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What is Thoracic Outlet Syndrome? 

The thoracic outlet is the space between your neck and shoulder.  

Nerves and blood vessels pass through this space from the neck to the arm.  

Narrowing of this space can put pressure on nerves and blood vessels 
causing thoracic outlet syndrome.    

Thoracic outlet syndrome usually affects one limb.  

  

  

Symptoms of Thoracic Outlet Syndrome can include:  

• Pins and needles of numbness in the arm or hand  

• Pain  

• Swelling  

• Weakness  

• The affected arm feeling cold  

  

 

 

 



 

What causes Thoracic Outlet Syndrome? 

Causes can include:  

• Being born with an extra rib (known as a cervical rib)  

• Poor posture  

• Large breasts  

• Injury to the chest, neck or ribs (such as a car accident)  

• Jobs or activities that involve repetitive overhead arm movement   

• Increased muscle bulk (body building)   

 

Why do you need surgery? 

Surgery may be offered when physiotherapy has been unsuccessful or 
where thoracic outlet syndrome has caused blood clots in your arm affecting 
your circulation.  

 

What does surgery involve? 

The procedure involves the removal of the first or cervical (extra) rib, removal 
of small neck muscles (scalenes) that attach into the first rib. This creates 
space for the vessels and nerves so they are no longer compressed.  

If you have been admitted with a blood clot in your arm you may be given an 
intravenous infusion (thrombolysis) to break down the clot prior to surgery. 
Your surgeon will discuss this with you.  

Prior to surgery your surgeon will discuss any risks of surgery with you. 

 

  



 

 

Restrictions After Surgery 

0-2 weeks after surgery   

• Avoid lifting anything heavier than a cup of tea  

• Do not lift your arm above shoulder height  

• Avoid rotating your shoulder internally or externally outside of neutral 
shoulder position e.g. do not reach your hand behind your back to do 
up bra strap or reach behind your head to tie your hair.    

  

Driving 

You can usually return to driving a few weeks after surgery once have 
sufficient pain free movement in your affected arm. If you have any concerns 
please consult your doctor or physiotherapist.  

 

Returning to work 

Most people are able to return to work 2-4 weeks after surgery. However, 
depending on your job you may require anything from 2-12 weeeks off. You 
can request a sick note prior to discharge. If you need this extended, you 
should consult your GP.   

 

  



 

Exercises 

  
• The following exercises should be performed every day to improve 

your mobility and strength and to avoid complications  

• Always perform the exercises on both sides  

• Completing your exercises regularly will help to prevent stiffness in 
the affected arm and reduce the chance of recurrence of your 
symptoms.  

• Try to keep performing the exercises even after you have been 
discharged from hospital. You will be seen by a physiotherapist as an 
outpatient who will advise you on progression of exercises.   

• Ensure you are sat upright and balanced – engage your core to sit 
upright. 

• You can add resistance bands or small weights to progress these 
exercises when advised by your physiotherapist. 

• Unless advised specifically by your physiotherapist, repeat each 
exercise 10 times, aiming for three times a day. 

• If any of the exercises give you any pain, please stop immediately 
and inform your physiotherapist  

• If you have any questions regarding any information in this booklet, 
please ask a member of the team  

 

  



 

Breathing Exercises  

Pain and swelling after surgery can affect how you breathe. It is important to 
complete breathing exercises to prevent breathing issues and to keep your 
chest wall moving which will help maintain the mobility of the nerves and 
blood vessels.   

Your physiotherapist may provide you with an incentive spirometer to help 
you complete your breathing exercises  

1. Inset the mouth piece into your mouth and form tight seal with your 
lips  

  

  

  

2. Take a slow deep breath in for as long as possible. As you do this, 
the white disk will raise to show you how big your breath is. Aim for at 
least 1000mls. Repeat 5 times every hour.  

