
sternal precautions occupational therapy

sternal precautions occupational therapy is a critical aspect of post-operative care for patients

recovering from median sternotomy, commonly performed during cardiac surgeries. This specialized

approach focuses on protecting the sternum during the healing process, minimizing the risk of

complications such as sternal wound dehiscence or infection. Occupational therapists play a vital role

in educating patients about safe movement patterns, activity modification, and adherence to sternal

precautions to facilitate optimal recovery. The integration of sternal precautions within occupational

therapy interventions helps patients regain independence while ensuring sternum stability. This article

explores the principles, implementation, and benefits of sternal precautions occupational therapy, along

with practical strategies for daily living and rehabilitation. Understanding these elements is essential for

healthcare professionals involved in cardiac rehabilitation and post-surgical care.
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Understanding Sternal Precautions

Sternal precautions are a set of guidelines designed to protect the sternum and surrounding tissues

after cardiac surgery, especially following median sternotomy. The sternum, or breastbone, is divided

during surgery to allow access to the heart and major vessels. Post-operatively, this bone requires

adequate time and protection to heal properly. Without appropriate precautions, patients risk sternal

instability, pain, delayed healing, or infection.

These precautions limit certain upper body movements and activities that could place undue stress on

the sternum. The goals include promoting bone healing, preventing sternal complications, and enabling

safe resumption of daily activities. Sternal precautions are typically enforced for 6 to 12 weeks post-

surgery, depending on the patient’s condition and surgeon recommendations. Understanding the

rationale behind these restrictions is essential for effective occupational therapy management and

patient compliance.

Role of Occupational Therapy in Sternal Precautions

Occupational therapy is integral in the rehabilitation process following cardiac surgery, particularly in

the application of sternal precautions. Occupational therapists assess the patient’s functional status,

teach safe movement strategies, and assist in adapting activities to protect the sternum. Their

interventions focus on maximizing independence while adhering to sternal precautions occupational

therapy guidelines.

Occupational therapists collaborate closely with the multidisciplinary cardiac rehabilitation team to

develop individualized care plans. These plans address not only physical safety but also psychosocial

aspects, such as anxiety related to movement or dependence. Through guided practice and education,

occupational therapy empowers patients to regain confidence in performing essential activities while

minimizing the risk of sternal complications.



Assessment and Evaluation

Initial evaluation includes assessing upper extremity strength, range of motion, pain levels, and

cognitive status. Occupational therapists determine the patient’s ability to perform activities of daily

living (ADLs) safely under sternal precautions. This assessment helps tailor interventions and prioritize

therapeutic goals.

Activity Modification and Adaptation

Occupational therapists provide strategies to modify or adapt tasks that involve the upper body to

reduce stress on the sternum. This may include using assistive devices, altering movement patterns,

or changing the environment to facilitate safer task completion.

Key Guidelines and Movement Restrictions

Sternal precautions occupational therapy involves specific movement restrictions to protect the healing

sternum. Understanding these guidelines is crucial for both therapists and patients to prevent injury

during the vulnerable recovery phase.

No lifting: Avoid lifting objects heavier than 5 to 10 pounds, depending on medical advice.

No pushing or pulling: Refrain from pushing or pulling heavy objects, including wheelchairs or

furniture.

Limit shoulder movements: Avoid excessive shoulder flexion, abduction, or twisting that may

strain the sternum.



Avoid reaching behind the back: Movements like reaching behind the back or crossing the

midline may place stress on the sternum.

Support the chest: Use of a pillow or hands to splint the chest during coughing, sneezing, or

movement.

These guidelines may vary slightly based on surgeon protocols and patient-specific factors. Regular

communication with the healthcare team ensures that occupational therapy interventions align with

current precautions.

Implementing Sternal Precautions in Daily Activities

Integrating sternal precautions into daily activities is essential to maintain safety and promote healing.

Occupational therapists provide patients with practical advice and training to navigate ADLs within the

recommended restrictions.

Personal Hygiene and Dressing

Patients are taught to use adaptive techniques such as seated dressing, using long-handled tools, and

avoiding overhead reaching. Strategies include:

Using a dressing stick to don shirts or jackets

Sitting while bathing to reduce risk of falls and excessive movement



Avoiding lifting arms above shoulder level

Household Tasks and Mobility

Occupational therapists encourage energy conservation and task simplification. Patients learn to:

Use lightweight utensils and tools

Avoid carrying heavy groceries or laundry baskets

Perform tasks in stages to prevent overexertion

Engage in safe transfers with proper body mechanics

Sleep and Rest

Proper positioning during sleep is emphasized to avoid pressure on the sternum. Patients may be

advised to sleep on their back or in slightly elevated positions with support pillows.

Therapeutic Techniques and Patient Education

Therapeutic interventions in sternal precautions occupational therapy include exercise guidance,

patient education, and gradual progression toward normal activity.



Exercise and Mobility Training

Occupational therapists design gentle upper extremity exercises that promote circulation and prevent

stiffness without compromising sternal integrity. These exercises are introduced progressively, following

medical clearance.

Patient and Caregiver Education

Educating patients and caregivers about sternal precautions is a cornerstone of occupational therapy.

Key educational points include:

The importance of adhering to movement restrictions to prevent complications1.

Recognizing signs of sternal wound infection or instability2.

Techniques for safe movement, coughing, and deep breathing3.

Strategies for managing daily activities within precautions4.

Use of Assistive Devices

Occupational therapists may recommend the use of assistive devices such as dressing aids, reachers,

or adaptive utensils to facilitate independence while maintaining safety.



Challenges and Considerations in Sternal Precautions

Occupational Therapy

Several challenges may arise during the implementation of sternal precautions occupational therapy.

