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USE OF AN AIRBACK BRACE FOLLOWING A SPINAL
FRACTURE WITHOUT NERVE DAMAGE
Following a thoracic (upper) or lumbar (lower) spinal injury we need to prevent
excess movement of the spine to allow the fracture or damage to heal . This can be
achieved with a non-surgical approach (bed rest) , surgical internal fixation or a
combination. All are followed by a period of time using a spinal brace. The brace is
fitted 2-3 days after surgery, or when the fracture is considered stable after
a period of bed rest (approximately 6-8 weeks). The brace is usually worn for a
minimum of 3 months from the day of surgery or from the day the fracture is
considered stable. On occasion this may be extended and is decided by your
Consultant. The type of brace most commonly used is the Airback Brace.

Aim of the Airback Brace:
The brace is worn as an external splint to protect the spine against excessive flexion
(bending forward) and rotation (twisting) while the fracture or damage is healing.

When do you start wearing the brace?
After your operation or bed rest an experienced orthotist will measure and order the
correct size of brace. A date will have been set for when it is safe for you to sit up
with the brace on and get out of bed.

When the brace should be worn?
The brace should be worn at all times when you are NOT lying in bed. It should be
put on and taken off while lying down. A cotton T-shirt or vest should always be worn
under the brace for comfort. The brace does not need to be worn in bed at night.

When do you stop wearing the brace?
You will need to continue to wear the brace until it is clear that the fracture or
damage is healed. Your Consultant will give you exact dates depending on your
injury. Most patients have to wear the brace for a minimum of three months from the
time of surgery or end of bedrest.
It is best that you gradually wean yourself off using the brace at the end of treatment
by spending one to two hours without it in the morning and afternoon. Some days
you may need to use it all day.
Most people take around two weeks to feel comfortable without the brace completely.
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HOW TO PUT THE AIRBACK BRACE ON/OFF:
DO NOT TOUCH OR ADJUST THE STRAPS ON THE LEFT HAND SIDE OF THE
BRACE AS THESE ACT AS A HINGE FOR THE BRACE AND ADJUSTING THEM
WILL ALTER THE FIT OF THE BRACE.(1)
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These straps should only be altered by your orthotist
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Roll onto your right side while keeping your spine
straight.

Slip the straps and the back section under your right
side as far as possible.
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Roll back onto back section. Arrange the 3 straps in
parallel to each other at your right side. The back section
should be in a central position underneath you.(4)

If you have difficulty positioning the back section you
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may bend your knees up, lift your bottom off of the
bed and reposition the back section.(5)

The bottom of the back section should sit in line with
the bottom of your spine.(6)
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With the back section positioned correctly, flip the front
section of the brace over your chest at the front,
ensuring the chest pad is on the breast bone(7) and
ensure the plastic section shaped for the hips is
positioned over the hip bones.
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Fasten the straps on the right hand side(8) by clipping
the black plastic clip over the stud, pull tight until you
feel the brace fitting firmly(9) and fasten onto the velcro.
You should not be able to slip your hand down the
front of the brace too easily.(10)
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The airsac that is positioned between the white plastic
back shell and the grey felt pad(11) can be adjusted
with the pump provided.(12) The black valve on the
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pump lets air out and the clear valve puts air in. You
can adjust the amount of air in the back to suit yourself
for the optimum level of comfort.(13)
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When sitting up the brace should fit as follows.
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After 1/2 hour wearing the brace check your skin for any area of excessive redness. If
any red marks do not disappear after 20-30 minutes consult your therapist/orthotist
who will adjust the brace as necessary.
To remove brace, reverse the above procedure and unfasten the velcro on the right
hand side and remove clips (8&9).
Roll onto right side and remove brace storing it close by and within easy reach to be
reapplied when getting out of bed again.
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AIRBACK BRACE CARE : DO AND DON’TS
DO:
♦ Wear a t-shirt or vest beneath the brace for maximum comfort
♦ Follow your instructions about wearing the brace.
♦ Tighten the brace to maintain comfortable snugness. This ensures the
effectiveness of your brace.

