
physical therapy for scapular winging
physical therapy for scapular winging is a specialized approach aimed at addressing
the abnormal protrusion of the scapula, commonly known as winged scapula. This condition
can result from nerve damage, muscle weakness, or injury, leading to pain, limited shoulder
movement, and functional impairment. Effective physical therapy focuses on strengthening
the scapular stabilizers, improving posture, and restoring normal shoulder mechanics. The
treatment plan typically includes targeted exercises, manual therapy, and patient
education to prevent further complications. Understanding the anatomy, causes, and
therapeutic interventions is crucial for optimal recovery. This article explores the
comprehensive strategies involved in physical therapy for scapular winging, detailing
assessment techniques, exercise protocols, and rehabilitation considerations.
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Understanding Scapular Winging
Scapular winging is characterized by the abnormal protrusion of the shoulder blade away
from the thoracic wall. This condition disrupts the normal biomechanics of the shoulder
girdle, affecting arm movement and strength. The scapula plays a critical role in shoulder
stabilization and motion, supported by several muscles including the serratus anterior,
trapezius, and rhomboids. When these muscles are weakened or paralyzed, the scapula
loses its stable position, resulting in winging. Physical therapy for scapular winging aims to
restore the muscular balance and scapular alignment to optimize shoulder function.

Anatomy of the Scapula and Surrounding Muscles
The scapula, or shoulder blade, is a flat triangular bone that connects the humerus (upper
arm bone) with the clavicle (collarbone). It is stabilized by muscles such as the serratus
anterior, which anchors the scapula against the rib cage, and the trapezius, which controls
scapular elevation and rotation. The rhomboids retract the scapula, aiding in posture and
movement. Damage or dysfunction in these muscles, particularly the serratus anterior due



to long thoracic nerve injury, often leads to scapular winging.

Causes of Scapular Winging
Several factors can contribute to the development of scapular winging, ranging from
neurological impairments to muscular injuries. Identifying the underlying cause is essential
for directing effective physical therapy treatment.

Neurological Causes
Injury to the long thoracic nerve is the most common neurological cause of scapular
winging. This nerve innervates the serratus anterior muscle, and damage can occur due to
trauma, repetitive strain, or surgical complications. Other nerve injuries, such as spinal
accessory nerve damage affecting the trapezius, can also result in winging.

Muscular Causes
Muscle weakness or imbalance, whether from disuse, muscle tears, or inflammatory
conditions, can lead to scapular instability. Conditions like muscular dystrophy or rotator
cuff tears may contribute to this dysfunction.

Postural and Mechanical Factors
Poor posture, such as rounded shoulders or forward head position, can exacerbate scapular
winging by altering muscle length and shoulder mechanics. Additionally, overuse injuries in
athletes or manual laborers can strain the scapular stabilizers.

Assessment and Diagnosis
Accurate assessment is critical for tailoring physical therapy interventions to the
individual's needs. A combination of clinical examination and diagnostic tools is used to
evaluate scapular winging.

Clinical Examination
Physical therapists assess scapular position, movement patterns, and muscle strength.
Observation during shoulder movements, such as forward flexion and abduction, helps
identify winging severity. Specific tests like the wall push-up test can highlight serratus
anterior dysfunction.



Imaging and Electrophysiological Studies
While physical examination is primary, imaging such as MRI or ultrasound can detect
muscle tears or nerve compression. Electromyography (EMG) assesses nerve and muscle
function, aiding in differentiating neurological from muscular causes.

Physical Therapy Interventions
Physical therapy for scapular winging involves a multifaceted approach focused on
restoring scapular stability, improving muscle strength, and enhancing shoulder mobility.

Muscle Strengthening
Targeted strengthening of the serratus anterior, trapezius, and rhomboids is essential.
Strengthening exercises help re-establish scapular control and prevent further winging.

Postural Correction
Therapists work on improving posture by addressing muscle imbalances and promoting
proper scapular positioning. Ergonomic advice and postural awareness training are integral
components.

Manual Therapy
Manual techniques such as soft tissue mobilization and joint mobilizations can reduce pain,
improve tissue extensibility, and restore scapular mobility.

Exercise Protocols for Scapular Winging
Exercise regimens are carefully designed to progressively enhance scapular function and
shoulder mechanics. Consistency and proper technique are vital for effectiveness.

Initial Activation Exercises
Early exercises focus on activating the serratus anterior and other scapular stabilizers with
low resistance to prevent compensation.

Progressive Strengthening Exercises
As strength improves, resistance and complexity increase, incorporating exercises such as
scapular push-ups, wall slides, and resistance band rows.



Functional Training
Later stages involve integrating scapular stability into functional movements and activities
of daily living to restore normal shoulder use.

Wall Push-Ups

Scapular Retraction with Resistance Bands

Dynamic Hug Exercise

Prone Y and T Raises

Shoulder Blade Squeezes

Additional Therapeutic Techniques
Beyond exercises, various adjunct therapies support recovery in physical therapy for
scapular winging.

Neuromuscular Electrical Stimulation (NMES)
NMES may be used to stimulate weak muscles, particularly when voluntary activation is
limited due to nerve injury.

