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Physical Therapy for Broken Humerus: Healing and Regaining Strength

Physical therapy for broken humerus plays a crucial role in recovery after sustaining a fracture in
the upper arm bone. The humerus, connecting your shoulder to your elbow, is essential for countless
daily movements. When broken, it can significantly impact mobility and function. While the initial
treatment often involves immobilization or surgery, physical therapy is the bridge that helps patients
regain strength, flexibility, and full use of their arm. Understanding how this rehabilitation process
works can empower those recovering from a humerus fracture to take an active role in their healing
journey.

Understanding the Broken Humerus

Before diving into physical therapy, it’s helpful to know what a broken humerus entails. The humerus
is a long bone that can fracture in various locations: near the shoulder (proximal), mid-shaft, or close
to the elbow (distal). The severity and location of the break determine the treatment approach and
rehabilitation timeline.

In many cases, a simple fracture might only require a sling or brace to immobilize the arm, allowing
the bone to heal naturally. More complex breaks, involving displacement or multiple fragments, may
need surgical intervention, like the placement of pins, plates, or screws. Regardless of the initial
treatment, physical therapy becomes essential to restore movement, prevent stiffness, and reduce
pain.

The Role of Physical Therapy for Broken Humerus

Physical therapy is more than just exercises; it’s a carefully structured program designed to help the
arm heal effectively while regaining its former function. Therapists tailor the rehabilitation plan based
on the patient’s age, fracture type, healing progress, and overall health.

Why Is Physical Therapy Important?

After immobilization, muscles around the humerus weaken, and joints may become stiff. Without
guided therapy, patients risk developing long-term complications such as limited range of motion,
chronic pain, or muscle atrophy. Physical therapy addresses these issues by:

- Promoting gradual mobility in the shoulder, elbow, and wrist
- Enhancing muscle strength and endurance
- Reducing swelling and inflammation
- Improving coordination and proprioception (awareness of limb position)
- Preventing joint stiffness and frozen shoulder syndrome



This comprehensive approach accelerates recovery, helping individuals return to normal activities and
work.

Phases of Physical Therapy for a Broken Humerus

Recovery typically unfolds in stages, each with specific goals and therapeutic interventions.

Phase 1: Immobilization and Early Healing – This phase focuses on protecting the fracture
site. Physical therapy may be minimal, involving gentle finger and wrist movements to maintain
circulation and prevent stiffness.

Phase 2: Passive and Assisted Movements – As the bone begins to heal, therapists guide
patients through passive range of motion exercises, where the arm is moved with assistance to
avoid stress on the fracture.

Phase 3: Active Movement and Strengthening – Patients start actively moving their arm
and performing light strengthening exercises to rebuild muscle mass and improve function.

Phase 4: Functional Training and Return to Activities – This final phase involves more
dynamic exercises, including those that mimic daily tasks or sports activities, preparing the
patient for full recovery.

Common Physical Therapy Techniques for Humerus
Fracture Recovery

Physical therapists use a variety of techniques to address the unique challenges posed by a broken
humerus. These methods are designed to be safe and effective at each stage of healing.

Range of Motion Exercises

Regaining flexibility in the shoulder and elbow is a top priority. Therapists often begin with gentle
stretching and passive movements to prevent joint stiffness. As healing progresses, active range of
motion exercises encourage the patient to move their arm independently, gradually increasing
mobility without risking re-injury.

Strengthening Exercises

After a period of immobilization, muscles like the deltoids, biceps, and triceps can weaken
significantly. Targeted strengthening exercises help rebuild muscle tone and support the healing
bone. These exercises might include:



- Isometric contractions, where muscles tense without moving the joint
- Resistance band workouts to progressively challenge muscle strength
- Weight lifting with light dumbbells as tolerated

Pain Management and Modalities

Physical therapy often integrates pain-relief techniques to make exercises more tolerable. Modalities
such as ultrasound therapy, electrical stimulation, and ice or heat application can reduce discomfort
and inflammation. These treatments support the healing process and improve patient compliance
with therapy.

Functional Training

Restoring the ability to perform everyday activities is the ultimate goal. Therapists incorporate
functional tasks like reaching, lifting objects, or simulating work-related movements. This stage helps
the patient regain confidence and ensures that the arm can handle real-life demands.

Tips for Maximizing Recovery During Physical Therapy

Active participation and consistency are key to successful rehabilitation. Here are some practical tips
for those undergoing physical therapy for a broken humerus:

Follow Your Therapist’s Plan – Stick to prescribed exercises and attend all therapy sessions1.
to ensure steady progress.

Communicate Openly – Share any pain, discomfort, or difficulties so your therapist can adjust2.
your regimen accordingly.

Be Patient – Bone healing and muscle recovery take time; rushing can lead to setbacks.3.

Maintain Proper Nutrition – A balanced diet rich in calcium and vitamin D supports bone4.
health.

Use Assistive Devices Correctly – If recommended, wear slings or braces as instructed to5.
protect your arm.

Practice Home Exercises – Doing exercises at home supplements therapy sessions and6.
accelerates recovery.



