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HEALTH BASICS

Short bones

Short bones are compact bones that provide stability and controlled movement in the

wrists and feet.

WHAT IT IS

Compact wrist and foot bones with similar dimensions

WHERE IT COMES UP

Anatomy lessons, imaging reports, and fracture discussions

WHY IT MATTERS

They support load, stability, and controlled joint movement

WHAT IT IS NOT

An anatomical category, not a disease or diagnosis

WHO TO ASK

Primary care, orthopaedic, or radiology clinician

HOW IT IS CHECKED

Examination and X-ray, sometimes CT or MRI

Overview

Short bones are one of the shape-based categories used to describe bones. They are usually

about as long as they are wide and thick. This gives them a compact, roughly cube-like shape.

Most short bones are found in the wrists and feet. The wrist contains eight carpal bones. The

back of the foot and ankle contain seven tarsal bones. These bones fit together in groups,

forming several small joints.

"Short" describes their proportions, not simply their size. Some long bones, such as the bones

of the fingers, are physically small but are still classified as long bones because they have a

shaft and two ends.

Short bones are not a disease or diagnosis. They do not mean that a bone has failed to grow. If

an imaging report says a bone is "shortened," that is a different use of the word and may refer

to development, an old injury, surgery, or the way the image was taken.

Bone categories are useful descriptions rather than perfect rules. For example, the pisiform in

the wrist is often grouped with the carpal bones, but it is also described as a sesamoid bone

because it forms within a tendon.

General health information from sofidex. Not medical advice, and not a substitute for your own clinician. 1 of 5



sofidex sofidex.com

How it works

A typical short bone has a thin outer layer of hard, compact bone. Inside is a network of lighter,

spongy bone, also called cancellous or trabecular bone. Despite the name, spongy bone is firm

living tissue. Its small supporting struts help the bone handle forces coming from different

directions.

Smooth cartilage covers the parts of a short bone that meet another bone at a joint. Cartilage

reduces friction and helps spread pressure. Ligaments, which are strong bands of connective

tissue, hold the bones together and guide their movement.

Individual joints between short bones usually allow only a limited amount of movement.

Together, however, many small movements can produce useful flexibility. This helps your wrist

adjust the position of your hand and allows your foot to adapt as you stand, walk, or move over

uneven ground.

Short bones also help transfer force. In the wrist, they pass forces between the hand and

forearm. In the foot, the tarsal bones help carry body weight between the lower leg, heel, and

front of the foot.

The carpal and tarsal bones are not all identical. Their shapes, joint surfaces, ligament

attachments, and blood supplies differ. Those differences affect how each bone moves and

how particular injuries are assessed.

Why it matters for your health

Knowing that a bone is a short bone does not by itself change your health or require testing.

The category mainly helps explain anatomy, movement, and patterns of injury.

The close arrangement of these bones can make an injury difficult to locate without an

examination. Pain that seems to come from the "wrist" or "ankle" may involve a particular

bone, a joint, a ligament, a tendon, or more than one structure.

Short bones can also overlap on a standard X-ray. A small or non-displaced fracture-one in

which the pieces have not moved out of position-may not be obvious on the first images. A

clinician may recommend repeat X-rays, computed tomography (CT), or magnetic resonance

imaging (MRI) when the examination still suggests an injury.

Identifying the exact bone matters because healing risks are not the same for every bone. For

example, part of the scaphoid bone in the wrist has a limited blood supply. Some scaphoid

fractures therefore need careful immobilization and follow-up even when the initial pain or

swelling is modest.
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What can go wrong

Short bones can be involved in several named conditions or situations. These problems affect

the bone or nearby joints; they are not features of being a short bone.

Fractures can follow a fall, direct blow, twisting injury, or crush injury. Scaphoid fractures are

common wrist injuries after a fall onto an outstretched hand. Tarsal bones can also break

during falls, collisions, or high-force foot injuries.

Stress fractures are small cracks related to repeated loading rather than one major event.

They can affect foot bones, especially after a rapid change in running, marching, dancing, or

other weight-bearing activity.

Delayed union or nonunion means that a fracture heals more slowly than expected or does not

join fully. Risk depends on the bone involved, fracture pattern, blood supply, stability, and other

health factors.

Osteonecrosis means bone tissue is damaged because its blood supply has been interrupted.

It can occur after certain fractures, including some scaphoid or talus fractures. It can also have

causes unrelated to injury.

Osteoarthritis can affect the small joints between carpal or tarsal bones as joint cartilage

wears down. Previous injury can increase this risk. Inflammatory arthritis, including rheumatoid

arthritis, may also affect multiple wrist or foot joints.

An open wound over a possible fracture, a clearly deformed wrist or foot, or a hand or foot that

becomes cold, pale, blue, numb, or difficult to move needs emergency assessment. These

findings can indicate damage to circulation, nerves, or skin.

After an injury, seek urgent assessment if you cannot use the hand or bear weight, have

marked swelling, or have focused pain over a wrist or foot bone. Persistent pain after a fall also

deserves reassessment even if an early X-ray was reported as normal.

Long-standing mild stiffness, recurring swelling, or an incidental imaging comment can usually

be discussed through routine follow-up unless it is rapidly worsening or follows a new injury.

What you can do

There is nothing you need to do simply because short bones exist in your wrists and feet. No

screening test is recommended for the anatomical category itself.

If you have an injury or an imaging finding, practical steps include:

Do not remove a prescribed splint or return to impact activity early without checking the plan.
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Reduced pain does not always mean that a fracture has fully healed.

If wrist pain remains focused near the base of the thumb after a fall, ask whether a scaphoid

injury has been considered. If foot pain began after a sharp increase in repeated activity, ask

whether a stress injury needs assessment. These questions do not establish a diagnosis, but

they can help clarify whether further examination or imaging is appropriate.

- Ask which specific bone or joint is involved

- Ask whether the wording describes normal anatomy, an injury, or development

- Keep a record of when the problem started and how the injury happened

- Follow instructions about splints, casts, weight-bearing, and repeat imaging

- Arrange recommended follow-up even if discomfort begins to improve

Common questions

Are the finger and toe bones short bones?

No. The phalanges of the fingers and toes are classified as long bones because each has a

shaft and expanded ends, even though the bones themselves are small.

Are the palm and forefoot bones short bones?

No. The metacarpal bones in the hand and metatarsal bones in the foot are also long bones.

The short bones are mainly the carpals of the wrist and the tarsals of the back of the foot and

ankle.

Does having short bones mean someone is short?

No. The term describes bone shape, not a person's height. Short stature and unusually

shortened bones are separate clinical topics.

Can a short-bone fracture be missed on an X-ray?

Yes. Some fractures are subtle, and wrist or foot bones may overlap on standard views. Further

assessment can include repeat X-rays, CT for detailed bone images, or MRI for hidden

fractures and nearby soft-tissue injuries.

Does every short-bone injury need surgery?

No. Management depends on the exact bone, fracture position, joint stability, blood supply, and

activity needs. Some injuries heal with protection in a cast, boot, or splint. Others may need

surgery to restore alignment or stability.

Why does the exact bone name matter?
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Each carpal and tarsal bone has different joints, attachments, and blood supply. Naming the

bone helps explain which movements may be affected, what imaging is useful, and what

follow-up may be needed.

Sources
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- American Academy of Orthopaedic Surgeons. Stress Fractures of the Foot and Ankle .
OrthoInfo.

- American College of Radiology. ACR Appropriateness Criteria: Acute Hand and Wrist
Trauma .

- American College of Radiology. ACR Appropriateness Criteria: Acute Trauma to the Foot .
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