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CONDITION

Smashed fingers

A smashed finger is a crush injury that can damage the nail, skin, bone, nerves, or blood

vessels.

WHAT IT IS

Crush injury to a finger and its tissues

BODY SYSTEM

Bones, joints, skin, nails, nerves, and blood vessels

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Pain, swelling, bruising, nail discoloration

WHAT CAUSES IT

Finger trapped or struck by heavy force

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Examination and X-rays when fracture is suspected

MAIN TREATMENT

Wound care, pain relief, splinting, sometimes surgery

CAN IT BE CURED?

Sometimes - most heal; severe damage may persist

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - amputation, uncontrolled bleeding, or poor circulation

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Usually good, but nail or sensation changes may remain

Overview

A smashed finger is a crush injury caused by trapping or striking a finger. Common examples

include shutting a finger in a door, hitting it with a hammer, or catching it between heavy

objects.

The damage may be limited to bruising and swelling. A stronger force can injure the nail and

the tissue underneath it, called the nail bed. It can also break a finger bone, cut the skin,

damage a joint, or affect nerves and blood vessels.

A dark patch may form under the nail when blood collects there. This is called a subungual

hematoma. It can create pressure and throbbing pain, but its size alone does not show how

serious the injury is.
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Some smashed fingers can be managed with basic first aid. Others need prompt medical

assessment, especially when the finger is misshapen, deeply cut, numb, pale, or difficult to

move. An injury involving the fingertip or nail may hide a broken bone underneath.

Symptoms

Pain usually starts immediately. It may throb as swelling and pressure increase.

Other symptoms can include:

A minor injury may remain sore but still have normal shape, feeling, and movement. More

serious injuries may make it impossible to move the finger or may leave the fingertip pale, blue,

cold, or numb. These changes can mean that blood flow or nerves have been affected.

In children, a crush injury near the base of the nail can involve the bone's growth area. A nail

that has been pushed out of position, especially with a cut or bent fingertip, needs prompt

assessment.

- Swelling, bruising, and tenderness

- Blood beneath the nail or a split, lifted, or missing nail

- A cut, crushed area, or bleeding around the fingertip

- Reduced movement or pain when bending and straightening

- Tingling, numbness, or unusual sensitivity

- A finger that looks bent, shortened, or out of place

Causes and risk factors

Smashed fingers result from direct force. Doors, drawers, tools, weights, machinery, sports

equipment, and falling objects are common causes.

The amount of damage is influenced by how strong the force was, where it landed, and

whether the finger was trapped for more than a moment. Fingertips are particularly vulnerable

because they contain small bones, nerves, blood vessels, and the nail bed within a confined

space.

The chance of a complicated injury may be higher when:

A ring can become tight quickly as the finger swells. Removing it early, if it comes off easily,

can prevent it from restricting blood flow. Do not keep pulling if the ring is firmly stuck or

causes severe pain; medical staff can remove it safely.
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- The force came from heavy equipment or machinery

- The skin or nail was split open

- The finger was twisted as well as crushed

- A ring is trapped on the swelling finger

- There is reduced feeling or poor circulation in the hand

- A health condition or medicine affects healing or bleeding

Diagnosis

A healthcare professional will ask how the injury happened and examine the finger. They will

check its shape, movement, skin, nail, sensation, and blood flow. The wound may need cleaning

so that the nail bed and surrounding tissue can be assessed properly.

An X-ray can confirm a broken or displaced bone. It is more likely to be needed when there is

marked tenderness, deformity, reduced movement, a significant nail injury, or a wound that

may reach the bone. An X-ray does not directly show most nail-bed, tendon, or nerve injuries,

so the physical examination remains important.

If the skin is broken, your tetanus vaccination history may be reviewed. Tetanus is a serious

infection caused by bacteria entering a wound.

Not every dark nail needs a procedure. The decision is based on pain, nail damage, fracture

findings, and whether the edges of the nail and surrounding skin remain intact.

Treatment and management

Immediately after the injury, remove rings from the affected hand if they slide off without

force. Raise the hand and apply a cold pack wrapped in cloth for short periods. Do not place ice

directly on the skin.

If there is a small wound, rinse away visible dirt with clean running water and cover it with a

clean dressing. Firm, steady pressure can help control bleeding. Do not try to straighten a

deformed finger or push exposed tissue back into place.

Pain relief may be helpful. A pharmacist or healthcare professional can advise which

non-prescription option is suitable for you, particularly if you have other health conditions, take

regular medicines, are pregnant, or are treating a child.

Medical treatment depends on the structures that were damaged. It may include:
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Draining blood beneath a nail involves making a small opening in the nail to release pressure. It

should not be attempted at home because burns, infection, and further nail-bed damage can

occur.

A damaged nail is not always removed. If it is badly torn, displaced, or associated with a deep

nail-bed injury, a clinician may lift or remove it to examine and repair the tissue underneath.

Antibiotics like amoxicillin or doxycycline are not automatically needed for every smashed

finger. They may be considered for certain open, contaminated, or bite-related wounds. A

broken bone connected to an open wound needs prompt medical care because infection can

spread to the bone.

Follow instructions about wound care, splint use, and activity. Keep dressings clean and dry

unless told otherwise. Gentle movement of joints that have not been immobilised may help

prevent stiffness, but do not force movement through significant pain.