Potential Challenges and How Physical Therapy
Addresses Them

Recovering from a humerus fracture isn’t always straightforward. Some patients might encounter
complications like delayed healing, nerve injury, or joint contractures. Physical therapists are trained
to identify and manage these issues promptly.

For example, if joint stiffness becomes a concern, therapists might increase stretching intensity or use
manual therapy techniques to improve mobility. In cases of nerve involvement causing numbness or
weakness, specialized nerve gliding exercises can aid recovery. This personalized care ensures that
obstacles don’t derail the healing process.

When to Start Physical Therapy After a Broken
Humerus

Timing varies depending on the fracture type and treatment method. Generally, physical therapy
begins once the doctor confirms that the bone has adequate stability, often a few weeks after injury
or surgery. Starting too early can risk re-fracture, while waiting too long can cause unnecessary
stiffness and muscle loss.

Doctors and therapists collaborate closely to determine the optimal start time, balancing protection
with mobility. Early intervention, when appropriate, typically leads to better outcomes.

Long-Term Benefits of Physical Therapy for Broken
Humerus

Beyond immediate recovery, physical therapy contributes to lasting arm health. Patients who
complete a well-designed rehabilitation program often experience:

- Improved joint function and range of motion
- Reduced risk of future injuries or fractures
- Enhanced muscle strength and endurance
- Better posture and movement mechanics
- Increased overall quality of life and independence

Investing effort into physical therapy pays dividends by restoring arm function and preventing chronic
issues.

---

Recovering from a broken humerus is a journey that demands patience, care, and expert guidance.
Through tailored physical therapy, individuals can overcome the challenges of fracture healing and
reclaim their arm’s strength and mobility. Whether your injury required surgery or conservative
treatment, embracing rehabilitation exercises and following your therapist’s advice will set you on the



path to full recovery.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the role of physical therapy in recovering from a
broken humerus?
Physical therapy helps restore strength, flexibility, and range of motion in the arm after a broken
humerus, promoting proper healing and preventing stiffness or muscle atrophy.

When should physical therapy start after a broken humerus?
Physical therapy typically begins once the bone shows signs of healing and the doctor clears the
patient, often a few weeks after the fracture, to avoid disrupting the healing process.

What types of exercises are included in physical therapy for a
broken humerus?
Exercises usually include gentle range-of-motion activities, strengthening exercises for the shoulder
and arm muscles, and functional tasks to improve daily activities and arm use.

How long does physical therapy last after a broken humerus?
The duration varies depending on the severity of the fracture and individual progress but generally
ranges from 6 weeks to several months to achieve full recovery.

Are there any risks associated with physical therapy after a
broken humerus?
When supervised by a qualified therapist, physical therapy is safe; however, starting therapy too early
or doing exercises incorrectly may cause pain or delay healing.

Can physical therapy help reduce pain and swelling after a
broken humerus?
Yes, physical therapy techniques such as manual therapy, ice application, and controlled exercises
can help reduce pain and swelling while promoting circulation and healing.

Additional Resources
Physical Therapy for Broken Humerus: A Comprehensive Review

Physical therapy for broken humerus plays a crucial role in the rehabilitation process following a
fracture of the upper arm bone. The humerus, being one of the major long bones in the body, is prone



to fractures resulting from trauma, falls, or high-impact injuries. While surgical and non-surgical
treatments address the immediate repair and stabilization of the bone, physical therapy is essential
for restoring function, strength, and mobility. This article explores the significance, methodologies,
challenges, and outcomes related to physical therapy for broken humerus injuries.

Understanding the Broken Humerus

The humerus extends from the shoulder to the elbow, comprising the proximal, shaft, and distal
segments. Fractures in this bone vary widely in nature, including simple, comminuted, displaced, or
non-displaced types. Treatment approaches depend heavily on fracture location, severity, and
patient-specific factors such as age and activity level.

Traditionally, humeral fractures are managed either conservatively through immobilization with slings
or braces or surgically through internal fixation techniques like plates, screws, or intramedullary nails.
Regardless of treatment modality, immobility often leads to joint stiffness, muscle atrophy, and
functional limitations. Consequently, physical therapy interventions become indispensable in
facilitating recovery.

The Role of Physical Therapy in Humerus Fracture
Rehabilitation

Physical therapy for broken humerus is designed to address the multifaceted challenges that patients
face during the healing phase. The primary goals include:

Reducing pain and inflammation

Restoring range of motion (ROM) in the shoulder and elbow joints

Rebuilding muscular strength and endurance

Improving functional use of the arm for daily activities

Preventing complications such as frozen shoulder or nerve entrapment

A physical therapist evaluates the patient's condition thoroughly to develop a customized
rehabilitation plan. This plan is often adjusted dynamically according to the stage of healing, which
typically spans from the acute phase (immediately post-injury) to the remodeling phase (several
months post-injury).

