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An open fracture of the leg is a serious medical emergency that requires immediate
attention to prevent complications such as infection, blood loss, and further tissue damage.
The question of whether to keep the person still or move them can be critical in
determining their prognosis. In this article, we will explore the appropriate actions to take
when encountering an individual with an open leg fracture, emphasizing the importance of
keeping the person safe, minimizing movement, and providing proper first aid until
professional medical help arrives.

Understanding Open Fractures of the Leg

What Is an Open Fracture?

An open fracture occurs when the broken bone pierces through the skin, creating a wound
that exposes the bone and surrounding tissues to the environment. This type of fracture is
also known as a compound fracture.

Common Causes of Open Leg Fractures

Open fractures can result from:

- High-impact accidents such as car crashes
- Falls from significant heights

- Sports injuries

- Industrial or machinery accidents

Signs and Symptoms

Key indicators include:

- Visible bone protruding through the skin

- Severe pain

- Swelling and bruising

- Bleeding from the wound

- Deformity or abnormal positioning of the leg
- Numbness or tingling sensations



The Importance of Immediate Action: Why
Keeping the Person Still Matters

Preventing Further Injury

Moving an individual with an open fracture improperly can exacerbate the injury.
Unnecessary movement may:

- Dislodge bone fragments

- Worsen blood vessel damage

- Increase bleeding

- Cause additional tissue damage

Reducing the Risk of Infection

Since the skin is broken, the wound is exposed to bacteria and dirt. Minimizing movement
prevents the wound from opening further or contaminating the fracture site.

Stabilizing the Fracture

Keeping the person still helps prevent displacement of bone fragments, which can
complicate healing and require more extensive surgical intervention.

Step-by-Step First Aid Actions for Open Leg
Fractures

To effectively assist an individual with an open leg fracture, follow these essential steps:

1. Ensure Safety Before Approaching

- Check the scene for hazards (traffic, fire, etc.)
- Make sure it is safe to approach the individual

2. Call Emergency Services Immediately

- Dial local emergency numbers (e.g., 911)
- Provide clear information about the injury and location



3. Keep the Person Still and Calm

- Reassure the individual to reduce panic
- Limit movement as much as possible

4. Control Bleeding

- Apply gentle pressure with a sterile dressing or clean cloth
- Do not attempt to push protruding bones back in
- Elevate the leg if possible, unless it causes more pain or movement

5. Protect the Wound

- Cover the open wound with sterile or clean dressings
- Avoid removing debris embedded in the wound; instead, cover it gently

6. Immobilize the Fracture

- Use splints to stabilize the leg if trained
- Secure splints without causing additional pain or restricting blood flow
- Support joints above and below the fracture site

7. Prevent Shock

- Keep the person warm with a blanket or clothing
- Position the person lying down with legs elevated slightly (if no spinal injury suspected)
- Reassure the individual throughout

8. Do Not Give Food or Drink

- To prevent complications during potential surgery

9. Monitor and Reassure the Person

- Watch for signs of shock: pale, clammy skin, rapid pulse, weakness
- Keep them calm until professional help arrives

Additional Considerations and Precautions



When Not to Move the Person

- If there is suspicion of spinal injury, avoid moving the person unless necessary to prevent
further harm
- If the injury is in a hazardous environment, prioritize safety and call emergency services

Understanding When Professional Medical Intervention
Is Needed

- Surgery may be required to repair the fracture and clean the wound
- Antibiotics are often administered to prevent infection
- Tetanus prophylaxis may be necessary

Complications to Watch For

- Infection (osteomyelitis)

- Nerve or blood vessel damage

- Compartment syndrome (increased pressure within muscles)
- Chronic pain or deformity

Preventive Measures and Education

- Knowledge of first aid procedures can save lives and reduce complications
- Wearing protective gear during sports or industrial work

- Ensuring safe environments to prevent falls and accidents

- Regular health check-ups for prompt diagnosis and treatment of fractures

Summary: The Best Course of Action in Open Leg
Fractures

In conclusion, when faced with an individual suffering from an open fracture of the leg, the
primary goal is to prevent further injury and infection. The correct action is to keep the
person still, control bleeding, protect the wound, immobilize the limb, and seek emergency
medical assistance without unnecessary movement. Proper first aid can significantly
improve outcomes and reduce the risk of complications, making timely and appropriate
intervention crucial.



Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: Should | try to realign the broken bone?

Al: No. Do not attempt to realign the bone. This should be done by trained medical
professionals to prevent further injury.

Q2: Can | remove debris from the wound?