  

 

 



 

Correcting Your Posture  

 

• Sit up tall and try to make your back as straight as you can  

• Tuck in your chin and look straight forward  

• Draw your shoulders down and back whilst keeping your elbows 
tucked in  

• Try to imagine gently squeezing your shoulder blades together  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Try to maintain good posture for all of the following exercises  

 

 

 

  



 

 

Neck Flexion  

• Slowly and controlled, roll your chin 
down towards your chest  

• Hold for 5 seconds  

• Slowly bring your head back up to the 
starting position  

 

 

Neck Extension  

• Slowly and controlled, roll your head 
back and look up  

• Hold for 5 seconds  

• Slowly bring your head back to the 
starting position  

 

 

Neck Rotation (Right & Left)  

• Slowly and controlled, turn your 
head to look over one shoulder  

• Hold for ___ seconds  

• Return to the starting position  

• Repeat exercise by looking over the 
opposite shoulder  

• Repeat ___ times  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

 Neck Slide Flexion (Right & Left) 

• Lower one ear down towards your 
shoulder  

• Keep your shoulder still and only 
move your head  

• Hold for 5 seconds  

• Return to the starting position  

• Repeat exercise by bringing your 
ear down towards your other 
shoulder  

 

Shoulder Shrugs  

 

• Shrug your shoulders up towards your 
ears  

• Gently lower them back down  
 

 
 
 

Shoulder blade squeezes  

 

• Squeeze your shoulder blades down and 
together 

• Hold for 5 seconds 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Shoulder Flexion  

 

• Start with your arms straight down 
beside your body With your thumbs 
pointing up,   

• raise both your arms forwards to 
shoulder height  

• Try to keep your arms straight  

• Try not to shrug your shoulders up 
as you perform this exercise  

• Slowly lower your arms to 
the starting position  

 

 

Shoulder Abduction 

 

• Starting with both arms 
beside your body  

• Lift both arms upwards  and 
outwards to shoulder height  

• Try not to shrug your 
shoulders up as you perform 
this exercise  

• Slowly lower your arms 
to the starting position  

 

 

 

 

 



 

Contact details 

 

Secretaries at Frimley Park  

   

Mr D J Gerrard, Mr Chong, Mr Chaudary   03006132141   

Mr K Jones, Mr Cleanthis, Miss Moore   03006134291   

Lt Col Sharrock, Mr Ali, Mr Dastur    03006132487   

   

North Hants Hospital Basingstoke Secretary          01256 313569   

   

Wexham Park Hospital Secretary                           03006153352   

   

Vascular Specialist Nurses:   

   

Claire Martin Lead Vascular CNS - FPH 0300 6136302   

Tracey Craig Vascular CNS - FPH   

Andrea Croucher Vascular CNS - FPH   

Pabita Limbu Vascular CNS - FPH   

Kirstie lane Vascular CNS - WPH 07770702053   

Nessa Cababa Vascular CNS - ASPH 07522618600   

  

Vascular Physiotherapy team     07741234068  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 
For a translation of this leaflet or to access this information in another 
format including: 
 

Large 
print 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Easy read Translated Audio Braille 
 

Please contact the Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS)  on: 
 

Frimley Park Hospital 
Telephone: 0300 613 6530 
Email: fhft.palsfrimleypark@nhs.net  

 
Wexham Park and Heatherwood Hospitals 
Telephone: 0300 615 3365 
Email: fhft.palswexhampark@nhs.net  
 

Frimley Park 
Hospital 
Portsmouth Road 
Frimley 
Surrey 
GU16 7UJ 

Heatherwood 
Hospital  
Brook Avenue 
Ascot 
Berkshire 
SL5 7GB 

Wexham Park 
Hospital 
Wexham Street 
Slough 
Berkshire 
SL2 4HL 

Switchboard: 0300 614 5000 Website: www.fhft.nhs.uk  
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Legal notice 
Please remember that this leaflet is intended as general information 
only. We aim to make the information as up to date and accurate as 
possible. Please therefore always check specific advice or any 
concerns you may have with your doctor. 
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