Phases of Physical Therapy After a Humerus Fracture



Physical therapy protocols are generally divided into progressive stages:

Immobilization and Protection Phase (0-6 weeks): During this period, the fracture site is1.
stabilized to promote bone healing. Physical therapy focuses on gentle passive and active-
assisted range of motion exercises to prevent joint stiffness, particularly in the shoulder and
wrist. Modalities such as ice, ultrasound, or electrical stimulation may be applied to manage
pain and swelling.

Early Mobilization Phase (6-12 weeks): As bone healing progresses, more active movement2.
is introduced. Therapists guide patients through active range of motion exercises emphasizing
shoulder flexion, abduction, and elbow extension. Strengthening exercises targeting the deltoid,
biceps, triceps, and rotator cuff muscles are initiated cautiously to avoid stress on the healing
bone.

Strengthening and Functional Phase (12+ weeks): At this stage, intensive strengthening,3.
proprioceptive training, and functional activities are incorporated. The goal is to restore pre-
injury levels of activity, including work-related tasks or sports. Therapists may employ
resistance bands, weights, and coordination drills.

Techniques and Modalities in Physical Therapy for
Broken Humerus

Modern rehabilitation integrates a variety of therapeutic techniques tailored to patient needs:

Range of Motion Exercises

Maintaining joint flexibility is paramount after a humerus fracture. Early passive and assisted
exercises help prevent contractures in the shoulder and elbow, which are common complications.
Techniques such as pendulum exercises, wall climbing with fingers, and therapist-assisted joint
mobilizations form the foundation of ROM therapy.

Strengthening and Conditioning

Muscle atrophy is a frequent consequence of immobilization. Progressive resistance training is crucial
for rebuilding muscle mass and endurance. Isometric exercises may begin early to activate muscles
without joint movement, progressing to isotonic and functional strengthening as healing allows.

Neuromuscular Re-education

After a humeral fracture, proprioceptive deficits and altered movement patterns can persist.



Therapists use balance training, coordination drills, and functional task simulations to retrain
neuromuscular control, reducing the risk of future injury.

Pain Management Modalities

Physical therapy incorporates adjunctive modalities such as transcutaneous electrical nerve
stimulation (TENS), therapeutic ultrasound, and cryotherapy to alleviate pain and inflammation. These
treatments support rehabilitation by enabling more effective participation in exercises.

Challenges and Considerations in Rehabilitation

While physical therapy is essential, several factors complicate the recovery process after a broken
humerus:

Age and Bone Quality: Elderly patients with osteoporosis may experience delayed healing
and require modified therapy to prevent fractures during exercise.

Fracture Type and Stability: Complex or comminuted fractures often need longer
immobilization and cautious therapy progression.

Associated Injuries: Soft tissue damage, nerve injury (e.g., radial nerve palsy), or vascular
compromise can limit rehabilitation options and outcomes.

Patient Compliance: Adherence to home exercise programs and therapy appointments
significantly influences recovery speed and completeness.

Moreover, timing is critical; premature aggressive mobilization risks disrupting bone healing, while
prolonged immobilization predisposes to stiffness and muscle wasting. Skilled physical therapists
balance these competing demands by closely monitoring patient response and healing status.

Outcomes and Evidence on Physical Therapy
Effectiveness

Research consistently underscores the importance of physical therapy in restoring function after
humeral fractures. A 2020 systematic review published in the Journal of Orthopaedic & Sports Physical
Therapy highlighted that early, supervised rehabilitation improved shoulder range of motion and
reduced disability scores compared to delayed or unsupervised therapy.

Comparative studies reveal that patients receiving structured physical therapy regain functional
independence faster and report higher satisfaction. However, outcomes depend on individualized
treatment plans, fracture characteristics, and patient health status.



While surgical fixation may expedite mobilization due to stabilized fracture fixation, physical therapy
remains integral postoperatively to address soft tissue recovery and strength restoration. Conversely,
conservative treatment relies heavily on physical therapy to overcome immobilization sequelae.

Innovations in Rehabilitation Approaches

Emerging techniques such as virtual reality-assisted therapy, robotic exoskeletons, and tele-
rehabilitation are gaining attention for enhancing patient engagement and accessibility, particularly
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Although these technologies are in nascent stages for humerus
fracture rehab, they hold promise for future integration.

Practical Recommendations for Patients and Clinicians

Effective physical therapy for broken humerus hinges on collaboration between orthopedic specialists
and rehabilitation professionals. Key considerations include:

Early referral to physical therapy services following fracture stabilization

Individualized exercise protocols respecting fracture healing timelines

Regular assessment of pain, range of motion, strength, and functional progress

Patient education on activity modification, home exercises, and signs of complications

Patients should be encouraged to actively participate in their rehabilitation, maintaining realistic
expectations about recovery duration, which often spans several months.

---

The rehabilitation journey following a humerus fracture is complex and multifactorial. Physical therapy
for broken humerus is not a mere adjunct but a cornerstone of comprehensive care, facilitating the
transition from injury to restored function. Through evidence-based interventions, tailored
progression, and patient-centered strategies, physical therapists help individuals reclaim mobility,
strength, and quality of life.
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