A2: No. Do not remove embedded debris. Cover the wound gently and let healthcare
providers handle cleaning.

Q3: Is it safe to give the person food or water?

A3: No. Avoid giving food or drinks in case surgery is needed, and to prevent complications.

Q4: How long should | wait before medical help arrives?

A4: Keep the individual calm and comfortable until emergency services arrive, which can
vary depending on location.

Remember: Immediate and appropriate first aid can make a significant difference in the
recovery and long-term health of someone with an open fracture of the leg. Prioritize
safety, minimize movement, and seek professional medical care as quickly as possible.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the immediate first aid step for an individual
with an open leg fracture?

Ensure safety by calling emergency services, then carefully control bleeding with sterile
dressings, and immobilize the limb without attempting to realign the fracture.

Should you attempt to straighten an open leg fracture
before medical help arrives?

No, avoid attempting to straighten the fracture to prevent further injury or bleeding; keep
the person still and immobilize the limb.



Is it important to keep the person warm and
comfortable during transportation?

Yes, keeping the individual warm and comfortable helps prevent shock and further
complications before professional care arrives.

Should you remove clothing or objects around the
fracture site?

Only if necessary to access bleeding or to prevent further injury; do not forcibly remove
clothing that is stuck to the wound.

What is the role of immobilization in managing an open
leg fracture?

Immobilization helps prevent additional injury, reduces pain, and minimizes bleeding,
making transport safer until medical treatment is provided.

Is it advisable to give the person anything to eat or
drink after an open fracture?

No, avoid giving food or drinks in case surgery or anesthesia is needed later; keep the
person fasting if possible.

What should be the priority action for bystanders when
encountering someone with an open leg fracture?

Call emergency services immediately, keep the person still, control bleeding with sterile
dressings, and immobilize the limb until professional help arrives.

Additional Resources
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When faced with a traumatic injury involving an open fracture of the leg, immediate and
appropriate intervention can significantly influence the patient’s outcome. Such injuries are
considered orthopedic emergencies because they involve a break in the bone with an
associated wound that exposes the fracture site to environmental contaminants. In these
situations, the primary goal is to prevent further damage, control bleeding, reduce infection
risk, and stabilize the limb before professional medical care arrives. The guiding principle in
such emergencies is to "keep the person," which involves ensuring their safety, comfort,
and the preservation of life, all while avoiding further injury. This article explores the
comprehensive steps an individual or bystander should take when encountering an open
leg fracture, emphasizing best practices rooted in medical standards and trauma
management protocols.



Understanding Open Leg Fractures: What Are They?

An open fracture, also known as a compound fracture, occurs when the broken bone
protrudes through the skin or when a wound exposes the fractured bone underneath. These
injuries are particularly concerning because they carry a higher risk of infection, blood loss,
and complications compared to closed fractures.

Key features of open fractures include:

- Visible bone protruding through the skin

- Significant bleeding

- Nearby soft tissue damage

- Potential for contamination from dirt, debris, or bacteria

Common causes include:

- High-impact accidents such as vehicle collisions
- Falls from a height

- Sports injuries involving direct trauma

- Crush injuries

Recognizing the severity of such injuries is crucial in determining the immediate course of
action.

Immediate Actions: The Priority is to Keep the Person and Prevent Further Harm

In emergency settings, the first and most critical step is to ensure the safety and stability of
the individual while preventing the injury from worsening. The phrase "keep the person"
underscores the importance of maintaining their well-being through careful assessment and
intervention.

Key components of appropriate immediate action include:
- Ensuring scene safety

- Providing reassurance

- Controlling bleeding

- Stabilizing the fracture

- Preventing infection

- Calling for professional medical help

Let’s delve into each of these actions in detail.

Scene Safety and Personal Precautions

Before approaching the injured individual, assess the scene for safety. Ensure that neither



you nor the victim is in further danger from hazards such as traffic, fire, or falling debris.
Steps include:

- Moving the person only if there is an immediate threat (e.qg., fire, ongoing accident)
- Wearing protective gloves if available to prevent infection
- Avoiding unnecessary movement that could worsen the injury

Why it matters: Protecting yourself prevents becoming an additional casualty and ensures
you can provide effective aid.

Assessing the Injury: What to Look For

Once safety is confirmed, carefully evaluate the injury without causing additional pain or
harm.

Assessment points:

- Check consciousness and responsiveness

- Look for bleeding, deformity, or swelling

- Observe for signs of shock (pale, clammy skin, rapid pulse)
- ldentify any exposed bone or protruding tissue

- Determine if there are other injuries

Note: Do not attempt to realign or push protruding bone back into place. This can cause
further tissue damage and increase infection risk.

