sternal precautions exercises

sternal precautions exercises are essential components of post-operative care for patients
recovering from median sternotomy, a common surgical approach for heart surgeries. These
exercises are designed to protect the sternum during the healing process, minimizing the risk of
complications such as sternal instability or dehiscence. Implementing proper sternal precautions
exercises aids in restoring mobility, improving respiratory function, and promoting overall recovery
while ensuring the sternum remains stable. This article provides a comprehensive guide to
understanding sternal precautions, the types of exercises recommended, and tips for safely
performing them. Additionally, it covers the common restrictions and adaptations necessary during
recovery to prevent undue stress on the sternum. The following sections outline the key aspects of
sternal precautions exercises and their role in post-surgical rehabilitation.

e Understanding Sternal Precautions

e Types of Sternal Precautions Exercises

¢ Guidelines for Safe Exercise Performance
e Common Restrictions During Recovery

e Benefits of Sternal Precautions Exercises

Understanding Sternal Precautions

Sternal precautions refer to a set of guidelines and activity modifications designed to protect the
sternum after cardiac surgery requiring a median sternotomy. These precautions are critical during
the initial healing phase, typically lasting 6 to 12 weeks, while the sternum fuses back together. The
main goal is to prevent excessive movement or strain on the breastbone that could disrupt healing or
cause pain. Sternal precautions exercises are tailored to respect these limitations while promoting
safe movement and rehabilitation.

Purpose of Sternal Precautions

The primary purpose of sternal precautions is to safeguard the integrity of the sternum during the
vulnerable post-operative period. Excessive force, twisting, or lifting heavy objects can compromise
the surgical site, leading to complications such as infection, delayed healing, or sternal instability.
By adhering to prescribed exercises and activity guidelines, patients can support optimal recovery
while minimizing risks.

Common Sternal Precautions Guidelines

Patients are typically advised to follow several key precautions, including:



 Avoid lifting objects heavier than 5 to 10 pounds

e Limit pushing and pulling movements

¢ Refrain from reaching both arms overhead simultaneously
¢ Avoid sudden twisting or bending at the waist

¢ Use proper techniques for coughing and sneezing to reduce sternal stress

Types of Sternal Precautions Exercises

Sternal precautions exercises are carefully selected to promote gentle movement, enhance
circulation, and maintain range of motion without compromising sternal stability. These exercises
typically focus on deep breathing, gentle arm and shoulder movements, and gradual strength
building under professional supervision.

Deep Breathing and Coughing Techniques

Respiratory exercises are vital to prevent lung complications such as pneumonia and to promote
lung expansion. Patients are encouraged to perform deep breathing exercises regularly, often with
the support of an incentive spirometer. Proper coughing techniques, such as splinting the chest with
a pillow or hand, help minimize sternum discomfort and protect the surgical site.

Arm and Shoulder Range of Motion Exercises

Gentle range of motion exercises for the arms and shoulders help prevent stiffness and improve
circulation. These movements are introduced gradually and focus on one arm at a time to avoid
strain. Examples include shoulder shrugs, elbow bends, and wrist rotations performed within the
limits of pain and sternal safety.

Seated and Standing Marching

Light cardiovascular activity such as seated or standing marching increases blood flow and promotes
healing without excessive strain. These exercises are typically started early in the rehabilitation
process and adjusted based on patient tolerance and healing progress.

Guidelines for Safe Exercise Performance

Adhering to specific guidelines when performing sternal precautions exercises ensures safety and
maximizes therapeutic benefits. Patients should perform exercises slowly, avoid pain or discomfort,
and listen to their bodies during the recovery process.



Proper Technique and Posture

Maintaining proper posture during exercises reduces unnecessary stress on the sternum. Patients
should keep their back straight, avoid sudden jerky movements, and use both hands to assist when
necessary. Using a pillow to support the chest during coughing or deep breathing is also
recommended.

Progression and Monitoring

Exercise intensity and complexity should be gradually increased based on healing status and medical
advice. Regular monitoring by healthcare providers, including physical therapists, helps tailor the
exercise program and identify any signs of sternal instability or complications early.

When to Stop and Seek Medical Advice

Patients should immediately stop exercising and consult their healthcare provider if they experience:

e Sharp or increasing chest pain
e Unusual swelling or redness at the incision site
e Difficulty breathing or dizziness

 Signs of sternal instability, such as clicking or popping sensations

Common Restrictions During Recovery

Understanding and respecting activity restrictions is crucial to avoid jeopardizing sternal healing.
These limitations are designed to protect the sternum while allowing gradual functional recovery.

Lifting and Carrying Restrictions

Patients are generally advised to avoid lifting or carrying items heavier than 5 to 10 pounds for
several weeks after surgery. This restriction helps prevent excessive strain on the sternum and
surrounding tissues.

Avoiding Bilateral Upper Extremity Movements

Activities requiring simultaneous use of both arms, such as pushing a wheelchair or lifting objects
overhead, should be avoided. These movements can place undue stress on the chest and compromise
sternal stability.



Modifications in Daily Activities

Patients may need to modify tasks such as dressing, bathing, and household chores to comply with
sternal precautions. Using adaptive equipment and techniques can facilitate independence while
protecting the surgical site.

Benefits of Sternal Precautions Exercises

Properly performed sternal precautions exercises offer numerous benefits during the recovery phase
after cardiac surgery. These exercises contribute to physical and psychological well-being by
promoting safe mobility and preventing complications.

