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HOME CARE AFTER SPINAL FUSION

Mark Locke, MD

Christopher Hydorn, MD
DIET

You may take a multiple vitamin with iron regularly. This may help with signs and symptoms of fatigue.  If you are constipated, stop taking the vitamin.  No restrictions in diet are necessary.  Good nutrition is important in the healing process.  Eat foods high in protein such as meat, eggs, and sandwiches.  (peanut butter is a good source of protein).  Drink lots of water and eat fruits and vegetables.  This will help you maintain regular bowel movements.  Pain medication may cause constipation.  If your child goes 5 days or longer without a bowel movement you may give an over the counter glycerin suppository, or an enema.  It is important to establish a regular bowel program. You may use a daily stool softener until a regular bowel program is established.

PAIN MANAGEMENT

Your child may complain of pain and soreness between the shoulder blades or in the rib cage region.  This is expected.  Part of this surgery involves turning (rotating) the spine to correct the curve(s).  As a result, the body has “shifted” from its former “comfortable” position to its newly corrected position, which puts pressure on the attachments, the muscles, etc.  This soreness will slowly subside and may take weeks to months to completely resolve.  Numbness in upper thighs may be noted.  This is due to lying face down and pressure being put on your child’s nerves during this long surgery.  This also will resolve after many weeks to months.  Take your pain medicine before your pain becomes severe.

ACTIVITY

At first, your child’s activity will be self-limiting due to discomfort.  After the first several weeks, however, you will need to monitor your child’s activity to prevent injury and to allow the fusion to heal.  

Twisting or bending forward at the waist and heavy lifting is strongly discouraged.  Squatting to pick up items off the floor or bringing a leg up to the chest to put socks and shoes on is allowed.  The initial weight restriction is 10 pounds (a gallon of milk is 8 pounds).  This will be increased during the first year as your child shows evidence of healing.

Walking, stair climbing, riding in a car or school bus is okay.  You will be instructed when activities can be allowed or increased at each office visit.

Physical education and contact sports are not allowed for a period of 1 year.  We will be happy to provide a note if this applies.  

Return to school is allowed approximately 6 weeks to 3 months after the day of surgery unless otherwise instructed.  Carrying schoolbooks is allowed, provided they are held close to the body (in front, not over the shoulder) and provided the weight does not exceed 10-15 pounds.  We will provide a note for an extra set of schoolbooks.  One copy can be kept at school and one copy can be kept at home.

Activity should be as tolerated.  Remember you have metal rods and hooks in your spine.  It takes time for your bone to heal and become strong again.  It is completely normal for your child to be tired and or become fatiqued easily and often.  Take a nap 2-3 times a day for the first few weeks.  It is also important to get up out of bed several times a day.  This will also start the healing process.  Take a walk outside every day.  This will help your spirits. 

DRESSING CHANGES

You may shower right away.  To help with your balance and decrease becoming tired use a plastic chair or stool to sit on while in the shower.  Leave the white steri strips on until they fall off.  Let them air dry before covering them. Avoid tub baths, swimming pools, and lakes for several weeks or until your incision is completely healed.  This is to prevent an infection.  When you get home if your incision is no longer draining you may take the dressing off and leave open to air.  If your incision has drainage change your dressing as needed.  Your dressing should be kept clean and dry.  Use good handwashing when changing your dressing. This will help reduce the risk of infection.  Leave steri strips along incision in place until they come off on their own.  Do not  pick or scratch your incision.

INFECTION

Infection is not expected after surgery but it can occur.  Look at your child’s incision everyday until completely healed.  The incision should appear pink with the edges together.  Call if your incision appears to be coming apart or if you notice swelling, foul odor, increased amount of redness, and/or thick yellow drainage from incision site. Call your doctor for a temp of 101 or greater.

SCAR CARE

Avoid long periods of sunlight and tanning beds to your incision.  This can be harmful and make your scar burn and become more noticeable.  If you will be out in the sun wear a t-shirt over your incision and or a strong sun block unless otherwise advised by your doctor.
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