
3 Ways to Avoid Cubital Tunnel Syndrome
 
If you work in a job where you hold a phone to your ear most of the day or spend a lot of time with your elbows leaning on 
a hard surface, you might get away with it for a while. A lifetime habit of either posture is a different story.

These repetitive body positions are leading causes for cubital tunnel syndrome, a 
condition that stems from prolonged pressure and tension on the ulnar nerve, which 
runs along the inside of the elbow. Early signs are pain, tingling and numbness in the 
ring and small fingers, especially during or after a night’s sleep when the arm may stay in 
a bent position for hours.

It can happen at any age without any specific event or trauma, but it’s most common 
in middle-aged people, according to Nicholas Crosby, MD, an orthopedic surgeon 
at the Indiana Hand to Shoulder Center, affiliated with Indiana University Health 
Orthopedics & Sports Medicine.  

“A 20-year-old can be on the phone constantly or doing other things that compress the nerve, and yet the body has a great 
ability to deal with the insult and fight inflammation,” he says. As the body gets older, the effects of certain postures are 
additive. “There’s only so much a nerve can take, but on top of that, the body’s ability to clear it up and make it all better 
starts to decline with age.”

Crosby says most people can alleviate symptoms with a few lifestyle changes.

 • Wear an elbow pad. You can purchase an elbow pad at most any pharmacy. Place it on the back of the elbow during  
  the day and the front of the elbow at night to keep the arm from a fully-flexed position.
 • Avoid resting your elbows on hard surfaces like a desk or counter. If you choose to lean, be sure you’re wearing an  
  elbow  pad to cushion the stress.
 • Use ear buds, headsets or speakerphones to avoid bending the arm at the elbow when you talk on the phone.

As someone who successfully manages his own cubital tunnel syndrome with these measures, Crosby is a believer in 
conservative treatment whenever possible. On the other hand, anyone who has daily numbness, tingling or elbow pain 
should see a doctor.

“Nerve compression is not like other orthopedic problems that can heal on their own,” he says. “If a nerve is compressed 
long enough, it can be permanently damaged.” The ulnar nerve is important because it’s related to sensation and provides 
almost half of the hand’s ability to function. If you have consistent symptoms that don’t respond to conservative measures, 
you may need surgery. Crosby says the past seven to 10 years has brought a range of minimally invasive treatments that use 
smaller incisions to decompress the nerve.

If you’re uncertain about your symptoms, use our online tool and find an IU Health orthopedic or sports medicine 
physician to help diagnose your condition.
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