thoracic compression fracture physical
therapy protocol

Thoracic compression fracture physical therapy protocol is a critical topic for
individuals recovering from this type of injury. Thoracic compression fractures, often caused
by osteoporosis, trauma, or malignancy, can lead to significant pain, reduced mobility, and
functional limitations. Physical therapy plays a vital role in the recovery process, focusing
on pain management, restoring mobility, and improving overall strength. This article will
outline a comprehensive physical therapy protocol for thoracic compression fractures,
detailing the stages of recovery, therapeutic exercises, and vital considerations for effective
rehabilitation.

Understanding Thoracic Compression Fractures

Before diving into the physical therapy protocol, it's essential to understand what thoracic
compression fractures are. These fractures occur when one or more of the thoracic
vertebrae in the spine collapse or become compressed. Common causes include:

e Osteoporosis: A condition that weakens bones and makes them more susceptible to
fractures.
e Trauma: Falls or accidents can lead to sudden and severe compression fractures.

e Malignancy: Certain cancers can weaken the bones, leading to fractures.

Symptoms typically include acute back pain, reduced mobility, and sometimes neurological
symptoms if the spinal cord is affected.

Goals of Physical Therapy for Thoracic
Compression Fractures

The primary goals of a physical therapy protocol for thoracic compression fractures include:

1. Pain Management: Reducing pain through modalities and appropriate exercises.

2. Restoring Mobility: Improving movement in the thoracic spine and surrounding
structures.

3. Rebuilding Strength: Strengthening core and back muscles to support spinal
stability.



4. Enhancing Function: Helping patients return to daily activities and improve their
quality of life.

Stages of Physical Therapy Protocol

The physical therapy protocol for thoracic compression fractures can be divided into three
main stages:

Stage 1: Acute Phase (Weeks 1-4)

During the acute phase, the focus is primarily on pain relief and initial mobility.

Education: Educating the patient about their condition, activity modifications, and
proper body mechanics.

Pain Management Techniques: Utilizing modalities such as ice, heat, or electrical
stimulation to alleviate pain.

Gentle Range of Motion (ROM) Exercises: Introduce gentle movements to
maintain mobility, focusing on the shoulders, neck, and hips to avoid stiffness.

Breathing Exercises: Encourage deep breathing exercises to promote lung
expansion and prevent respiratory complications.

Stage 2: Subacute Phase (Weeks 4-8)

As the patient progresses and pain diminishes, the physical therapy protocol shifts to more
active rehabilitation.

* Progressive Strengthening Exercises: Introduce light resistance exercises
targeting the core, back, and lower extremities. Examples include:
o Bridges
o Wall slides

o Seated rows with resistance bands



e Postural Training: Teach patients proper posture and body mechanics to reduce
strain on the spine.

* Balance and Stability Exercises: Incorporate balance exercises like single-leg
stands or use of stability balls to improve overall stability.

e Functional Activities: Start integrating daily activities that the patient needs to
perform, focusing on safety and proper techniques.

Stage 3: Functional Phase (Weeks 8 and Beyond)

In this final stage, the emphasis is on returning to full activity levels and preventing future
injuries.

* Advanced Strengthening: Gradually increase resistance and complexity of
exercises, incorporating:
o Dumbbell exercises
o Resistance band exercises

o Core stability exercises (e.g., planks, side planks)

e Cardiovascular Conditioning: Introduce low-impact aerobic exercises such as
walking, swimming, or cycling to improve overall fitness.

e Activity-Specific Training: Tailor exercises to the patient’s specific hobbies or work-
related activities to ensure a safe return to normal life.

e Education on Osteoporosis Management: Discuss lifestyle changes, nutrition, and
ongoing exercise to support bone health.

Considerations for Physical Therapy Protocol

When developing a physical therapy protocol for thoracic compression fractures, several
important considerations should be taken into account:



Individualization of Treatment

Every patient’s needs are different. The protocol should be tailored based on:

e Severity of the fracture
e Patient’s age and overall health
e Presence of comorbidities

e The patient’s personal goals and lifestyle

Monitoring Progress

Regular assessments are crucial to monitor the patient's progress and adjust the treatment
plan as needed. This may include:

Checking pain levels

Assessing range of motion

Evaluating strength gains

Reviewing functional improvements

Collaboration with Healthcare Providers

Collaboration with other healthcare professionals, such as physicians, orthopedic
specialists, and nutritionists, can provide a holistic approach to recovery. This teamwork
ensures comprehensive care for the patient.

Conclusion

In summary, the thoracic compression fracture physical therapy protocol is essential
for a successful recovery. By understanding the stages of rehabilitation, setting clear goals,
and tailoring the approach to each patient, physical therapists can help individuals regain
their strength, mobility, and confidence. With a focus on pain management, mobility
restoration, and functional improvement, patients can look forward to a return to their daily
activities and a better quality of life.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is a thoracic compression fracture and how does
it occur?

A thoracic compression fracture is a type of spinal fracture that occurs in the thoracic
vertebrae, often due to osteoporosis, trauma, or injury. It can cause pain, reduced mobility,
and may lead to spinal deformities.

What are the primary goals of physical therapy for
thoracic compression fractures?

The primary goals of physical therapy for thoracic compression fractures include pain relief,
improving spinal alignment, enhancing mobility and strength, and preventing future
fractures through education on safe movement and strengthening exercises.

What types of exercises are typically included in a
physical therapy protocol for thoracic compression
fractures?

Physical therapy protocols often include gentle range-of-motion exercises, strengthening
exercises for the back and core, postural training, and balance exercises to enhance
stability and prevent falls.

How long does physical therapy typically last for a
patient with a thoracic compression fracture?

The duration of physical therapy for a thoracic compression fracture can vary, but it usually
lasts from 6 to 12 weeks, depending on the severity of the fracture and the patient's overall
health and recovery progress.

What precautions should be taken during physical
therapy for thoracic compression fractures?

Precautions include avoiding high-impact activities, ensuring proper body mechanics during
exercises, monitoring pain levels, and working closely with a physical therapist to adjust the
program as needed to prevent further injury.
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