Metatarsalgia

Milton J. Stern, DPM

What It Is, Causes, Symptoms, and Treatment

What is Metatarsalgia?

Metatarsalgia is a common foot condition characterized by pain and
inflammation in the ball of the foot, specifically in the metatarsal
region. This area, located just behind the toes, bears a significant
amount of weight and pressure during walking, running, and other
activities. When the metatarsals become overworked or injured, it can
lead to discomfort and difficulty in performing daily activities. Here’s a
comprehensive overview of metatarsalgia, including its causes,
symptoms, and treatment options.

Metatarsalgia refers to pain and inflammation in the metatarsal region of the foot, which is the
area between the arch and the toes. The metatarsals are the five long bones that connect the
toes to the midfoot. This condition is not a specific disease but rather a symptom of other
underlying issues, such as overuse, improper footwear, or structural abnormalities.

Causes of Metatarsalgia
Metatarsalgia can result from a variety of factors, including:

1. Overuse or High-Impact Activities:

o Activities like running, jumping, or sports that place repetitive stress on the
forefoot can lead to metatarsalgia.
2. Improper Footwear:

o Wearing shoes with high heels, narrow toe boxes, or
inadequate cushioning can increase pressure on the
metatarsals.

3. Foot Deformities:

o Conditions like bunions, hammertoes, or high arches can
alter weight distribution, leading to metatarsal pain.
4. Excess Weight:

o Being overweight increases pressure on the forefoot, contributing to
metatarsalgia.
5. Stress Fractures:
o Small cracks in the metatarsal bones due to overuse can cause pain and
inflammation.
6. Aging:




o The fat pad on the ball of the foot thins with age, reducing shock absorption and
increasing the risk of metatarsalgia.
7. Medical Conditions:

o Conditions like arthritis, gout, or diabetes can contribute to foot pain and
inflammation.

Symptoms of Metatarsalgia
The most common symptoms of metatarsalgia include:

o Sharp or Burning Pain: Pain in the ball of the foot, often
described as a burning or aching sensation.

« Worsening Pain with Activity: Pain that increases when
standing, walking, or running.

« Tingling or Numbness: Some people may experience
tingling or numbness in the toes.

« Feeling of a Pebble in the Shoe: A sensation that there’s something stuck under the foot.

« Swelling or Inflammation: The affected area may appear swollen or feel tender to the
touch.

Treatment Options for Metatarsalgia

Treatment for metatarsalgia focuses on relieving pain, reducing inflammation, and
addressing the underlying cause. Common treatment options include:

1. Rest and Ice:

o Resting the foot and applying ice packs can help reduce pain
and swelling.
2. Proper Footwear:

o Wearing shoes with good arch support, cushioning, and a
wide toe box can alleviate pressure on the metatarsals.
3. Orthotics:

o Custom or over-the-counter orthotic inserts can help
redistribute weight and provide additional support.
4. Pain Relief Medications:

o Qver-the-counter pain relievers like ibuprofen or
acetaminophen can help manage pain and inflammation.
5. Physical Therapy:




o Stretching and strengthening exercises can improve foot mechanics
and reduce stress on the metatarsals.
6. Metatarsal Pads:

o These pads can be placed in shoes to offload pressure from the
painful area.
7. Weight Management:

o Losing weight can reduce pressure on the forefoot and alleviate
symptoms.
8. Corticosteroid Injections:
o In severe cases, a doctor may recommend corticosteroid injections to reduce

inflammation.
9. Surgery:

o Surgery is rarely needed but may be considered for structural issues like severe
bunions or hammertoes.

Prevention Tips
To prevent metatarsalgia, consider the following tips:

« Wear supportive, well-fitting shoes with adequate cushioning.

« Avoid high heels or shoes with narrow toe boxes.

« Gradually increase the intensity of physical activities to avoid overuse injuries.
« Maintain a healthy weight to reduce pressure on the feet.

» Use orthotics or metatarsal pads if you have a history of foot problems.

When to See a Doctor

If you experience persistent pain in the ball of your foot that does not improve with rest or
home treatment, consult a healthcare professional. Early diagnosis and treatment can prevent
the condition from worsening and help you return to your normal activities.

Conclusion

Metatarsalgia is a manageable condition with proper care and attention. By understanding
its causes, recognizing the symptoms, and following appropriate treatment and prevention
strategies, you can keep your feet healthy and pain-free.
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