- Cleaning and dressing a wound

- A splint or support for a fracture or soft-tissue injury

- Draining painful blood trapped under an intact nail

- Repairing a deep cut or damaged nail bed

- Repositioning a displaced bone or joint

- Surgery for severe fractures, tendon damage, or partial amputation

Complications

Most uncomplicated injuries heal without major problems. Complications are more likely after

severe crushing, open wounds, displaced fractures, or delayed treatment.

Possible complications include infection, stiffness, reduced grip, ongoing pain, numbness,

fingertip sensitivity, and intolerance to cold. A fracture may heal out of position, which can

affect movement or appearance.

Damage to the nail bed can cause a nail to grow with a ridge, split, curve, or irregular surface.

Sometimes the nail does not fully return. A new nail can also look uneven while it is growing

and may improve over time.

Seek medical review if pain or swelling worsens after initially settling, pus appears, redness

spreads, or you develop a fever. These can be signs of infection. A splint or dressing that

causes new numbness, colour change, or increasing tightness also needs prompt attention.
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Prevention

Not every smashed finger can be prevented. Many happen during ordinary accidents.

Risk can be reduced by keeping hands clear when closing doors, drawers, vehicle panels, or

folding equipment. Door-hinge guards can help protect young children. Secure heavy objects

before lifting or moving them, and use the correct tool rather than holding an item close to a

striking surface.

Follow workplace procedures for machinery, including guards, lockout systems, and

hand-clearance rules. Protective gloves may reduce cuts or scrapes, but they cannot reliably

prevent a crush injury and may create entanglement risks around some machines.

Avoid wearing rings around machinery or during tasks where they could catch, according to

workplace safety rules.

Living with it and what to expect

A bruised finger may improve over days to a few weeks. Swelling and stiffness can outlast the

sharp pain. A fracture or repaired nail-bed injury usually takes longer and may require follow-up

to check healing and movement.

A blood-stained nail may remain dark as the nail grows. The damaged nail can loosen and fall

off. Fingernails grow slowly, so replacement takes several months. The new nail may initially be

ridged or uneven.

Fingertip numbness, tingling, or oversensitivity can continue after the skin and bone have

healed. These symptoms may gradually lessen as nerves recover, but severe nerve or tissue

damage can leave lasting changes.

Return to work, sport, and heavy hand use is guided by comfort, movement, wound healing,

and whether a fracture is stable. Repeated knocks can reopen the wound or worsen pain.

Protective covering may be useful once activity resumes, provided it does not restrict

circulation.

Routine follow-up is important if you have a fracture, repaired wound, significant nail injury, or

continuing difficulty moving the finger. Hand therapy may help when stiffness, weakness, or

sensitivity interferes with daily tasks.

When to get medical help
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Call emergency services or go to an emergency department if:

If a fingertip has been amputated, do not scrub it. Wrap it in clean, damp gauze, place it in a

sealed waterproof bag, and keep that bag cool beside ice. Do not place the body part directly

on ice or in water.

Seek urgent medical assessment the same day if the finger is misshapen, cannot move

normally, has a deep or gaping cut, or has a badly split or displaced nail. Severe throbbing

beneath the nail, suspected fracture, an animal or human bite, or contamination with soil may

also need prompt care.

Arrange routine medical review if pain, swelling, or movement is not steadily improving, or if

the nail later grows in a painful or troublesome way.

- All or part of the finger has been amputated

- Bleeding does not stop with firm pressure

- The finger is pale, blue, cold, or suddenly numb

- Bone is exposed or the finger is severely crushed

- A ring is tightly trapped and circulation appears reduced

Common questions

Is my smashed finger broken?

Pain and swelling alone cannot confirm a fracture. A finger that is deformed, very tender over

one spot, difficult to move, or injured beneath the nail may be broken. An X-ray is often needed

to confirm it.

Should I make a hole in a black nail?

No. A healthcare professional can drain blood when pressure beneath the nail is causing

significant pain and the procedure is appropriate. Piercing or burning the nail at home can

cause infection or further injury.

Will my fingernail fall off?

It may. A nail can loosen after blood collects underneath it or when the nail bed has been

damaged. If it falls off, a replacement usually grows gradually over several months, although its

shape may change.

Can I tape the injured finger to the next one?

Buddy taping can support some stable finger injuries, but it is not suitable for every fracture,

deformity, open wound, or circulation problem. Taping that is too tight can worsen swelling or
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reduce blood flow. Suspected fractures should be assessed before relying on taping.

How long will a smashed finger hurt?

Minor bruising may settle over several days, while fractures and deeper tissue injuries can

remain painful for weeks. Tenderness, stiffness, or fingertip sensitivity may last longer.

Worsening pain rather than gradual improvement needs medical review.

Can I still move my finger if it is broken?

Yes. Some fractures still allow movement, so being able to bend the finger does not rule one

out. Movement should not be repeatedly tested if it causes marked pain or the finger looks

deformed.

Sources

- American Academy of Orthopaedic Surgeons. Fingertip Injuries and Amputations .
OrthoInfo.

- American Society for Surgery of the Hand. Nail Bed Injury . HandCare.

- American Society for Surgery of the Hand. Finger Fractures . HandCare.

- National Health Service. Broken Finger or Thumb . NHS.

- Royal Children's Hospital Melbourne. Clinical Practice Guideline: Fingertip and Nail Injuries
- Emergency Department .

- Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Clinical Guidance for Wound Management to
Prevent Tetanus .
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