These include patient compliance, pain management, and balancing activity with rest.

Patient Compliance and Motivation

Adhering to sternal precautions can be difficult, especially when patients experience frustration due to

activity limitations. Occupational therapists employ motivational strategies and education to enhance

compliance and promote healing.

Pain and Discomfort Management

Post-operative pain may limit participation in therapy. Effective pain management protocols are

essential to facilitate movement within precautions and improve functional outcomes.

Individualized Approach

Each patient’s recovery trajectory differs; thus, occupational therapy must be tailored to individual

needs, taking into account comorbidities, cognitive status, and social support.

Adjusting therapy intensity based on pain and fatigue levels



Addressing psychological factors such as anxiety or depression

Coordinating with other healthcare providers for comprehensive care

Frequently Asked Questions

What are sternal precautions in occupational therapy?

Sternal precautions are specific guidelines and restrictions given to patients after open-heart surgery or

sternal injury to protect the sternum during healing and prevent complications.

Why are sternal precautions important in occupational therapy?

They help prevent excessive stress on the sternum, reducing the risk of wound complications,

infection, and sternal instability during the recovery process.

What activities are typically restricted under sternal precautions?

Lifting heavy objects, pushing or pulling with the arms, reaching both arms overhead, and excessive

twisting or bending of the upper body are commonly restricted.

How long do sternal precautions usually last?

Sternal precautions generally last for about 6 to 8 weeks post-surgery, but the exact duration depends

on the patient's healing progress and surgeon's instructions.

How does occupational therapy incorporate sternal precautions into

rehabilitation?

Occupational therapists educate patients on safe movement techniques, modify daily activities to avoid



strain on the sternum, and gradually reintroduce functional tasks within precaution limits.

Can patients perform self-care tasks while following sternal

precautions?

Yes, with proper education and adaptations, patients can perform self-care tasks safely by avoiding

movements that stress the sternum and using assistive devices if needed.

What are common signs that sternal precautions are being violated?

Signs include increased pain around the sternum, swelling, bruising, clicking sensations, or wound

opening, which should prompt immediate medical evaluation.

How does occupational therapy help in managing pain related to

sternal precautions?

Occupational therapists teach pain management techniques such as pacing activities, energy

conservation, and use of adaptive equipment to minimize discomfort during recovery.

Are there any exercises allowed under sternal precautions?

Yes, gentle range-of-motion exercises for the shoulders and arms within the prescribed limits are often

allowed to maintain mobility without stressing the sternum.

What role does patient education play in sternal precautions during

occupational therapy?

Education is crucial to ensure patients understand the precautions, recognize warning signs, and adopt

safe movement strategies to promote healing and prevent complications.



Additional Resources

1. Sternal Precautions in Occupational Therapy: Guidelines for Safe Recovery

This book offers comprehensive guidelines for occupational therapists managing patients recovering

from cardiac surgery. It focuses on sternal precautions to prevent complications such as sternal wound

infections and dehiscence. Therapists will find practical interventions and patient education strategies

tailored to promote healing while maximizing functional independence.

2. Rehabilitation After Cardiac Surgery: Occupational Therapy Approaches and Sternal Precautions

This text delves into the specialized rehab process following cardiac surgery, emphasizing the

importance of sternal precautions. It provides detailed protocols for safe upper body movements,

transfer techniques, and activity modifications. The book is a valuable resource for therapists aiming to

balance patient safety with progressive rehabilitation.

3. Protecting the Sternum: Occupational Therapy Strategies Post-Cardiac Surgery

Focusing on the protection of the sternum during the critical postoperative period, this book outlines

occupational therapy strategies to minimize stress on the chest. It covers patient assessment, risk

factors, and adaptive equipment recommendations. The content supports therapists in designing

individualized care plans that respect sternal precautions.

4. Occupational Therapy Interventions for Sternal Healing and Functional Recovery

This book explores interventions that facilitate sternal healing while promoting functional recovery in

daily activities. It discusses evidence-based practices for managing pain, edema, and mobility

restrictions. The text serves as a practical guide for occupational therapists working with cardiac

surgery patients under sternal precautions.

5. Safe Mobilization Techniques: Sternal Precautions in Occupational Therapy Practice

This resource emphasizes safe mobilization and transfer techniques to prevent sternal complications. It

includes step-by-step instructions and visual aids for therapists and caregivers. The book also

highlights patient education methods to ensure adherence to precautions outside clinical settings.

6. Cardiac Surgery Recovery: A Guide to Sternal Precautions and Occupational Therapy



Designed for clinicians and students alike, this guide covers the fundamentals of cardiac surgery

recovery with a strong focus on sternal precautions. It integrates theoretical knowledge with practical

case studies, illustrating how occupational therapy supports holistic patient care. The book also

addresses psychosocial considerations during recovery.

7. Adaptive Techniques and Equipment for Patients with Sternal Precautions

This title focuses on adaptive techniques and assistive devices that accommodate sternal precautions

during rehabilitation. Therapists will learn to modify activities and recommend tools that reduce strain

on the sternum. The book enhances therapists’ ability to maintain patient independence while ensuring

safety.

8. Patient Education and Sternal Precautions: An Occupational Therapy Perspective

Highlighting the critical role of patient education, this book provides strategies for teaching sternal

precautions effectively. It discusses communication techniques, educational materials, and motivational

approaches to improve compliance. The content is aimed at empowering patients to participate actively

in their recovery.

9. Evidence-Based Practices in Occupational Therapy for Post-Sternal Surgery Care

This book compiles current research and clinical evidence supporting occupational therapy

interventions after sternal surgery. It reviews best practices for implementing sternal precautions and

optimizing functional outcomes. The text is ideal for therapists seeking to base their care on the latest

scientific findings.
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