Controlling Bleeding
Open fractures often bleed profusely, which can lead to shock if not managed promptly.
Steps to control bleeding:

1. Apply direct pressure: Use a sterile or clean cloth, gauze, or even a clean piece of
clothing to press firmly on the wound.

2. Elevate the limb: If possible and without causing additional pain, elevate the leg above
heart level to reduce bleeding.

3. Apply a sterile dressing: After bleeding is controlled, cover the wound with a sterile
dressing to minimize contamination.

4. Use a tourniquet only if necessary: As a last resort for life-threatening bleeding that
cannot be controlled by direct pressure, a tourniquet may be applied proximal to the injury.
This should be done with caution and knowledge of proper technique to avoid further harm.

Important: Do not remove embedded objects or debris from the wound, as they may help
control bleeding or act as a tamponade.



Stabilizing the Fracture: The Principle of Immobilization

Stabilization prevents further injury to surrounding tissues, reduces pain, and minimizes
bleeding. For open fractures, immobilization should be performed carefully to avoid
displacing the broken bones or causing additional soft tissue damage.

Methods include:

- Splinting: Use padded splints or rigid materials (wooden sticks, rolled-up newspapers)
placed on either side of the limb.

- Padding: Wrap soft materials around the limb and to the splint to prevent pressure points.
- Securing: Tie the splint in place with strips of cloth, belts, or cloth straps, ensuring they
are not too tight to cut off circulation.

- Positioning: Keep the limb in the position found, avoiding unnecessary movement.

Special considerations:
- Do not try to realign the bones.
- Be gentle when handling the limb to avoid increasing tissue damage.

- If the injury involves a large wound, ensure that the splint supports the entire limb to
prevent further movement.

Preventing Infection: Covering the Wound

Given that open fractures expose the bone and soft tissues to environmental contaminants,
infection prevention is critical.

Actions include:

- Covering the wound with a clean, sterile dressing if available.

- Avoiding contamination by not touching the wound directly.

- If sterile dressings are unavailable, use clean cloths or clothing as a temporary cover.

- Keeping the wound moist and protected from dirt until professional care is accessible.

Note: Do not attempt to clean deep wounds or remove debris; this is best left to medical
professionals.

Managing Pain and Shock

Trauma injuries are often painful, and shock can develop rapidly in cases of significant
blood loss.

To manage pain:
- Keep the person calm and reassure them.

- Maintain body temperature with blankets if available.
- Do not give food or drink, especially if surgery might be necessary.



To manage shock:

- Lay the person flat on their back

- Elevate the legs if no spinal injury is suspected

- Keep the person warm with blankets or clothing

- Monitor vital signs - consciousness, breathing, pulse

Warning signs of shock include:

- Pale, cold, clammy skin
- Rapid breathing

- Weak or rapid pulse

- Dizziness or confusion

Seek immediate medical help if shock symptoms are evident.

Calling for Professional Medical Assistance

Despite all immediate measures, definitive treatment for open fractures requires hospital
care, including antibiotics, surgical debridement, and stabilization.

Key points:

- Call emergency services promptly

- Provide detailed information about the injury and location

- Continue to monitor the individual’s condition until help arrives
- Keep the person comfortable and reassured

Special Considerations and Precautions
When managing open fractures, some additional points warrant attention:

- Avoid moving the person unnecessarily: Excessive movement can worsen soft tissue
damage.

- Be cautious with the protruding bone: Do not attempt to push or realign it.

- Watch for signs of compartment syndrome: Severe swelling can cut off circulation,
requiring urgent medical intervention.

- Beware of tetanus risk: If the wound is contaminated and the individual’s tetanus
immunization is not current, inform medical personnel.

When to Seek Immediate Medical Attention

An open fracture demands urgent professional intervention. Seek emergency services
immediately if:



- The bleeding cannot be controlled

- The wound is large, heavily contaminated, or involves significant tissue loss
- The individual shows signs of shock

- The limb is deformed or the person cannot move or feel their toes

- There is an exposed bone protruding from the wound

Conclusion: The Key to Effective First Aid

Handling an open fracture of the leg is a delicate balance of quick action and cautious
management. The guiding principle remains: "Keep the person,” which encompasses
ensuring their safety, stabilizing the injury, preventing infection, and maintaining their
comfort until advanced medical care arrives. Proper first aid not only minimizes immediate
risks but also lays the groundwork for better healing and recovery outcomes. Remember,
timely intervention and calm, informed actions can make a profound difference in the life of
someone suffering from such severe injuries.
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