
Breastbone Fracture

About your injury

The breastbone, or sternum, is the bone in the front 
and center of the chest. Your ribs and collar bone 
(clavicle) attach to your sternum. A sternal fracture 
is a break in the breastbone.

The most common cause of a sternal fracture is 
trauma. It can happen from a direct blow to the 
front of your chest, a fall or a motor vehicle accident 
where your chest hits the steering wheel or seat belt.

You may have an X-ray or CT scan to confirm the 
fracture. You may also have an EKG (heart test) or 
ultrasound (test using sound waves) to look at your 
heart, major blood vessels and lungs to make sure 
there is no damage to these organs.

Most sternal fractures will heal in a few weeks and 
don’t need surgery. The biggest risk is pneumonia 
(lung infection).

Common symptoms

• Chest pain at time and site of injury

• Pain with breathing, coughing or sneezing

• Shortness of breath

• Bruising and tenderness of front of chest

When you go home

• Take your medicines as directed by your doctor. 
It’s important that you take your pain medicines. 
This will let you cough and take deep breaths to 
clear your lungs.

• Brace your chest when you cough, sneeze or 
turn. To do this, hold a pillow or cross your arms 
tightly over your chest. This is called splinting and 
is most important to prevent pneumonia.

• Do not lift, push or pull anything that weighs 
more than 10 pounds (a gallon of milk weighs 
about 8 pounds).

• Avoid any movements that cause pain, such as 
reaching overhead often.

• Do not reach behind you with both arms at the 
same time.

• When moving or getting out of bed:

– Do not push or pull with your arms

– Lower yourself to the side and bring your feet 
onto the bed

– Use your legs to help change position in bed

Call your family clinic if:

• Pain gets worse or medicines don’t help

• You hear a clicking sound coming from your 
chest or have increased redness in the middle of 
your chest.

Return to the emergency department if you 
notice:

• Fever higher than 100.4°F (38°C)

• Increased shortness of breath, fast heartbeat, new 
pain in shoulders or pain that goes into jaw or arms.

For informational purposes only. Not to replace the advice of your health care provider.  
Copyright © 2018 Fairview Health Services. All rights reserved. Clinically reviewed by Trauma Services. 
SMARTworks 524580 – REV 1/21.

Page 1 of 1


