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STRESS FRACTURES

WHAT IS A STRESS FRACTURE?

A Stress fracture is a common overuse injury among sports people. It affects a wide variety of sports 
including running, football, soccer, gymnastics, ballet and cricket. They are also known as fatigue 
fractures. They typically start with ‘shin splints’ and can progress from this if not properly assessed, 
treated and managed. 

A stress fracture is a microfracture in bone that  
results from repetitive physical over loading of the  
bone structure. 

This overload stress can occur by  
two mechanisms:

1.  Poor mechanics/alignment: Resulting in the 
redistribution of impact forces to inappropriate 
areas. This results in stress at focal points 
within the bone.

2.  Muscular tightness/imbalances: Muscular 
action can place stress on bones. 

The resulting overload is often due to the athlete increasing their training demands suddenly. This causes an increased 
demand on the bone which the bone responds to by remodelling (laying down more bony cells to reinforce the bone). 
However if the bone can not strengthen and remodel at the same rate as the stress is applied then it becomes overloaded 
and fails resulting in a stress fracture.

Other contributing factors may include: footwear, training surfaces, physical conditioning, foot posture, lower limb 
biomechanics, dietary abnormality or menstrual irregularities can all increase your risk of a stress fracture. These factors 
contribute to good bone health, and changes in either can lead to bone weakness. This is why teenage females are at 
higher risk.

Stress fractures can occur in almost any bone in the body. The most commonly affected bones and 
the commonly associated sports are:

Tibia (shin): Running sports and Ballet
Metatarsals (foot): Running sports, Ballet, Tennis
Navicular (foot): Sprinting, High jump, Long Jump, Hurdling, Football
Fibula (outside shin): Running, Aerobics, Race Walking, Ballet
Femur (thigh): Distance running, Jumping, Ballet
Pelvis: Running, Ballet
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For further information on management of stress fractures or any other sporting injury you can make 
enquiries to a SSP Physiotherapist on 9583 5248 or via email physio@sportsphysio.com.au 

SYMPTOMS:

• Pain increasing with activity and decreasing with rest
• Pain that occurs earlier in each successive work out
• Pain that increases over time
• Swelling
• Tenderness over the bone involved

SUMMARY OF PREDISPOSING FACTORS:

• Over training    • Poor technique
• Cambered Surfaces   • Poor footwear
• Poor biomechanical alignment  • Leg length differences
• Muscle imbalances or weakness • Lack of flexibility

DIAGNOSIS:

Initially x-ray is used but the stress fracture may not show up for the first three or four weeks. 
Further investigation with an MRI or bone scan is often required.

TREATMENT:

This varies depending on the site and severity of the stress fracture. Avoiding the aggravating activity 
is paramount. Sometimes casting or immobilisation is required. 

However most importantly the cause must be identified and treated to prevent reoccurrence.

Your physiotherapist has the ability to refer for the appropriate tests if a stress fracture is suspected 
but more importantly they can identify and reduce the predisposing factors. 

You may be provided with some soft tissue work, technique correction, training advice, stretching and 
strengthening exercises and biomechanical assessment to prevent your stress fracture returning. 

Video analysis may often be used to assist with identifying the problem and this may include 
analysing your event technique. 


