post mastectomy physical therapy
protocol

post mastectomy physical therapy protocol is a critical component in the recovery
process following mastectomy surgery. This specialized rehabilitation approach aims to
restore mobility, reduce pain, prevent complications such as lymphedema, and improve
overall function and quality of life for patients. Understanding the phases of healing and
the targeted therapeutic exercises allows healthcare professionals to develop an effective
treatment plan tailored to individual needs. This article provides a comprehensive
overview of the post mastectomy physical therapy protocol, including initial assessment,
therapeutic goals, essential exercises, and considerations for long-term management. By
following a structured protocol, patients can achieve optimal outcomes and regain
strength and confidence after surgery. The following sections will outline the key elements
of the protocol, guiding clinicians through each stage of rehabilitation.
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Therapeutic Exercises and Techniques
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Initial Assessment and Evaluation

The foundation of an effective post mastectomy physical therapy protocol begins with a
thorough initial assessment. This evaluation includes a detailed medical history, surgical
report review, and physical examination focused on the upper extremity and chest wall.
Key aspects to assess are range of motion (ROM), muscle strength, pain levels, scar tissue
condition, and signs of edema or lymphedema.

Physical therapists should also evaluate posture and functional limitations impacting daily
activities. Understanding the patient's baseline function helps tailor the therapy program
and set realistic goals. Additionally, screening for psychosocial factors such as anxiety or
depression is important, as these can influence rehabilitation outcomes.

Range of Motion and Strength Testing

Assessing shoulder and arm range of motion is critical since mastectomy can lead to
restricted mobility. Measurements typically focus on flexion, abduction, external and
internal rotation. Muscle strength tests concentrate on the deltoid, rotator cuff, and
scapular stabilizers to identify weakness that may impair movement or increase injury



risk.

Scar and Tissue Assessment

Scar tissue evaluation includes inspection for adhesions, thickness, and sensitivity. Proper
management of scar tissue is essential to prevent tightness and improve tissue mobility.
The therapist may also palpate lymph nodes and surrounding tissues to detect swelling or
tenderness suggestive of lymphatic complications.

Phases of Post Mastectomy Rehabilitation

The post mastectomy physical therapy protocol is typically divided into three progressive
phases: acute, subacute, and chronic. Each phase has distinct therapeutic goals and
interventions tailored to the patient's healing status and functional capacity.

Acute Phase (0-2 Weeks Post-Surgery)

The primary focus during the acute phase is pain management, wound healing, and
prevention of complications such as deep vein thrombosis and frozen shoulder. Gentle
range of motion exercises are introduced cautiously to avoid stressing the surgical site.
Lymphedema risk reduction techniques should also be initiated.

Subacute Phase (2-6 Weeks Post-Surgery)

During the subacute phase, therapy progresses to more active range of motion and gentle
strengthening exercises. Scar tissue mobilization and desensitization techniques become
important. The therapist monitors for any signs of lymphedema and adjusts the program
accordingly. Functional training to restore activities of daily living is emphasized.

Chronic Phase (6 Weeks and Beyond)

The chronic phase focuses on restoring full strength, endurance, and flexibility. Advanced
strengthening exercises targeting the shoulder girdle and upper back muscles are
implemented. Postural correction and ergonomic education help prevent compensatory
movement patterns that can cause pain or dysfunction.

Therapeutic Exercises and Techniques

A carefully structured exercise regimen is essential for successful rehabilitation following
mastectomy. The post mastectomy physical therapy protocol incorporates a variety of
exercises designed to restore mobility, strength, and function while minimizing risk of
injury or complications.



Range of Motion Exercises

Passive and active-assisted range of motion exercises are introduced early to prevent joint
stiffness and maintain flexibility. Examples include pendulum swings, wall climbing with
fingers, and table slides. These exercises gradually progress to active range of motion as
tolerated.

Strengthening Exercises

Strengthening focuses on the shoulder complex and scapular stabilizers to support arm
function and posture. Isometric exercises are commonly used initially, progressing to
resistance training with bands or light weights. Target muscles include the deltoid,
trapezius, rhomboids, and rotator cuff muscles.

Scar Tissue Mobilization

Manual techniques such as massage and myofascial release help improve scar pliability
and prevent adhesions. These interventions reduce discomfort and facilitate better tissue
mobility, which is crucial for restoring normal arm movement.

Lymphedema Prevention and Management

Therapy includes lymphatic drainage techniques, compression bandaging, and patient
education on limb care to reduce the risk of lymphedema. Exercises that promote lymph
flow, such as deep breathing and gentle arm movements, are incorporated into the
protocol.

Management of Common Complications

Post mastectomy physical therapy protocols address several common complications that
may arise during recovery. Early identification and intervention are vital to minimize long-
term disability and improve patient outcomes.

Lymphedema

Lymphedema is a frequent concern after mastectomy, especially when lymph nodes are
removed or irradiated. Physical therapy plays a central role in managing lymphedema
through manual lymphatic drainage, compression therapy, and therapeutic exercises
designed to facilitate lymphatic flow.

Shoulder Dysfunction

Shoulder stiffness, weakness, and pain are common after mastectomy due to surgical



trauma and immobilization. A progressive exercise program targeting range of motion and
muscle strengthening is essential to restore shoulder function and prevent frozen shoulder
syndrome.

Neuropathic Pain and Sensory Changes

Nerve damage during surgery can lead to neuropathic pain, numbness, or
hypersensitivity. Physical therapy interventions may include desensitization techniques,
neuromuscular re-education, and pain management strategies to improve comfort and
function.

