
Exercises for early 
Osteoarthritis of  
the thumb



This programme should only be used following consultation and demonstration 
with your therapist. 
 
Why should I do this exercise programme? 

The aim of this programme to help keep your thumb joint mobile, and to help 
build up the muscles to support your thumb. 
 
What do I need to do? 

To achieve best results it is recommended that you repeat these exercises  
3-4 times a day. 
 
Start with level 1. Only move onto the next levels when level 1 exercises can 
be done easily and with no discomfort. 
 
Start each exercise with your little finger resting on a table top and with your 
wrist slightly cocked back. 
 
Level 1  

 
 
 
 
 

 
1. Place your hand with the little finger resting on a table top have your wrist 

slightly cocked back. Use your other hand to stretch your affected thumb up 
towards the ceiling, pulling from the base. Take care not to push the thumb 
backwards behind the palm. Hold for 10 seconds and repeat 3 times. 

 
2. Without assistance from your other hand lift your 

thumb upwards as far as possible, as if hitch hiking. 
Hold for 10 seconds and repeat up to 10 times. 

 
 

 
Exercises 1 and 2 can be made more difficult by maintaining the thumb 
position whist bending the wrist forwards and backwards and when turning 
the forearm palm up and palm down.
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3. Bend the joints of your thumb (3a). Keep them in this position and lift 

your thumb out and upwards toward your opposite shoulder (3b). Hold 
for 10 seconds and repeat up to 10 times. 

 
Level 2 

Only move onto the next level when level 1 exercises can be done easily 
and with no discomfort. 
 
1. Repeat exercise 1 of level 1 
 
To do these exercises you will need to wrap a rubber band around the 
base of your thumb and palm. It needs to be the strongest band that you 
can comfortably wear. 
 

2. Stretch the band slowly by lifting the thumb 
upwards as far as possible. Make sure the wrist 
doesn’t bend forwards during the movement. 
Hold for 5 seconds and then lower slowly. Repeat 
up to 10 times. When you can perform these 
exercises easily change to a stronger band. 

 
3. Bend the joints of your thumb. Keep them in 

this position and lift your thumb out and 
upwards toward your opposite shoulder (3a).  

 
 

 
Once at the limit of the movement bring the tips 
of your index finger and thumb together without 
allowing the band to slacken (3b). Hold for 5 
seconds and then lower slowly. Repeat up to  
10 times.
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Level 3 

Only move onto level 3 when level 2 exercises can be done easily. 

1. Practice activities which involve pinching e.g. writing, holding plates, opening 
clothes pegs, tearing sheets of paper. During these activities keep the tip of 
your thumb bent, and the wrist bent back; your therapist will demonstrate this. 

2. Practice activities which involve turning or twisting e.g. putting nuts on blots, 
turning keys in locks, undoing jar tops, turning taps. During theses activities 
avoid fully straightening the top joint of your thumb and the thumb from 
crossing in front of your palm 

3. Repeat exercise 1 of level 1 after activities involving strong or prolonged 
pinching or gripping. 

 
Contact details 

For more information or if you have any concerns please contact: 

Name 

Occupational Therapy Department 
West Cornwall Hospital 
Penzance 
TR18 2PF 

Telephone: 01736 874115 
 
More information on Osteoarthritis is available on these websites: 

NHS choices                             www.nhs.uk/conditions 
Arthritis information                www.arthritisresearchuk.org 
About Arthritis                         www.arthritiscare.org.uk 
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If you would like this leaflet in large print, braille, audio version  
or in another language, please contact the General Office on  
01872 252690
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