sternal precautions physical therapy

sternal precautions physical therapy plays a critical role in the recovery
process following cardiac surgery, particularly after procedures such as
median sternotomy. These precautions are specialized guidelines designed to
protect the sternum, the breastbone, during healing to prevent complications
such as sternal dehiscence or infection. Implementing sternal precautions in
physical therapy ensures that patients regain mobility and strength safely
while minimizing stress on the healing bone and surrounding tissues. This
article provides a comprehensive overview of sternal precautions physical
therapy, including the importance of these guidelines, specific precautions,
recommended exercises, and strategies for safe functional recovery.
Understanding these principles is essential for healthcare professionals
involved in postoperative cardiac rehabilitation as well as for patients
undergoing recovery.
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Understanding Sternal Precautions

Sternal precautions are a set of postoperative restrictions and guidelines
used to protect the sternum after cardiac surgery, especially following a
median sternotomy. This surgical approach involves splitting the sternum to
gain access to the heart and great vessels, which can leave the bone
susceptible to injury during the healing period. Physical therapy must adhere
to these precautions to prevent excessive strain that could disrupt sternal
healing, cause pain, or lead to complications such as sternal instability or
infection. These precautions typically last for six to eight weeks,
corresponding to the approximate time required for the sternum to heal
securely.

Healing Process of the Sternum

The sternum undergoes several phases of healing post-surgery, including
inflammation, soft callus formation, hard callus development, and remodeling.
During the initial weeks, the bone edges are held together by surgical wires
while new bone tissue forms. Physical therapy interventions must avoid
movements that generate shearing forces or excessive pressure across the
sternum to allow proper healing. Understanding this biological timeline
guides the implementation of appropriate sternal precautions physical therapy
protocols.



Risks of Non-Adherence

Failure to follow sternal precautions can result in serious complications
such as sternal wound dehiscence, mediastinitis, pain, and prolonged
hospitalization. Physical therapy that disregards these precautions may
inadvertently contribute to poor outcomes. Therefore, therapy sessions are
carefully planned to balance early mobilization benefits against the need to
protect the integrity of the sternum.

Importance of Sternal Precautions in Physical
Therapy

Sternal precautions in physical therapy are essential to optimize recovery
and prevent adverse events following cardiac surgery. Early mobilization
improves respiratory function, reduces the risk of deep vein thrombosis, and
enhances overall physical conditioning. However, without proper precautions,
these benefits may be overshadowed by complications from sternal injury.
Physical therapists must integrate sternal precautions to enable safe
progression of activity while ensuring sternum protection.

Balancing Protection and Mobility

Physical therapy aims to restore functional independence while respecting the
healing process. This balance requires careful assessment of patient status,
surgical details, and individual risk factors. Therapists use sternal
precautions to guide the intensity and type of exercises, promoting gradual
increases in activity without jeopardizing structural stability.

Role in Long-Term Recovery

Adhering to sternal precautions during physical therapy not only impacts
immediate postoperative safety but also influences the long-term functional
outcomes. Proper management reduces the likelihood of chronic pain, sternal
instability, and prolonged disability, facilitating a smoother return to
daily activities and improved quality of life.

Common Sternal Precautions Guidelines

Sternal precautions consist of specific movement and activity restrictions
designed to minimize stress on the sternum during healing. These guidelines
are widely accepted in postoperative cardiac rehabilitation and form a
foundation for physical therapy planning.

Typical Restrictions

The following are common sternal precautions implemented in physical therapy:

e No lifting: Avoid lifting objects heavier than 5 to 10 pounds to prevent
excessive strain on the sternum.

e No pushing or pulling: Refrain from pushing or pulling actions that
require upper extremity force, such as opening heavy doors or using

assistive devices improperly.

e Arm movement limits: Limit shoulder flexion and abduction to 90 degrees



to reduce sternal stress.

e No crossing arms in front of the chest: Crossing the arms may place
shearing forces on the healing sternum.

e Avoid sudden or jerky movements: Gentle and controlled movements are
encouraged.

e Use proper techniques for transfers and bed mobility: Avoid excessive
upper body twisting or bending.

