alignment causing damage to the ligaments.
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It commonly occurs between the ages of 2 to 4 years, but can 
occur in any age up to 8 years. It usually happens when the child’s 
arm has been pulled quickly or sometimes if the child has fallen.

What are the symptoms of a ‘pulled elbow’?
When a child has a ‘pulled elbow’ they tend to let their arm hang 
down by their side and they will not use it. There does not tend to 
be any bruising or swelling over the elbow. 

How can the elbow be put back into position? 
The radius commonly goes back into position during our 
assessments of your child’s elbow.  If we feel that an extra 
movement is needed to get the radius back into position, we can 
do this quickly. It can be uncomfortable so we can give your child 
extra pain relief if they have not already had some before coming 
to the emergency department. Once we have done the movement 
for the elbow, we will check to make sure your child is moving 
their arm. 

If the movement was more difficult to undertake or your child is 
still not moving the arm, we may consider doing an X-ray. 
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How can I help to prevent this injury from 
happening again?

Your child should recover from their ‘pulled elbow’ without any 
complications. However, they are more likely to have further 
episodes of pulled elbow on that side as the fibrous ring would be 
looser than before. To avoid further episodes, please avoid pulling 
on your child’s arm, for example, games where you swing your 
child by their arms. It is also helpful to pick them up from their 
armpits rather than their lower arms or wrists. 

When do I need to worry about my child’s arm?
If your child is not using their arm correctly within 24 hours, please 
return to the emergency department

If you need further advice regarding this problem, please contact 
NHS 111.

For other advice please consider which NHS service is most 
appropriate. This can include visiting your pharmacist, a minor 
injuries unit, your GP or a Walk in centre.
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