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What is a rotator cuff repair? 
 
Rotator cuff tears are one of the most common injuries of the shoulder. The shoulder is a ball 
and socket joint with the arm bone (humerus) meeting the shallow socket called the glenoid 
fossa. This socket is part of the shoulder blade (scapula). 
 
The term “rotator cuff” refers to four muscles of the shoulder that help to support the shoulder 
joint during rest and movement. These muscles, known as the supraspinatus, infraspinatus, teres 
minor, and subscapularis, attach the shoulder blade and upper arm bone, and keep the arm bone 
against the shoulder socket. 
 
Rotator cuff muscles and tendons can be injured over time, or with a sudden injury such as a 
fall. In an overuse injury, the soft tissues may start to fray, often caused by repeated activities. A 
tear can be partial or complete, with the muscle being torn into two pieces.  
 
Symptoms of a rotator cuff tear can include shoulder pain, stiffness, and weakness. You may 
have difficulty raising the arm overhead or lifting objects, especially above shoulder height. 
Getting dressed, washing your hair, or tucking in a shirt can be difficult. Sleeping can be limited 
because of shoulder pain. 
 
Rotator cuff repair (RTC repair) is a surgical procedure to repair the injured muscle(s) and/or 
tendon(s).  This may be completed arthroscopically or thru an open procedure. 
 
While recovering from rotator cuff repair surgery, you will need to follow physician 
recommendations. Therapy will help you learn how to keep the shoulder moving while 
protecting the healing tissues with activities for stretching, strengthening, and healthy posture. 
 
Prepare ahead for recovery 
 
The recovery process can be aided by planning ahead by practicing exercises and making 
modifications in your home. 
Tips/Recommendations:  

• Store commonly used items within reach, between waist and shoulder level 
• Use a hand held shower head for easier bathing. 
• If bedroom is upstairs, consider sleeping in a “main floor” bed temporarily. 

 
Post-Operative Concerns 
 

• Bruising/discomfort/swelling:  this will likely increase when you get home.  Continue ice 
and elevation.   

• Some difficulty sleeping.  If you cannot lie flat, you may consider sleeping semi-
reclined/in a recliner with arm elevated on pillows. 

• Constipation associated with pain meds.  Communicate needs to physician, consider stool 
softeners, prune juice, etc. 



• The “blahs”: poor stamina with rapid fatigue, decreased appetite.  Monitor health. 
• A sling or immobilizer will be placed on your arm to hold the shoulder in correct 

alignment and protect your healing repair.  You will be instructed on how to put this on 
and when it can be removed. 

• Use ice/cold packs 15-20 min 3-5x/day.  If you received a cryo cuff ice cooler, use as 
instructed on cooler instructions, or by therapist. 

 
Preparation for your hospital procedure 
 

• Take rubber soled shoes that are easy to take on and off.  It is better to have a good fitting 
slip-on rather than lace up/tie shoes.  

• Take clothes that are easy to put on such as elastic waist pants and large shirts that button 
instead of pull over the head.  

• Take the name and number of your family doctor and pharmacy. 
• Usually you will be prescribed Physical Therapy after your first follow up physician visit 
• If you are concerned you will be unable to return home alone, it is recommended you 

make arrangements to stay with family or have family or friend stay with you 
 
Your Exercise Program 
 
The better prepared you are, the easier your rehabilitation will be.   
 
The following exercise program is designed to build strength and ease your recovery.  Unless 
instructed otherwise by your Physical Therapist, try to perform each exercise 5-10 repetitions 
each once daily.  Then increase to a total of 30 repetitions or 3 sets of 10, 1-2 times daily. 
 
Call your Physical Therapist if: 

• Any exercise causes increased pain or swelling in your shoulder or any other joint or area 
of your body. 

• You are not sure how to safely perform the exercises. 
• If you have any further related questions or concerns regarding your program. 

 
Discontinue any exercise if it causes sharp or increased pain, dizziness, chest pain, 
shortness of breath, or any unusual symptoms and contact your physician. 
 
This program is designed to assist you in regaining your mobility and strength following 
surgery. 
 
Jamestown Regional Medical Center offers an extensive outpatient rehab program.  Please call 
with questions. 
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