Variations Based on Patient Factors

Sternal precautions may be customized based on factors such as patient age,
bone quality, surgical technique, and comorbidities. Some protocols may allow
gradual progression of arm movement beyond 90 degrees or lifting restrictions
after a certain time frame, under professional supervision.

Physical Therapy Interventions During Sternal
Precautions

Physical therapy during the period of sternal precautions focuses on safe
mobilization, respiratory exercises, and gradual functional restoration.

Interventions are carefully selected to promote healing while preventing

complications.

Early Mobilization Techniques

Early mobilization includes activities such as sitting on the edge of the
bed, standing, and short-distance ambulation. Therapists guide patients to
use proper body mechanics and avoid movements that violate sternal
precautions. Assistive devices may be introduced to support mobility while
protecting the sternum.

Respiratory Therapy Exercises

Respiratory exercises are critical after cardiac surgery to prevent pulmonary
complications. Techniques such as incentive spirometry, deep breathing, and
coughing with sternal support are integrated into therapy. Patients are
taught to use a pillow or folded towel to brace the sternum during coughing
to reduce pain and protect the surgical site.

Gentle Range of Motion and Strengthening

Passive and active range of motion exercises for the lower extremities and
unaffected joints are encouraged early on. Upper extremity exercises are
limited to safe ranges respecting sternal precautions. Isometric
strengthening exercises for the upper body may be introduced gradually under
supervision.

Progression and Modification of Therapy

As the sternum heals and the patient regains strength, physical therapy



progresses in intensity and complexity. Modifications to sternal precautions
are often guided by clinical evaluation and healing status.

Criteria for Advancing Therapy

Physical therapists assess factors such as pain level, sternal stability,
wound healing, and overall functional capacity to determine when to advance
therapy. The lifting restrictions and range of motion limits may be gradually
relaxed, allowing more dynamic activities and strengthening exercises.

Incorporating Functional Training

Later stages of therapy focus on restoring activities of daily living,
including personal hygiene, dressing, household tasks, and light aerobic
conditioning. Emphasis is placed on correct movement patterns that continue
to respect sternum protection while promoting independence.

Monitoring for Complications

Throughout therapy progression, vigilant monitoring for signs of sternal
instability or complications is essential. Any unusual pain, swelling, or
wound changes require immediate attention and potential modification of
therapy.

Patient Education and Safety Strategies

Patient education is a cornerstone of successful sternal precautions physical
therapy. Empowering patients with knowledge about the importance of
precautions and safe movements enhances adherence and recovery outcomes.

Teaching Safe Movement Techniques

Instruction on proper techniques for transfers, bed mobility, and activities
such as coughing or sneezing with sternal support is provided. Visual
demonstrations and supervised practice sessions help reinforce correct
behavior.

Guidance on Activity Restrictions

Clear communication regarding lifting limits, arm movement boundaries, and
avoidance of high-risk activities is essential. Patients are encouraged to
recognize and avoid actions that may jeopardize sternal healing.

Encouraging Compliance and Support

Engaging family members and caregivers in education ensures a supportive
environment that fosters compliance. Written materials and follow-up
consultations help maintain understanding of sternal precautions throughout
the recovery period.

Frequently Asked Questions



What are sternal precautions in physical therapy?

Sternal precautions are guidelines given to patients after open heart surgery
to protect the sternum (breastbone) during the healing process. They include
restrictions on arm movements, lifting, and activities that may strain the
chest.

Why are sternal precautions important after cardiac
surgery?
Sternal precautions help prevent complications such as sternal wound

dehiscence, infection, or delayed healing by minimizing stress on the sternum
during the critical recovery period after cardiac surgery.

How long do sternal precautions typically last?

Sternal precautions usually last about 6 to 8 weeks after surgery, depending
on the patient's healing progress and the surgeon's recommendations.

What specific movements are restricted under sternal
precautions?

Patients are generally advised to avoid heavy lifting (usually over 5 to 10
pounds), pushing, pulling, reaching both arms overhead simultaneously, and
twisting or bending at the chest.

Can physical therapy be started while following
sternal precautions?

