Flail Chest Treatment

What is flail chest?

Flail chest is a severe injury where a segment of the rib cage breaks and becomes detached from the
chest wall. This condition is often a result of high-impact trauma and is characterized by paradoxical
chest movement during respiration.

Symptoms and causes
Symptoms:
e Severe chest pain

e Difficulty breathing

e Paradoxical chest movement (the affected area moves in the opposite direction to the rest of the
chest during breathing)

e Bruising and inflammation in the chest area
e Shortness of breath and rapid shallow breathing
Causes:
e High-impact trauma, such as car accidents or falls from significant heights
e Severe blows to the chest during physical activities or sports

¢ Direct trauma from objects or collisions

Diagnosis of flail chest

Diagnosis is typically made through physical examination and imaging studies such as chest X-rays,
CT scans, and ultrasounds to identify the extent of rib fractures and chest wall instability.

How to manage and treat flail chest

Managing and treating flail chest involves both conservative and surgical approaches, depending on
the severity of the injury. Here's a detailed guide:

Conservative treatment

Conservative treatments focus on managing symptoms and supporting the body's natural healing
process. These methods are usually sufficient for mild to moderate cases.

1. Pain management

¢ Equipment needed: Prescribed pain medications, NSAIDs

¢ Instructions: Take prescribed medications to manage pain and inflammation. Follow the dosage
instructions carefully. Pain management is crucial to enable deep breathing and effective coughing,
reducing the risk of pneumonia.

e Goal: Alleviate pain to facilitate better breathing and reduce complications.



2. Oxygen therapy

e Equipment needed: Oxygen mask or nasal cannula

¢ Instructions: Use oxygen therapy as prescribed by your healthcare provider. Ensure the oxygen
delivery system is properly set up and maintained.

¢ Goal: Maintain adequate oxygen levels in the blood to support healing and overall function.
3. Breathing exercises

e Equipment needed: None

¢ Instructions: Perform deep breathing exercises several times a day. Inhale deeply through the
nose, hold the breath for a few seconds, and then exhale slowly through the mouth. This helps
expand the lungs and prevents atelectasis.

e Goal: Improve lung function and prevent respiratory complications.
4. Elevation

¢ Instructions: Elevate the upper body by propping up with pillows while resting or sleeping. This
can help ease breathing and reduce discomfort.

e Goal: Reduce pressure on the chest and improve respiratory function.
5. Rest and activity modification

¢ Instructions: Limit physical activity and avoid movements that could aggravate the injury.
Gradually resume activities as advised by your healthcare provider.

e Goal: Allow the chest to heal without additional strain.

Surgical treatment

Surgical interventions are considered for severe cases where conservative treatments are insufficient.
These methods aim to stabilize the chest wall and improve breathing mechanics.

1. Rib stabilization

e Equipment needed: Surgical instruments

¢ Instructions: This surgical procedure is performed by a healthcare provider to stabilize the broken
ribs using metal plates, screws, or other devices. Post-operative care includes monitoring for
infection and following wound care instructions.

¢ Goal: Re-establish the stability of the chest wall to improve breathing and reduce pain.
2. Mechanical ventilation

e Equipment needed: Mechanical ventilator

¢ Instructions: In severe cases, mechanical ventilation may be required to support breathing. This is
usually done in an intensive care unit (ICU). The healthcare team will manage the ventilator
settings and monitor the patient closely.

e Goal: Support breathing and ensure adequate oxygenation during the acute phase of injury.



3. Aspiration

¢ Equipment needed: Sterile needle and syringe

¢ Instructions: This procedure, performed by a healthcare provider, involves using a needle to
remove any accumulated fluid or blood from the chest cavity.

¢ Goal: Reduce pressure and discomfort, and prevent complications from fluid buildup.
4. Debridement

e Equipment needed: Surgical instruments

¢ Instructions: Surgical removal of dead or infected tissue. Follow all post-operative care
instructions, including wound care and medication.

e Goal: Prevent infection and promote healing by removing damaged tissue.

Post-treatment care

e Wound care: Follow the healthcare provider's instructions for wound care and dressing changes if
surgery was performed.

e Monitoring: Attend all follow-up appointments to monitor healing progress and adjust treatments
as needed.

¢ Infection signs: Report any signs of infection, such as increased redness, warmth, or drainage
from the wound.

e Activity: Gradually return to normal activities as advised by the healthcare provider. Avoid
strenuous activities that could stress the chest area.

e Physical therapy: Engage in physical therapy exercises as recommended to strengthen the chest
muscles and improve overall function.

Tips for prevention

e Wear seat belts and use protective gear during high-risk activities.
¢ Avoid high-impact sports or activities if you have a history of chest injuries.

e Maintain good bone health through a balanced diet and regular exercise to reduce the risk of
fractures.



