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Our role is to offer support and advice regarding 
posture, care and function of the arm and 
shoulder to help you achieve maximum use of 
your arm after your operation.

You will be by a physiotherapist who will explain 
the exercises which are designed to help you 
regain mobility in your shoulder and arm. This 
will also be an opportunity to ask any questions 
and discuss any worries you may have.

Role of the physiotherapist

Exercises

l	All the exercises given should be done within 
the limits of your pain.

l	Do the exercises slowly and gently.

l	The exercises for when drains in place should 
be repeated five times and done twice a day. 
These should be continued and used as a 
warm up when the drains are removed and 
you progress  to the next set of exercises.

If you have any concerns or worries please contact.

Before you exercise 

l Correct your posture in front of the mirror.

l Sit or stand up straight making sure your 
shoulders are level and relaxed.

l Draw your shoulder blades down  towards 
your waist.

These exercises should be repeated five times 
twice a day.
Sit or stand up straight to do the exercises.

Exercises for the first week 
following surgery

Exercise 1
Roll your shoulders up, back 
and down.

Release and repeat.

Exercise 2
Support your affected arm in the other 
hand - lift your elbows forward and up 
until they are level with your shoulders.
Release and repeat.

Exercise 3
Place your hands on your shoulders 
and raise your elbows out to the 
side until it is at shoulder height.
Release and repeat.

Exercise 4
Place your hands loosely on your 
shoulders and raise your elbows 
forward until it is at shoulder height.
Release and repeat.
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Exercises after the first week

Do these three times a day.  Start with 
five repetitions of each exercise and 
increase to ten times.  You should feel 
a pull but no pain at the limit of each 
exercise. 

If you are struggling to do the exercises 
they can be done lying down.

Do each exercise until full shoulder 
movement has returned.  This may take 
up to six weeks.

Arm stiffness and tightness can continue 
long after surgery and radiotherapy; so 
it is a good idea to continue with the 
exercises as part of your daily routine.

If at any time you have any problems with the movement of your arm or persistent pain 
contact Specialist Physiotherapist Karen McClean on: 0161 206 5328

Exercise 1
Keeping both arms straight, then lift your arms 
forward and up as far as possible toward your 
ears - this can also be done lying down.

Release and repeat.

Exercise 2
Keeping both arms straight lift your arms out 
to the side and continue up towards your ears. 
Bring your hands back down so they meet 
behind you.

Release and repeat.

Exercise 3
Clasp your hands behind your neck and, 
keeping your head upright, gently push 
your elbows back and stretch your elbows 
out to the side - this can also be done 
lying down.

Release and repeat.

Exercise 4
Place your affected arm behind your back and 
reach up as far as possible

Release and repeat.

Exercise 5
Stand close to and facing a wall with your feet 
apart.  Start with your hand at shoulder height 
and “walk” your fingers up the wall as far as 
you can.  Hold for a count of 10 and walk your 
hand back down.  You can mark the level to 
see how you are progressing.

This can also be done standing sideways to 
the wall.

Release and repeat.

Page 3 of 5



© G12052901W.  Design Services, 
Salford Royal NHS Foundation Trust, 
All Rights Reserved 2012.  Document for issue as handout.  
Unique Identifier: CS26(12). Issue: One. Review date: June 2014

U n i v e r s i t y  T e a c h i n g  T r u s t

Exercise and 
advice after breast 
cancer surgery

Complications

l Swelling: You may notice this in or around 
your armpit a few days after the drainage 
tube has been removed.  This is a collection 
of fluid called a seroma.  Should this occur 
contact your Consultant for further advice.

l Tight Bands or Cords: These can develop 
beginning in the armpit and stretching 
down the upper arm and occasionally into 
the forearm.  They cause a strong pulling 
sensation when reaching with the arm. If this 
occurs contact Specialist Physiotherapist 
Karen McClean on 0161 206 5328

l Altered sensation: You may notice 
numbness, tingling or extra sensitivity to light 
touch over your breast or upper and inner 
arm.  These unusual sensations are very 
common and will usually go away over time.

l	Stiff Shoulder: If your shoulder becomes 
stiff or painful then please ring or ask the 
team for a referral to physiotherapy.

l  Do Not drive for two weeks following surgery 
to allow the wound to heal.  Only drive when 
you are sure you can react to an emergency 
situation and always check with your 
insurance company first.

l  Do Not do any heavy lifting, pulling and 
pushing for six weeks but try and use your 
arm normally.  Activities such as hanging 
out washing and vacuuming may need to be 
introduced gradually.

l If you have any questions regarding returning 
to sport or hobbies ask for advice from your 
Physiotherapist.

Going home after breast surgery

A small number of women may develop a swelling 
of the arm called lymphoedema.  It is more 
likely to occur if you have had your lymph nodes 
removed or following a course of radiotherapy.  
To reduce this risk you should take extra care 
of your affected arm(s) for the rest of your life.

l Do not have blood pressure taken on the 
affected side.

l Do not have injections or blood samples 
taken from your affected arm (including pin 
pricks, drips and vaccinations).

l Do not use a razor blade or wax your 
underarms. Use a hair removal cream or 
electric razor instead.

l Avoid cuts and scratches on your arm or 
hand. If they occur wash it thoroughly and 
apply an antiseptic cream immediately.

l Avoid burning your arm - Always wear oven 
gloves when using an oven.

l Avoid sunburn - Always wear a high factor 
sunscreen.

l Avoid insect bites - Use an insect repellent. 

l Avoid heavy lifting and repetitive continuous 
or strenuous activities

Care of your hand and arm after 
breast surgery
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l Do wear long sleeves and gloves in the 
garden.

l Do wear rubber gloves when doing dirty or 
rough work.

l Do use a moisturising cream on your arm to 
prevent the skin becoming dry or cracked.

l Do take care when cutting your fingernails 
and do not cut your cuticles, use a cream.

l Do contact your GP as soon as possible if 
your arm does become red, hot or swollen, 
or if a cut looks as if it might be infected.

For further information on this leaflet, it’s references 
and sources used, please contact 0161 206 5328


