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Two Parts:

Confirming Your Rib Injury

Treating Your Ribs at Home

Broken or fractured ribs usually occur from a direct blow to the chest or torso, like in a car accident, significant fall or hard hit
while playing a contact sport.[1] However, some diseases such as osteoporosis and bone cancer can severely weaken the ribs
(and other bones) and cause them to break merely from coughing hard or routine twisting or lifting. Although broken ribs will
generally heal on their own in one to two months if you are relatively healthy, knowing how to treat them at home will
significantly reduce your discomfort. In some cases, fractured ribs puncture the lungs or damage other internal organs, which
can be life-threatening and necessitates emergency medical treatment.

Part

1

Confirming Your Rib Injury

Visit the emergency room for treatment. If you've experienced trauma to your chest or torso that's causing
significant pain, particularly during deep breathing, then you may have broken a rib or two. This can be associated
with more severe injury as well, so it's important you get medical attention. Sometimes a "crack" is heard or felt when a
rib breaks, but not always, especially if it occurs where the cartilaginous end-point of the rib attaches to the breast bone
(sternum).
It's important to seek medical treatment after a significant rib injury because if a rib fractures into sharp pieces
(as opposed to a hairline crack), then the risk of injury to your lungs, liver, spleen is much greater.[2] The doctor
will verify the type of rib fracture and make recommendations accordingly.
Chest x-rays, CT scans, MRI and diagnostic ultrasound are tools that your doctor may use to better understand
your rib injury.
Your doctor will likely give you a prescription for strong painkillers or anti-inflammatories if your pain is severe,
or recommend the use of over-the-counter varieties at home if your pain is tolerable.
A potentially fatal complication related to a badly broken rib is a punctured or collapsed lung (pneumothorax). A
broken rib can also lead to pneumonia.

Talk to your doctor about a corticosteroid injection. If the broken rib is stable, but causing you moderateto-severe discomfort, your doctor may suggest an injection of steroidal medication, especially if torn cartilage is
involved. A corticosteroid injection near the injury can quickly reduce inflammation and pain, allow for easier breathing
and increase upper body mobility.[3]
Potential complications of corticosteroid injections include infection, bleeding, local muscle / tendon atrophy,
nerve damage and weakened immunity.
Another type of injection your doctor may administer is an intercostal nerve block. The medication numbs the
surrounding nerves and stops the sensation of pain for about six hours.[4]
The vast majority of people with broken ribs do not need surgery — they heal quite well on their own with
conservative (non-invasive) care at home.

Part

2

Treating Your Ribs at Home
Do not wrap your ribs. In the past, doctors would routinely use compression wraps to help splint and immobilize
the area around broken ribs, but this practice has fallen out of favor due to the increased risks of lung infection or

pneumonia. Do not attempt to wrap or bandage your ribs.[5]
Put ice over the fractured rib. Apply an ice pack, frozen gel pack or bag of peas from the freezer onto your rib
injury for about 20 minutes every hour you are awake for the first two days, then reduce it to 10 – 20 minutes three
times daily as needed to reduce pain and swelling.[6] Ice causes blood vessels to constrict, which reduces
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inflammation, and it helps to numb the surrounding nerves. Cold therapy is appropriate for all forms of broken ribs and
essentially any musculoskeletal injury.
Wrap the ice pack in a thin cloth before applying to the injured area to reduce the risk of ice burn or frostbite.
In addition to sharp pain with breathing, you're likely to also have moderate tenderness and swelling over the
fracture site and possibly some bruising to the surrounding skin, which signifies some damaged internal blood
vessels.[7]

Take over-the-counter medications. Over-the-counter non-steroidal anti-inflammatories (NSAIDs) such as
ibuprofen (Advil), naproxen (Aleve) or aspirin are short-term remedies to help combat the pain and inflammation
related to your broken rib(s).[8] NSAIDs don't stimulate healing or speed up the rate of recovery necessarily, but they
can provide comfort and allow you to do basic activities of daily living or even return to work after a few weeks if your
profession is mainly sedentary. Keep in mind that NSAIDs can be hard on your internal organs (stomach, kidneys), so
try not to use them on a daily basis for more than two weeks. Follow the package directions for proper dosage.
Children younger than 18 years should never take aspirin because it’s associated with Reye’s syndrome.
As an alternative, you can take over-the-counter painkillers such as acetaminophen (Tylenol), but they don't
impact inflammation and are harder on the liver.