Enhanced Healing and Stability

By minimizing stress on the sternum, these exercises promote optimal bone healing and reduce the
risk of complications such as sternal wound infections and instability.

Improved Respiratory Function

Deep breathing and coughing exercises help maintain lung capacity, clear secretions, and prevent
respiratory infections, which are common risks after surgery.

Increased Mobility and Strength

Gradual reintroduction of movement encourages muscle strength, joint flexibility, and overall
physical function, aiding in a quicker and safer return to daily activities.

Psychological Benefits

Engaging in structured exercises provides patients with a sense of control and progress, which can
reduce anxiety and improve mood during the recovery period.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are sternal precautions exercises?

Sternal precautions exercises are specific movements and activities prescribed to individuals
recovering from open-heart surgery or other chest surgeries to protect the sternum and promote
safe healing.



Why are sternal precautions exercises important after heart
surgery?

They help prevent excessive strain on the sternum, reduce the risk of wound complications, and
promote proper healing by limiting certain arm and upper body movements.

When can I start sternal precautions exercises after surgery?

Typically, sternal precautions exercises begin shortly after surgery, often within the first few days,
but the timing and type of exercises depend on your surgeon's recommendations and your individual
recovery.

What types of movements are avoided during sternal
precautions exercises?

Movements that involve pushing, pulling, lifting heavy objects (usually over 5-10 pounds), reaching
behind the back, or crossing the arms across the chest are generally avoided to protect the sternum.

Can I perform sternal precautions exercises at home?

Yes, many sternal precautions exercises can be safely performed at home under the guidance of your
healthcare provider or physical therapist to aid recovery.

How long do I need to follow sternal precautions exercises?

Sternal precautions are usually recommended for about 6 to 8 weeks post-surgery, but the duration
can vary based on individual healing and surgeon advice.

Are there any specific exercises recommended during the
sternal precautions phase?

Gentle range-of-motion exercises for the shoulders and arms, deep breathing exercises, and walking
are commonly recommended to maintain mobility without stressing the sternum.

What should I do if I experience pain during sternal
precautions exercises?

If you experience pain, stop the exercise immediately and consult your healthcare provider or
physical therapist to adjust your exercise program safely.

Can sternal precautions exercises help improve my overall
recovery?

Yes, following sternal precautions exercises as directed can help reduce complications, improve
mobility, and support a smoother and safer recovery process after chest surgery.



Additional Resources

1. Sternal Precautions and Cardiac Rehab: A Comprehensive Guide

This book provides an in-depth look at the importance of sternal precautions following cardiac
surgery. It outlines safe exercises and movements to promote healing while minimizing the risk of
complications. Ideal for patients and therapists, it combines medical insights with practical
rehabilitation strategies.

2. Safe Movement After Sternotomy: Exercises and Guidelines

Focused on post-sternotomy recovery, this guide offers detailed instructions on exercises that
adhere to sternal precautions. It explains the rationale behind each precaution and provides step-by-
step routines designed to enhance mobility without compromising sternal integrity. The book is well-
illustrated to facilitate proper exercise execution.

3. Healing the Sternum: Exercise Protocols for Cardiac Surgery Patients

This resource is tailored for patients recovering from open-heart surgery, emphasizing the
significance of sternal precautions in exercise therapy. It includes progressive exercise plans that
help strengthen the upper body gently and safely. The book also discusses common challenges and
tips for maintaining motivation during recovery.

4. Post-Operative Care and Sternal Precautions in Cardiac Rehabilitation

This text serves as a clinical reference for healthcare providers managing cardiac rehab patients. It
highlights the critical role of sternal precautions and presents evidence-based exercises to optimize
healing. The book integrates patient education techniques to enhance adherence to precautionary
measures.

5. Managing Sternal Precautions: Exercises for Optimal Recovery

With a patient-centered approach, this book details exercises that maintain sternal stability while
improving functional capacity. It covers modifications for different fitness levels and addresses
common concerns such as pain and limited range of motion. The straightforward language makes it
accessible to a broad audience.

6. Cardiac Surgery Recovery: Sternal Precautions and Therapeutic Exercises

This comprehensive guide combines the latest research on sternal healing with practical exercise
regimens. It emphasizes safe upper body strengthening and flexibility exercises that respect sternal
precautions. The book also includes sections on nutrition and lifestyle adjustments to support overall
recovery.

7. Rehabilitation Exercises Following Sternotomy: A Patient’s Handbook

Designed specifically for patients, this handbook breaks down sternal precautions into
understandable terms and provides daily exercise routines to follow. It encourages gradual
progression and highlights warning signs that require medical attention. Visual aids and
motivational tips enhance the usability of the book.

8. Safe Strengthening After Cardiac Surgery: Sternal Precautions in Practice

This book offers a practical approach to incorporating sternal precautions into strength training
post-surgery. It outlines dos and don’ts, with a focus on avoiding movements that could jeopardize
sternal healing. Detailed exercise illustrations and safety checklists support both patients and
therapists.

9. Guided Exercises for Sternal Healing: Post-Cardiac Surgery Protocols



This publication presents an evidence-based exercise program designed to protect the sternum while
aiding recovery. It discusses the timing and intensity of exercises in relation to healing stages. The
book also features case studies to demonstrate successful rehabilitation outcomes.
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