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Wrist Pain And The Wrist Strap 

By 
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Bodybuilders, powerlifters, Olympic lifters and other strength training enthusiasts often complain of wrist pain on and around the days they do their heavy back training.  When they experience this pain, many people incorrectly assumed that it’s caused by the enormous loads they’ve been lifting. 


The real cause of their discomfort has to do with the fact that most of these athletes are heavy trainers who use wrist straps to help their fatigued gripping muscles hold the bar while they train the less fatigued, larger muscles.  The problem comes from where they place the wrist straps.  


Your wrist is comprised of eight small bones called carpals that have equally small ligaments and joint capsules.  The two forearm bones, the radius and the ulna, connect on one side of your wrist; your hand is connected on the other side.  And there is a bony prominence on the end of each forearm bone by the wrist.  


If you place your palm facing down in front of you, you can easily see the bony prominence on the top outside part of your wrist.  The prominence on the top inside of your wrist is not as easy to use.  This is the crucial area if you intend to use wrist straps to assist in your training.  Many lifters put the strap over the wrist itself; however, the key to injury prevention is to place it a little closer towards the elbow so that it is above the bony prominences of the forearm bones at the wrist.  


There are two reasons why this specific instruction is so important.  To begin with, when the strap is over your wrist and you’re holding onto the weight, the strap acts as a massive traction force, stretching the small ligaments of your wrist and causing pain, which, of course, will lead to further wrist instability.  These small ligaments in your wrist are not designed to support 600-pound deadlifts and 300- pound bent-over rows while being forcefully stretched.  When the strap is above the bony prominence, it prevents the strap from slipping down to the wrist itself. 


The second reason for placing the strap above your wrist is that the carpals form a “tunnel” to allow certain nerves to pass through, and if these small bones become increasingly instable due to overstretched ligaments, you may develop neurological problems.  If the strap is above the prominence, however, then as the strap tightens under pressure, the radius and ulna will be brought closer together, which will help maintain the integrity of the wrist with its bony stability and its tunnels.  


It’s always amazing to see just how long a bodybuilder’s career can continue with this kind of pain.  At the Soft Tissue Center we’ve seen professional and amateur world champions as well as intermediate-level competitors whose wrist pain complaints were completely resolved because of a minor change in the position of the strap. 
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