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WHAT IS A METATARSAL 
STRESS FRACTURE 
 
A stress fracture is a small crack in the bone 
that is usually a result of overuse or stress, 
found most often in weight bearing bones. The 
metatarsals are the group of bones in the foot 
that attached into the phalanges (toes). The 
most common metatarsal fracture location is the 
2nd and 3rd metatarsals. 
 

 
CAUSES OF INJURY: 
 

Ø Increased pronation of the foot during 
activity 

Ø Poor footwear, which may be too narrow 
and constricting 

Ø Repetitive trauma to the foot through 
weight bearing exercise 

Ø Poor bone density, known as 
osteoporosis or osteopenia 

Ø Changes in training loads e.g. duration or 
intensity 

	   SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS: 
 

Ø Forefoot pain that is aggravated by 
activities and decreases with rest 

Ø Localised tenderness 
Ø Aching or throbbing at night 
Ø Swelling and bruising often present 

 
DIAGNOSIS: 
 
The physiotherapist will complete a subjective 
history to better understand your reporting 
symptoms and patterns.  The physiotherapist 
will palpate the area for localised tenderness 
and often assess gait patterns. Compressing the 
toes towards the foot can often bring on pain 
and sometimes stress testing may be necessary 
e.g. running on a treadmill of skipping. A stress 
fracture may show up on X-ray but bone scan or 
MRI is a more accurate option. Further 
diagnosis may be made through US or MRI 
scanning, although not always conclusive. 
 
PHYSIO TREATMENT OPTIONS: 

 
Ø Orthotic prescription 
Ø Crutch fitting and education 
Ø Training program analysis and alterations 
Ø Inflammatory reduction advice; 
Ø Biomechanical analysis and correction 

strategies 
Ø Taping 
Ø Foot strengthening exercises 
Ø Massage technique for intrinsic foot 

muscles after inflammation settles 
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WHEN THINGS GO WRONG: 
 
Many athletes can be stubborn and don’t 
immobilize the foot during the early stages of a 
bone stress response. This can have serious 
consequences. 
 
RISK FACTORS: 
 

Ø Smokers 
Ø Poor sports playing surface 
Ø Poor diet, lacking calcium 
Ø Osteoporotic and osteopaenic persons 
Ø Decreased sun exposure limiting vitamin 

D uptake 
Ø People who are overweight 
Ø Poorly designed athletic programs with 

lack of recovery time or cross training 
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