
Breast Reconstruction with Tissue Expanders

After Surgery -
Immediately After Surgery:

● Follow-up visits ARE IMPORTANT! Please follow your physician’s follow-up instructions.

● Start walking as soon as possible, as this helps reduce swelling and lowers the chance of

blood clots. Only walking is permitted for the first 2 – 3 weeks after surgery. Your provider

will discuss what activities you can resume at your 2-week post-operative appointment.

● Good nutrition and fluid intake is essential to wound healing. Eat well-balanced meals and

drink plenty of fluids. If your appetite is decreased post-operatively, protein shakes can be

helpful.

● It is normal to experience swings in emotions/moods over the first few weeks after surgery

as healing is stressful, both physically and emotionally. Be aware that narcotic pain

medication can impact your emotional state as well.

● Please do not take your medication(s) on an empty stomach as this can cause dizziness and

nausea. In addition, pain medications tend to cause constipation and we recommend the

use of over-the-counter laxatives or stool softeners (Colace) post-operatively while you are

on pain medications. Take pain medications as directed and refer to the attached “Pain

Management” handout for more detailed instructions.

● Sleep with your head slightly elevated.

● If you have a drain(s) placed during your surgery, a nurse will instruct both you and/or your

caregiver on how to manage them during your recovery. Your drain(s) will need to be

emptied and stripped at least every 12 hours and you will have to record the totals every 24

hours. Drains should always be supported including when showering.

● No smoking or use of nicotine-containing products for 4 weeks after surgery.

● *REMEMBER: same-day surgery does not mean same-day recovery. Healing is a gradual

process. It is normal to be impatient and feel discouraged while waiting for the swelling,

bruising, and discomfort to diminish. PLEASE BE PATIENT! Extra rest, a nutritious diet, and

avoiding stress are important aides to your recovery.
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● Your expanders have a magnet in them that we use to find the port we access for your

expansion. You may NOT have an MRI while they are in place.

48-Hours After Surgery:

● You may shower 48 hours after surgery. No bathing, swimming, or hot tubs for the first 4 – 6

weeks unless your provider advises otherwise. Keep incisions clean/dry and inspect daily for

signs of infection.

● Dressings may be removed 48 hours after surgery. Steri-strips (tan tape) must remain on

your incisions for 2 weeks. Please do not remove them. You can shower 48 hours after

surgery once your dressings have been removed.

● You may resume driving when you are no longer taking pain medication and you feel

comfortable enough to do so. We do not recommend traveling by plane for 3 – 6 weeks

after surgery. You do not need a medical note to go through airport security with

expanders.

● Follow the PT exercises given below. Passive range of motion of your arms is okay, but

always listen to your body. If you feel uncomfortable, back off and try again a few days later.

4-6 Weeks After Surgery:

● No lifting greater than 10 lbs. for 4 weeks after your surgery.

● Strenuous exercise and activities are restricted for 6 weeks after your surgery.

What to Expect -

● You may experience temporary pain, soreness, numbness, and incision discomfort. The

maximum discomfort will occur within the first few days after your surgery.

● Please avoid temperature extremes to your breasts. Do not apply heating pads, ice packs, or

sunbathe.

● You may feel tired and fatigued so get plenty of rest.

● Sutures will be dissolvable; they are under your skin and will slowly re-absorb over 4 – 6

weeks.

1200 NW Naito Parkway, Suite 310

Portland, Oregon 97209

Phone: 503-292-9200

Fax: 503-292-9205



● Please avoid restrictive clothing/bras or anything that may inhibit adequate blood flow to

your breasts. Please see the “Garment” Options below for gentle support.

● Tissue expansions begin 2 – 3 weeks after the expanders are placed. At this appointment a

medical provider will fill your expander with air or saline. You will continue with weekly

expansions until they are fully expanded (usually 1 – 2 months).

When to Call -

● If you are experiencing increased swelling or bruising. It is normal to have a slight increase

in swelling by day 3.

● If you are experiencing increased redness along the incision.

