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Which Ankle Brace

is Right for Your Patient?

BY SEAN P GALLAGHER, PT

nkle braces come in many shapes and configurations

depending on the specific type of support and move-
ment restrictions they are designed to provide. The most common
support is lateral ankle stability followed by medial ankle stability
(inversion and eversion respectively) and lastly subralar support (heel
lock). When selecting a brace for a patient, practitioners must go
beyond simply fitting the patient according to type and severity. The
patient's needs must be considered as well. Compliance is the key to
any bracing therapy. Is the brace comfortable? Will it fit casily into
the patient’s shoes? How does the patient put it on and remove it?

Most ankle braces are either stirrup or full ankle support with stir-
rup variations. Stirrup braces arc used primarily for inversion or ever-
sion injuries while full ankle support braces are used for talocrural
and subtalar injuries or both. Since many ankle injuries include both
types of injurics, hybrid variations are often used. Stirrup braces are
the easicst to put on while full ankle brace hybrids require more
time.

Most stirrup braces arc made with a hard plastic stirrup with
some type of cushioning material on its inside surface and is secured
on the outside with straps and/or Velcro. Plastic stirrup supports are
not all the same. Some have hinges at the ankle joint; others do not.
The real difference between these braces is the type of cushioning
material found on the inside of the stirrup. Some employ a gel that
can be frozen, thus providing molded cold compression and facili-
tated vascular pumping with ankle support. Other materials rely
upon neoprenc or air cushioning to provide compression and pump-
ing support. Full ankle support braces that lace up take the most
time to put on and take off, which is a major consideration.

I personally evaluated a limited number of ankle braces for their
orthopedic and physical therapy valuc. The braces tested were not
uncomfortable and could be worn inside my sneaker with little trou-
ble. Your results may vary.

Stirrup Braces

Darco DarcoGel. DarcoGel provided good medial and laceral
support while applying pressure and cold to the ankle arca with its
unique gel pack inserts. This model also could be used for prophy-
lactic and chronic problems since even after the gel warmed up it still

provided added support and compression. My brace often slipped in
the shoe because of the small piece of fabric used as a heel support.
Regular adjustments are bearable, however, since during the acute
stage of an injury the patient will be icing often. As the patient
becomes more active, this constant adjustment becomes a nuisance.
Straps used for holding the stirrups are made of Velcro and had a ten-
dency to irritate the skin.

Active Ankle. The Active was designed by an athletic trainer to
incorporate special features focussing on comfort. The stirrups have
a hinge at the malleoli level with the lateral side lower than the medi-
al to more closcly resemble functional anatomy. The inside padding
comes in two types: one made of neoprene that is used for
“Training,” and the “Bubble Flex Cushioning System,” which pro-
vides enhanced compression for acute injurics. These inserts are
interchangeable and can be adjusted to fit almost any anatomical
variation. The brace’s heel footplate support is made of plastic and is
part of the stirrup mechanism. The Active Ankle brace avoids much
of the slipping found in other braces. The straps used to hold the
stirrups are made of a wide soft fabric with Velcro attached only o
their ends, thus avoiding discomfort to the skin. These were the best
straps of all the braces evaluated. The brace’s hinged design also pro-
vided excellent inversion and eversion support while allowing plan-
tarflexion and dorsiflexion. The Active Ankle brace is best suited for
prophylactic use, but is still an excellent brace for acute inversion and
eversion sprains. It also was the most comfortable brace tried. The
Active is ordered by shoe size.

Joint Solutions Sure Step. The Sure Step stirrup brace is similar
in many ways to the Active. The Sure Step has hinges, but they arc
not offset to adapt to the anatomical configuration of the ankle. The
hinges can be locked to provide more stability than casting in grade
three sprains. The manufacturer states, "The unique modified
orthotic footplate helps maintain arch support and the subtalar joint
in a neutral position.” This may be true for many patients, but
putting a rigid orthosis into a shoe for an ankle sprain for all types of
feet may also cause other foot problems. This brace should only be
used after a biomechanical evaluation of the foot is done to ensure
that the orthotic support of the brace is beneficial to the patient’s
particular anatomical configuration of the foot. The padding is also