Avoid movements with your torso. Some light exercise is a good idea for most musculoskeletal injuries
because movement is needed to stimulate blood flow and healing. However, for the first few weeks, avoid cardio
exercises that significantly increase your heart and breathing rates because that can irritate and inflame your broken
rib. Furthermore, minimize the amount of rotation (twisting) and lateral flexion of your torso while your rib is healing.[9]
Walking, driving and computer work should be fine, but avoid most strenuous household chores, jogging, lifting weights
and playing sports until you can take a deep breath with very little or no pain.
Take a week or two off work if you need to, especially if your job requires physical labor or lots of jarring
movements.
Ask your family and friends for help around the house and yard while you recover. Avoid lifting, and check with
your doctor whether or not you should drive.
You'll invariably need to cough or sneeze at some stage after you break your ribs, so consider holding a soft
pillow against your chest to cushion the blow and minimize the pain.

Adapt your sleeping position. Broken ribs are particularly problematic in the night during sleep, especially if you
sleep on your stomach, sides or roll around frequently. Probably the best sleeping position for your broken rib(s) is
on your back (supine) because it puts the least amount of pressure on them. In fact, it may help to sleep more upright
in a comfortable reclining chair for the first few nights until some of the inflammation and pain subside.[10] You can also
prop yourself up in bed with cushions behind your back and head.
If you need to sleep in more of an upright position for a few nights or more, then don't neglect your low back.
Placing a pillow underneath your flexed knees will take pressure off your lumbar spine and help to prevent low
back pain.
To prevent rolling onto your sides during the night, place a body pillow on either side of you for support.

Eat well and take supplements. Broken bones need the necessary nutrients in appropriate amounts to heal
properly, so eating a balanced diet rich in minerals and vitamins is a great strategy. [11] Focus on consuming fresh
produce, whole grains, lean meats, dairy products and lots of purified water. Supplementing your diet with extra
nutrients may also be helpful to accelerate the healing of your broken rib, so consider adding some calcium,
magnesium, phosphorus, vitamin D and vitamin K.
Rich mineral sources include cheese, yogurt, tofu, beans, broccoli, nuts and seeds, sardines, salmon.
On the flip side, avoid consuming things that may hinder bone healing, such as alcohol, soda pop, fast food and
refined sugars. Smoking also slows the healing time of broken bones and other musculoskeletal injuries.

Community Q&A
What would cause a broken rib not to heal for many months?
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When the ribs are broken, it is not just the bone that is injured. The periosteum on the bone is ripped apart, the
intercostal muscles are torn off their attachments, and the neurovascular bundle is stretched (each rib has a nerve and
artery run along its inferior surface in a groove). All of this will heal, but it heals with scar tissue, which does not stretch
or contract like regular tissue. Unfortunately, there is not much you can do about the scar. Time is needed for healing.
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Is there anything I can do about ribs that were broken years ago and cause me pain?
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You could always see a thoracic surgeon for an evaluation, to see if there is anything that can be done. In terms of pain
management, some anesthesiologists can do intercostal blocks for pain control. That is something else you could look
into. Also, you may have a vitamin deficiency, such as D or C either due to lack of sufficient consumption or an
improper metabolism. Talk to your doctor and/or surgeon to get specific advice.
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I have 7 broken ribs and find sleeping in bed a problem. Is it just as good sleeping in a chair?
Wherever you are able to sleep should be fine. A recliner could be good.
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My competitive basketball training games start September 13, 2016. I broke my ribs about three weeks ago and hurt
the same rib again today on August 25, 2016 and it's more painful than the first time I hurt them. Would I be OK to
play basketball when the season starts?
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You could easily get hit and aggravate your current injuries. You should stay sidelined until a doctor clears you to
practice and play again.
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Can two ends of a broken rib not meet?
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If you feel a “step-off”, it may be or wll become unstable and cause other injuries or poor healing. See your doctor
ASAP to evaluate the stability.
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My dad is 82, and has broken 2 ribs. How long will healing take?
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Most broken ribs will heal in 2 - 3 months. Elderly people take longer to heal, and it depends on overall health, but he
should be healed within 5 months.
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I fractured three ribs in my back. What is the crunchy feeling?
That could the muscle that was ripped when ribs broke. It could take up to three months to heal.
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Is it alright for a child to play baseball only two weeks after fracturing a rib?
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First, you should consult a physician on this matter. Then, have the child take it easy at first. Talk to the coach about
gradually building up. If the child were to slide on their side too hard, you could be in a much worse situation than
before. If the child feels up to it, you can let them practice.
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Tips
Getting enough calcium is important for maintaining strong bones. As prevention, aim for at least 1,200 mg daily from food
and supplements.[12] For broken bones, you'll likely need more calcium per day.

Warning
Contact a doctor immediately if you develop severe chest pain, fever, chills, shortness of breath, expansive bruising and/or
cough up blood.[13]
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