♦ Take care when bending, stretching, sitting or standing.
♦ Keep your brace clean. The white plastic sections of the brace can be cleaned
using a soft cloth and warm soapy water.

DON’T:
♦ Remove the brace unless instructed to do so.
♦ Put anything inside your brace.
♦ Take part in active sports.
♦ Engage in any physical activity that causes excessive pain.
♦ Cut, file or damage your brace. However, should you experience any discomfort,
please contact your therapist/orthotist.

♦ Use any solvents or abrasive cleaning agents on your brace.
♦ Put the brace close to a direct source of heat.

ANY PROBLEMS?
If you notice any of the following problems, consult your orthotist immediately on
01786 434062 where an appointment with the orthotist can be made to have the
brace reviewed.

♦ Brace is loose, cracked or broken.
♦ Brace rubs, presses or pinches, causing irritation.
♦ Brace is loose and cannot be easily adjusted.
♦ Brace is tight and cannot be easily adjusted.
♦ Moderate discomfort changes to severe and constant pain.
♦ Skin/wound problems such as offensive odour develops or excessive itching
develops beneath the brace.
If in doubt remain in bed until you are able to contact the unit or the problem with
your brace is resolved.

COMMONLY ASKED QUESTIONS BY PATIENTS USING AN
AIRBACK BRACE FOLLOWING A SPINAL FRACTURE.
All injuries are different. These are the common answers to the
commonly asked questions. If you have similar or specific questions
please do not hesitate to check with your therapist or Consultant.
How long do I need to wear the brace for?
The brace is generally worn for 12 weeks post mobilisation after surgery or bedrest .
Removal of the brace will be advised by your Consultant at a clinic review.

How do I dress myself?
Put a T–shirt on while lying in bed before putting the brace on and thereafter dress as
you would normally.

How do I bath/shower?
This will be demonstrated by your Occupational Therapist before discharge. It is
generally advised that you sit while showering and IF permitted to take the brace off
that you avoid bending or twisting.

When can I lift objects and what weight is OK?
Lifting and trying to bend should be avoided in the brace. Simple domestic objects
are OK but heavy weights should be avoided.

When can I return to physical activities?
Impact sports should be avoided for one year after any serious spinal injury. Regular
exercise is beneficial to a rapid recovery. Some discomfort can be expected after you
start exercising due to lack of fitness.
Rhythmic and low impact stamina and strength exercises should commence as soon
as comfortable for upper and lower limbs eg. Exercise bike, walking.

What sport can I do and when can I start?
No sporting activities can be done safely in a brace. Regular walking while in the
brace is recommended. Progressive exercise can commence after the brace is
removed eg. Swimming, cycling etc.

How far can I walk?
Frequent short walks are recommended but pay attention not to cause yourself pain.
Most patients experience some muscle discomfort when they start regular activities.
This should settle within 24 hours. If it continues check with your therapist or doctor.

When can I start driving?
Fitness to drive is primarily the responsibility of the individual who should comply with
the law and insurance requirements. In general driving should be avoided when
wearing the brace. Journeys as a passenger should be limited to one hour. If longer
distances are unavoidable then regular breaks should be taken to give yourself a
chance to stretch and go for a short walk.

When can I travel/fly?
There are no medical restrictions in travelling or flying in an airback jacket. The
length of time sitting or standing should be limited to one hour with regular changes
of position to ease discomfort and stiffness. Regular trips to the loo are helpful in long
plane or train journeys. If flying by plane you will set off security alarms. This may
result in a body search. A letter from your doctor or a copy of your X-rays will not
prevent this as they can easily be forged.

When can I return to work?
This will depend on the nature of your injury and job. As a rough guide light manual
workers usually return to work around 6 months and heavy manual workers around 1
year.

When can I have sexual intercourse?
Sexual relations can commence whenever the level of discomfort permits. Anxiety
and apprehension for both partners at first is normal.

What positions should I avoid during intercourse?
The spine is protected when you are lying on your back or side. It is best to avoid
bending and twisting your spine for the first two months.