Bracing and Support
In some cases, scapular braces or taping techniques provide external support to improve
scapular positioning during rehabilitation.

Prevention and Patient Education
Educating patients on proper shoulder mechanics, ergonomic practices, and activity
modification is essential to prevent recurrence of scapular winging.

Postural Awareness
Training patients to maintain optimal posture during daily activities reduces undue stress
on scapular muscles.



Home Exercise Programs
Providing individualized home exercise routines encourages ongoing strength maintenance
and functional improvement outside the clinical setting.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is scapular winging and how does physical
therapy help?
Scapular winging is a condition where the shoulder blade sticks out abnormally from the
back, often due to muscle weakness or nerve injury. Physical therapy helps by
strengthening the muscles around the scapula, improving posture, and restoring normal
shoulder mechanics.

Which muscles are targeted in physical therapy for
scapular winging?
Physical therapy typically targets the serratus anterior, trapezius, rhomboids, and other
stabilizing muscles to improve scapular positioning and movement.

What types of exercises are commonly used in physical
therapy for scapular winging?
Exercises such as scapular push-ups, wall slides, rows, shoulder blade squeezes, and
resistance band exercises are commonly used to strengthen the scapular stabilizers.

How long does it usually take to see improvement in
scapular winging with physical therapy?
Improvement varies depending on the cause and severity but generally takes several
weeks to a few months of consistent physical therapy to notice significant changes.

Can physical therapy completely correct scapular
winging?
In many cases, physical therapy can significantly reduce or correct scapular winging,
especially when caused by muscle weakness. However, if nerve damage is severe,
additional medical interventions may be necessary.

Are there any precautions or contraindications for
physical therapy in scapular winging?
Physical therapy should be performed under professional guidance to avoid exacerbating



symptoms. Acute injuries, severe pain, or underlying neurological conditions may require
modified or delayed therapy.

How does posture affect scapular winging and its
treatment?
Poor posture can contribute to scapular winging by altering muscle balance. Physical
therapy often includes posture correction techniques to support proper scapular alignment
and function.

Is electrical stimulation used in physical therapy for
scapular winging?
Yes, electrical stimulation can be used to activate weakened muscles like the serratus
anterior to enhance muscle strength and facilitate motor relearning as part of a
comprehensive physical therapy program.

Additional Resources
1. Rehabilitation of Scapular Winging: Techniques and Case Studies
This book provides a comprehensive overview of scapular winging, focusing on
rehabilitation strategies for restoring function. It includes detailed case studies that
highlight various causes of scapular winging and tailored physical therapy interventions.
Practitioners will find evidence-based exercises and treatment protocols to improve patient
outcomes.

2. Scapular Stabilization Exercises for Physical Therapists
Designed specifically for physical therapists, this book explores the anatomy and
biomechanics of the scapula and offers targeted stabilization exercises. It emphasizes the
importance of muscular balance and coordination in preventing and managing scapular
winging. The book includes step-by-step exercise instructions with accompanying
illustrations.

3. Manual Therapy Approaches for Scapular Dysfunction
Focusing on hands-on treatment techniques, this text discusses various manual therapy
approaches to address scapular winging. It covers soft tissue mobilization, joint
mobilization, and neural mobilization to enhance scapular mechanics. The book is ideal for
clinicians seeking to expand their manual therapy skills.

4. Neuromuscular Re-education in Scapular Winging
This resource highlights neuromuscular re-education principles and their application in
scapular winging rehabilitation. It explains how to retrain muscle activation patterns and
improve scapular control through proprioceptive and motor control exercises. The book
integrates current research with clinical practice guidelines.

5. Functional Anatomy and Rehabilitation of the Scapula
Offering an in-depth look at scapular anatomy, this book connects functional anatomy with
rehabilitation techniques for scapular winging. It discusses muscular imbalances, nerve



injuries, and biomechanical factors that contribute to dysfunction. The text provides
practical rehabilitation protocols aimed at restoring normal scapular movement.

6. Exercise Therapy for Shoulder and Scapular Disorders
This comprehensive guide covers exercise therapy for a range of shoulder and scapular
conditions, including scapular winging. It presents progressive exercise programs designed
to improve strength, flexibility, and coordination of the scapular musculature. The book is
suitable for both novice and experienced therapists.

7. Scapular Winging: Diagnosis, Management, and Rehabilitation
A detailed clinical manual that covers the diagnosis and management of scapular winging,
this book integrates assessment techniques with rehabilitation strategies. It discusses
conservative treatment options, surgical considerations, and post-operative care.
Therapists will benefit from its holistic approach to patient management.

8. Advanced Concepts in Scapular Kinematics and Rehabilitation
Targeting advanced practitioners, this book delves into the complex kinematics of the
scapula and their implications for rehabilitation. It explores cutting-edge research and
innovative therapeutic interventions for scapular winging. The text encourages critical
thinking and application of biomechanical principles in therapy.

9. Practical Guide to Physical Therapy for Scapular Dysfunction
This practical guide offers stepwise approaches to assessment and treatment of scapular
dysfunctions, including winging. It includes clinical pearls, patient education tips, and
customized exercise plans. The book serves as an essential resource for therapists aiming
to improve functional outcomes in their patients.
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