
Rehabilitation programme in Stockholm, Sweden  
after flap surgery for pressure ulcers

IntroductIon: Pressure ulcer is a common complication for Spinal Cord 
Injury patients. It is the lack of pressure relief that is the main reason, caused by 
too long sitting time in the same position in the wheelchair. 

Offloading to heal pressure ulcers leads to isolation, inactivity and emotional  
depression. A flap surgery is sometimes the only option, but the complication rate 
and the occurrence of recurrent and new ulcers are reported as high as 30-40%. 

In collaboration with plastic surgeons at the Karolinska University Hospital, Rehab 
Station Stockholm has developed a detailed aftercare programs for flap surgery 
patients. Five strictly scheduled weeks of gentle movement training and pressure 
relief improve wound healing and prevent the formation of new ulcers.  
 
AIM: To lower the complication rate following flap surgery for pressure ulcers and 
to prevent recurrent and new pressure ulcers in patients with Spinal Cord Injury. 
 
Methods: After one week of hospital treatment the patients participate in a 
four-week carefully regulated step-by-step rehabilitation program. 

During this program the operated muscle will be gradually stretched. The patients 
are taught about causes of their pressure ulcers and how to prevent them. After 
discharge, the patients are followed-up at the Spinalis Clinic after 1 and 6 months, 
and in regular SCI medical check-ups. 
 
results: It has now been a methodical follow-up of 51 SCI patients who  
were operated between 2002 and 2007 and completed aftercare program.  
Patients have been summoned to Rehab Station Stockholm for examination, 
photo documentation and interviews. The results have been successful with  
few postoperative complications (4%) and low incidence of new or recurrent  
ulcers (11%). The model with a strictly regulated care chain, has been a great  
success for treatment of this population in the Stockholm region.  
 
conclusIons: This new rehabilitation programme, following flap surgery 
for pressure ulcers, seems successful in preventing recurrent of new pressure  
ulcers and in lowering the complication rate. Centralised rehabilitation of these 
patients is recommended.
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WEEK 1 - Bed rest At KArolInsKA hosPItAl
The first week after surgery, the patient stays in bed at the hospital, using a special pressure 
relieving heat bed, Clinitron bed. The patients must be completely naked in bed to minimize 
pressures. 

WEEK 2 - Bed rest At rehAB stAtIon stocKholM 
The first week will be spent in bed on a pressure relieving airmattress (Hill-Rom Duo 2).  
Showers, bladder and bowel mangement must therefore be performed in bed, which for the  
patient can be very distressful. At meals, the patient may be sit with a 60-degree angle with  
bent legs. The patients position in bed must be changed regularly. The operated area is checked 
and documented three times a day.

WEEK 3 - BeGIn sIttInG In the WheelchAIr
The stitches are removed and the patient may sit in a wheelchair on a Roho quadro high profile 
cushion for 30 minutes, three times/daily. Assistance with the transfers and dressing is necessary,  
leaning forward is not allowed. The operated area will be checked before and after sitting. 
The wheelchair and the cushion has to be adjusted by an Occupational Therapist or a Physio- 
therapist on the first time of seating. Sitting time increased slowly to a maximum of two hours.

WEEK 4 - BeGIn to sIt WIth strAIGht leGs 
The patient can sit in bed with straight legs, bending hips in an 90 degrees angel, but can not lean 
forward (causes to much pressure on the operated area). It is now allowed to sit on the toilet 
seat /shower chair, using a pressure relief cushion. Pressure mapping are done by the PT in the  
Spinalis Clinic to check sitting position and cushion. Strength and endurance training can start 
gently without straining the operated area. Edjucation about Pressure ulcers.

WEEK 5 -  restrIctIons 
At the end of the fifth week, the patient go home, he/she are now able to go transfer as usual.  
Restrictions for 6 month: maximum 2 hours sitting-time, using same pressure relieving devices  
as at Rehab Station. Life-long restrictions; change positions regularly when in wheelchair or bed  
on a pressure relieving cushion/matress – which to use will be decided of the 6-months check-up.  
Offload in bed 1-2 times daily and check (the bodysuit) react and act with total offloading if  
necassary and find a way to deal with the cause. No training on elite level is allowed for 6 month.

70 year old paraplegic, the first
person who was operated for three 
pressure ulcers at the same time. 

One week after surgery.

After the stitch removal. 
Three years later, still wound free, 
and very happy to be alive.


