
Arms and hands are very important “tools” since they help

us eat, work, write, clean, etc.  If you are missing one or

both arms, there are different options for how to manage.

You can learn to do things with only one arm; you can get

an artificial arm, called a prosthesis; or you can find or

make simple tools that can help you hold and use things.

Remember that losing an arm is not losing your life.  You

are still the same person you were before.  
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Body-powered prostheses
Some prosthetics clinics make body-powered arm 
prostheses.  These have straps or cables that attach to
other parts of your body, so that by moving your shoulder,
you can make the hand close or bend the elbow of the
prosthesis.  Body-powered prostheses often have metal
hooks instead of fingers.  The hooks are better than 
artificial fingers for hard work and can pick up smaller
things.

Electric-powered prostheses
Electrical prostheses are available in some places, but they
are very expensive.  Muscles in the arm operate electric
motors, which close and open the hand.  Electrical 
prostheses look more like real arms, but they are not as
strong and they break more easily.

Just after the amputation surgery, your residual limb
(stump) will need to be wrapped securely to help it heal

into a shape that makes wearing a prosthesis easier.  If
your residual limb is painful from swelling, keeping it
raised above your shoulder will help the swelling go down
and reduce the pain.  If you exercise your residual arm
soon after the surgery, you will prevent its muscles from
getting weak.  Ask the hospital personnel, a physical 
therapist if one is available, to instruct you about exercise.

When the wound has healed, decide which activities
you need to do.  Then decide what kind of prosthesis or
tools you will need and how you can get them.  Your
decisions will depend on three things:  what natural arms
and hands you have, which kinds of prostheses and tools
are available where you live, and most importantly, what
you need and want to do.

YOU HAVE CHOICES

It is possible to do many activities with one hand or
using your residual limb(s).  Many arm amputees do all
kinds of things without using any prostheses or tools.  

For example, it is easy to eat with one 
hand.  It is possible to get dressed with

one hand.  One man who lost both 
arms is a ceramic maker and uses 
no prostheses.  Another man who 
also lost both arms drives a car 
with no prostheses.  Nevertheless, 

having a prosthesis can be a big 
help, especially for manual labor.  

Learning to use a prosthesis takes hard work and
practice.  It is worth the effort if it improves your ability
to hold and use things.  

An arm-hand prosthesis has three basic parts: the
socket, which fits over your residual limb; the arm section,
which may or may not include an elbow joint; and the
hand/tool, which can be like a hand, a hook, or some
other shape to allow you to hold and use things.

After the Surgery. Cosmetic prostheses
Cosmetic arms look like real arms but the hands do not
move at all.  They can help a little (for example, the 
cosmetic arm can hold down a paper while the other
hand writes on it), but the real purpose of a cosmetic arm
is to look natural.

A SPECIAL KIND OF SURGERY

Some people missing both hands choose to have surgery,
called the Krukenberg surgery, to separate the two bones
of the forearm to make a new kind 
of “hand.”  The bones can be used 
like two fingers, and because the 
skin and bones are real, you can 
feel what you are doing.  This 
greatly benefits amputees who 
are blind.  It is still possible to 
wear a prosthesis over the 
residual limb even after the surgery. 

TRADE-OFFS

In general, there is a trade-off between how a prosthesis
looks and what it can do.  If the appearance of a prosthesis
is important to you, it may not be very useful as a tool.
If having a prosthesis that works for you like a skilled tool
is important to you, it may not look very natural.   

WHERE PROSTHESES ARE NOT AVAILABLE

Prosthetists in many countries are more skilled and more
experienced in making leg prostheses than arm prostheses.
Many people with arm amputations choose not to use a
prosthesis, so not as many arm prostheses are made. There
may not be any choices between types of arm prostheses,
and in some countries there are no professionally made
arm prosthetics at all.  Remember, it is still possible to do
many activities without prostheses.  You can ask a friend
or relative to help with certain tasks.  And it is possible to
make some simple, useful tools. 

Ta lk in g  w i t h  o t h e r  a r m  ampu t e e s  w i l l  h e l p  y ou  f i nd  ou t  wha t
k ind s  o f  t o o l s  t h e y  hav e  made  and  how  t h e y  have  manag ed .

Be creative. Fasten objects to a work surface 
so you can use them with one hand.

A strap with a pocket in it can hold a tooth brush,
a hairbrush, a spoon, or other objects.

With a long strap, your 
back muscles can help you 

do heavy work.

Think about what you really want to do. Experiment and
invent things to help you eat, wash, write, and do other
things by yourself. Some examples are: a fork or a spoon
holder, a pen holder, a soap holder, a scrub brush attached
to a table so you can wash dishes with one hand, and a
soapy cloth wrapped around your knee so you can wash

your natural arm. If your dominant hand, the one you
wrote with, has been amputated, you will need to practice
a long time to train your other hand to write, eat, hold,
and use things. Talking with other arm amputees will help
you find out what tools they have made and how they
have managed.

USEFUL TOOLS it is possible to do many activities

The cable on this 
prosthesis makes the hand

open and close tightly.PO
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Different types of hand tools are good for 
different purposes.