Patient Education and Long-Term Care

Education is a cornerstone of the post mastectomy physical therapy protocol, empowering
patients to actively participate in their recovery and maintain health long-term. Instruction
on proper posture, activity modification, and self-care techniques supports sustained
rehabilitation gains.

Self-Management Strategies

Patients are taught exercises to perform independently at home to maintain mobility and
strength. Guidance on skin and limb care, recognizing early signs of lymphedema, and
ergonomic adjustments helps prevent complications and promotes ongoing wellness.

Lifestyle Modifications

Encouraging healthy lifestyle habits such as regular physical activity, balanced nutrition,
and smoking cessation enhances overall recovery and reduces risk of cancer recurrence.
Psychosocial support resources may also be recommended to address emotional well-
being.

Follow-Up and Monitoring

Regular follow-up appointments enable therapists to monitor progress, adjust treatment
plans, and address any emerging issues promptly. Long-term surveillance is crucial for
managing late-onset complications and optimizing functional outcomes.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary goal of post mastectomy physical
therapy?

The primary goal of post mastectomy physical therapy is to restore shoulder mobility,
reduce pain and swelling, improve posture, and enhance overall functional recovery after

surgery.

When should post mastectomy physical therapy typically
begin?

Post mastectomy physical therapy usually begins within a few days to one week after
surgery, depending on the surgeon's recommendations and the patient's condition.

What are common exercises included in a post
mastectomy physical therapy protocol?

Common exercises include gentle range-of-motion exercises, stretching, shoulder
pendulum exercises, and gradual strengthening exercises to improve flexibility and
prevent stiffness.

How does physical therapy help with lymphedema
prevention after mastectomy?

Physical therapy includes manual lymphatic drainage techniques, compression therapy,
and specific exercises that promote lymph flow, helping to reduce the risk or severity of
lymphedema after mastectomy.

What precautions should be taken during post
mastectomy physical therapy?

Precautions include avoiding heavy lifting or strenuous activities initially, monitoring for
signs of infection or excessive swelling, and working within pain limits to prevent
complications.

How long does the post mastectomy physical therapy



protocol usually last?

The duration varies but typically ranges from 4 to 12 weeks, depending on the patient’s
progress, surgical extent, and individual recovery needs.

Can post mastectomy physical therapy improve scar
tissue mobility?

Yes, physical therapy includes scar mobilization techniques that help improve scar tissue
flexibility, reduce adhesions, and enhance overall tissue mobility.

Is post mastectomy physical therapy beneficial for
improving posture?

Absolutely. Therapy focuses on correcting posture imbalances caused by surgery, helping
to reduce shoulder and neck pain and improve overall alignment.

Are there any contraindications for post mastectomy
physical therapy?

Contraindications may include active infection, uncontrolled pain, severe swelling, or
medical instability. Therapy should be tailored to individual health status and surgeon
guidelines.

How does post mastectomy physical therapy support
psychological recovery?

Physical therapy promotes independence, reduces discomfort, and improves body image
and confidence, which collectively support psychological well-being during recovery.

Additional Resources

1. Post-Mastectomy Rehabilitation: A Comprehensive Guide for Physical Therapists

This book provides an in-depth overview of physical therapy protocols tailored for patients
recovering from mastectomy surgery. It covers preoperative preparation, postoperative
exercises, and long-term rehabilitation strategies to restore function and improve quality
of life. The text includes case studies and evidence-based practices to help therapists
deliver effective care.

2. Physical Therapy Management of Breast Cancer Surgery Patients

Focused on the rehabilitation needs following breast cancer surgeries, including
mastectomy, this book offers detailed treatment plans to address pain, lymphedema, and
mobility restrictions. It emphasizes patient-centered approaches and incorporates the
latest research on therapeutic exercise and manual therapy techniques.

3. Rehabilitation After Breast Surgery: Protocols and Techniques
An essential resource for clinicians, this book outlines step-by-step rehabilitation protocols



designed to optimize recovery after breast surgery. It highlights the importance of early
intervention, scar tissue management, and psychosocial support to enhance patient
outcomes.

4. Therapeutic Exercises for Post-Mastectomy Patients

This title focuses specifically on exercises that improve shoulder mobility, strength, and
posture following mastectomy. It includes progressive exercise programs and clear
illustrations to guide both therapists and patients through safe and effective rehabilitation
routines.

5. Lymphedema and Post-Mastectomy Physical Therapy

Addressing one of the most common complications after mastectomy, this book details
physical therapy techniques for lymphedema prevention and management. It covers
manual lymphatic drainage, compression therapy, and patient education to reduce
swelling and improve limb function.

6. Integrative Approaches to Post-Mastectomy Rehabilitation

This book explores combining conventional physical therapy with complementary
therapies such as yoga, Pilates, and myofascial release. It provides evidence-based
guidance on holistic rehabilitation protocols that support physical and emotional healing.

7. Postoperative Care and Physical Therapy Protocols for Breast Cancer Survivors
Designed for clinicians working with breast cancer survivors, this text reviews
postoperative care strategies including pain management, scar mobilization, and
functional training. It stresses the importance of individualized rehabilitation plans to
meet diverse patient needs.

8. Manual Therapy Techniques in Post-Mastectomy Rehabilitation

This practical guide focuses on hands-on techniques like soft tissue mobilization, joint
mobilization, and myofascial release to address postoperative restrictions. The book
includes detailed descriptions and clinical tips for improving range of motion and reducing
pain.

9. Evidence-Based Physical Therapy for Post-Mastectomy Patients

Bringing together current research, this book evaluates the effectiveness of various
physical therapy interventions following mastectomy. It assists practitioners in
implementing evidence-based protocols to optimize recovery and minimize complications
such as frozen shoulder and lymphedema.
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