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PATIENT & CAREGIVER EDUCATION

How To Protect Your Sternum After
Your Median Sternotomy

This information explains how to protect your sternum (breastbone) after your median
sternotomy (MEE-dee-un STER-NAH-toh-mee).

A median sternotomy is a procedure to separate your sternum during surgery. First, your
doctor makes an incision (surgical cut) in the center of your chest. Then, they cut
through your sternum, splitting it in half and spreading the 2 sides apart. This is done so
your doctor can reach the body parts under your sternum.

A median sternotomy is often done during a thymectomy (THY-mek-toh-mee). A
thymectomy is a surgery to take out your thymus gland, which is a small organ under
your sternum. When your surgery is done, your doctor puts the 2 halves of your sternum
back together.

After your surgery, you will need to protect your sternum while it’s healing. Your nurse
or healthcare provider will go over these instructions with you before you leave the
hospital.

How to protect your sternum when you’re in the
hospital and at home

Most people should follow these instructions for 6 weeks after surgery. Your healthcare
provider may tell you to follow them for more or less time. Follow their instructions.

e Hold a pillow against the incision on your chest when you cough or sneeze. This is
called splinting your incision. Splinting your incision helps ease pain at your incision
when you cough or sneeze.

¢ Do not reach backward with both arms at the same time. For example, do not reach
behind you to scratch your back or hook the clasp on your bra.

e Do not lift or carry anything heavier than 10 pounds (4.5 kilograms). A gallon of milk
weighs about 8 pounds (3.6 kilograms).
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o Right after your surgery, objects lighter than 10 pounds (4.5 kilograms) may feel
too heavy. Do not lift or carry anything that causes pain or discomfort.

e When getting up from a chair, off the toilet, or out of bed:
o Put most of your weight on your legs and use your leg strength to stand.
o Keep your arms close to your body.

e Keep your upper arms close to your body when you're lifting, pushing, or pulling. Do
not lift, push, or pull anything that causes pain or discomfort. Examples of lifting,
pushing, and pulling are:

o Pulling or pushing on the banister or railing while you’re going up or down stairs.
o Opening and closing heavy doors.
o Walking a dog on a leash.

o Using your arms while you’re getting up from a chair, off the toilet, orin and out
of bed.

o Lifting or carrying objects less than 10 pounds (4.5 kilograms), such as pots and
pans.

e Talk with your healthcare provider before you go back to exercising.

Getting in and out of bed

It’s important to get in and out of bed slowly and carefully to protect your sternum.

How to get out of bed

1. Move your feet to the edge of the bed. Roll onto your side (see Figure 1).

\

Figure 1. Roll onto your side
2. Gently move your legs over the side of the bed.

How To Protect Your Sternum After Your Median Sternotomy 2/4



3. Carefully use your arms to help yourself sit up (see Figure 2). Make sure you keep
your arms close to your bodly.

Figure 2. Use your arms to help yourself sit up

How to getin bed

1. Sit on the side of the bed (see Figure 3).

2. Carefully use your arms to help yourself lie
down. Make sure you keep your arms close
to your body.

3. Gently move your legs over the side of the
bed.

You can sleep in any position that does not
cause discomfort. Many people are most
comfortable on their side.

Figure 3. Sit on the side of the bed

If you have questions or concerns, contact your healthcare provider. A member of
your care team will answer Monday through Friday from 9 a.m.to 5 p.m. Outside
those hours, you can leave a message or talk with another MSK provider. There is
always a doctor or nurse on call. If you’re not sure how to reach your healthcare
provider, call 212-639-2000.

For more resources, visit www.mskcc.org/pe to search our virtual library.
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Tell us what you think
Tell us what you think

Your feedback will help us improve the educational information we provide. Your
care team cannot see anything you write on this feedback form. Please do not use it
to ask about your care. If you have questions about your care, contact your
healthcare provider.

While we read all feedback, we cannot answer any questions. Please do not write
your name or any personal information on this feedback form.

—Was this information easy to understand?

o @

Yes

o @
Somewhat
o @

No

What could we have explained better?

Please do not write your name or any personal information.
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