Yes, physical therapy can begin early after surgery with exercises tailored
to respect sternal precautions, focusing on gentle range of motion, breathing
exercises, and gradual mobility to promote recovery.

How does physical therapy help patients with sternal
precautions?

Physical therapy helps maintain mobility, improve circulation, reduce pain,
and educate patients on safe movements that protect the sternum while
promoting overall functional recovery.

Are there any assistive devices recommended during
sternal precautions?

Sometimes, patients may use assistive devices like a sternal splint or binder
to provide additional support and remind them to protect the sternum during
movement.

What signs indicate a patient might be wviolating
sternal precautions during physical therapy?
Signs include increased chest pain, swelling, redness at the incision site,

clicking or popping sounds in the chest, or difficulty breathing, which
should prompt immediate medical evaluation.



How can patients balance the need for activity and
sternal precautions in physical therapy?

Patients are encouraged to perform prescribed gentle exercises within limits,
avoid sudden or strenuous movements, communicate with their therapist about
discomfort, and follow a gradual progression plan tailored to their healing
Sstatus.

Additional Resources

1. Sternal Precautions in Physical Therapy: Guidelines and Best Practices
This book offers a comprehensive overview of sternal precautions following
cardiac surgery, emphasizing safe rehabilitation techniques. It covers the
anatomy of the sternum, healing timelines, and specific physical therapy
interventions to prevent complications. The text is ideal for clinicians
aiming to optimize patient recovery while minimizing risks.

2. Rehabilitation After Sternotomy: A Physical Therapist’s Guide

Focused on post—-sternotomy care, this guide provides detailed protocols for
physical therapists managing patients with sternal precautions. It includes
evidence-based exercises, mobility strategies, and patient education tips to
promote healing and functional independence. The book also addresses
challenges like pain management and psychosocial support.

3. Cardiac Surgery Recovery: Sternal Precautions and Physical Therapy
Approaches

This resource explores the intersection of cardiac surgery recovery and
physical therapy, highlighting the importance of adhering to sternal
precautions. It discusses various surgical techniques and their implications
for rehabilitation. Practical advice on exercise progression and activity
modification is provided to ensure safe and effective patient care.

4. Physical Therapy Techniques for Sternotomy Patients

This title delves into specialized physical therapy techniques tailored for
patients recovering from sternotomy. It emphasizes manual therapy, breathing
exercises, and gradual strengthening within the limits of sternal
precautions. Case studies illustrate successful rehabilitation outcomes and
common pitfalls to avoid.

5. Managing Sternal Precautions: A Clinical Handbook

A concise clinical handbook designed for quick reference, this book outlines
key principles of managing sternal precautions in inpatient and outpatient
settings. It covers assessment tools, precautionary measures, and adaptive
equipment recommendations. The book serves as a practical tool for therapists
to enhance patient safety during rehabilitation.

6. Post-Cardiac Surgery Physical Therapy: Sternal Protection Strategies

This publication focuses on strategies to protect the sternum while
maintaining mobility and strength after cardiac surgery. It reviews the
latest research on sternal healing and integrates it into physical therapy
planning. The text also discusses patient adherence and education to improve
outcomes.

7. Evidence-Based Sternal Precautions and Rehabilitation

Highlighting the scientific evidence behind sternal precautions, this book
critiques traditional approaches and presents updated rehabilitation
protocols. It encourages therapists to balance caution with functional



recovery, supported by clinical trials and expert consensus. Comprehensive
references make it a valuable resource for ongoing education.

8. Safe Mobilization After Sternotomy: A Therapeutic Approach

This book emphasizes the importance of early and safe mobilization in
patients with sternal precautions. It provides step-by-step guidance on
activity progression, pain management, and preventing sternal wound
complications. Therapists will find practical tips for customizing treatment
plans based on individual patient needs.

9. Patient Education and Physical Therapy for Sternal Precautions
Focusing on the critical role of patient education, this title outlines
methods to effectively communicate sternal precautions and rehabilitation
goals. It includes educational materials, checklists, and motivational
strategies to enhance compliance. The book underscores the partnership
between therapist and patient in achieving successful recovery.
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