● If your nipple is starting to look purple or dark colored.

● If you are experiencing severe or increased pain not relieved by medication.

● If you are experiencing any side effects frommedications such as a rash, nausea, headache,

or vomiting.

● If you are experiencing an oral temperature over 101 degrees.

● If you are experiencing any yellowish or greenish drainage from the incisions or notice a foul

odor.

● If you are experiencing bleeding from your incision(s) that is difficult to control with light

pressure.

Do not hesitate to call and speak with our medical staff with questions or concerns!

**IN A TRUE EMERGENCY, PLEASE CALL 9-1-1 IMMEDIATELY**

Garment Options -
● Post mastectomy camisoles are designed specifically for women who are recovering from

mastectomy surgery and experience pain with limited mobility. Most mastectomy

camisoles come with an opening in the front that allows for an easy change of garments for

maximum comfort. Recovery camisoles mostly come with inside pockets to hold breast

forms and post-surgery drainage bulbs. If you choose to wear a post mastectomy, please
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DO NOT zip the entire garment over the surgical site. To heal correctly, please limit any

compression to the chest, unless instructed otherwise by your care provider.

● Wear comfortable clothing, such as a two-piece, loose outfit with a zipper or buttons in

front that is easy to put on and off. Some women prefer a loose dress with a zipper or

buttons in front. Please bring it with you.

● It is recommended to clip drains to clothing. When recovering from breast reconstruction,

incision sites will be tender and sensitive. If the suture holding the drain in place is

constantly tugged on, it could become quite painful. Taping the drain tube to the skin can

help reduce the pulling of the stitch. To decrease the risk of potential tugging to the drain,

safety pins can be used to secure the drains to your clothing. Simply stick the safety pin

through the drain’s tag or cap loop and attach the drain to your shirt. If pinning a drain on

your clothing does not sound appealing, you may opt to attach them to a long, sturdy

necklace. This is also an optimal choice while showering.

Range of Motion Exercises -
● Lifting your arm above your head – Lie on your back and hold your arm on the side you had

the operation with your other hand. Gently lift your arms as far as you can above your head.

When you can do this easily, do it sitting in a chair.

● Walking your fingers up the wall – Stand facing a wall and walk your fingers up

it slowly. You may feel tightness, but it shouldn't be painful.
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● Walk your fingers up the wall sideways – Stand with the side you had the operation next to

the wall. Walk your fingers up the wall so that the palm of your hand is facing the wall.

● Beach pose – Lie on your back. Put your fingers lightly on your ears, with your elbows

pointing up towards the ceiling. Slowly let your elbows fall back so that you end up with

your head on your arms: a bit like when you are lying on a beach.
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● Chest stretch – Stand up, keeping your arms relaxed and straight by your side. Then slowly

take your arms behind you, as if you are trying to touch your hands together at the back.

Pain Management -
After any surgical procedure, the management of pain is an important portion of your care. We

know that pain is inevitable; in order to keep it at a tolerable level we will use a combination of

medications to maximize your pain relief while keeping in mind your overall health and safety.

Narcotic pain medications may be a portion of your pain management strategy, but we do try to

wean all patients off these as quickly as possible to limit the risk of side effects as well as addiction.

NSAIDs:

● Do NOT take ibuprofen (Advil), naproxen (Aleve), aspirin or other NSAIDs in the 2 weeks prior to

surgery or 3 days after surgery, as it may cause intra-operative or postoperative bleeding

complications.
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● It is SAFE to take acetaminophen (Tylenol) every 6 hours for the first 2 days, then you may

decrease if you are not having pain.

● Please maximize acetaminophen (Tylenol). Narcotics used in conjunctionwith acetaminophen

are more effective- so do not just jump to the narcotics, please take the acetaminophen.

o For adults this is typically 2 tablets every 6 hours of either regular or extra strength

Tylenol. Do not exceed the daily maximumwhich is 4000mg in a 24-hour period.

o Plan on taking Tylenol every 6 hours for the first 2 days, then decrease if you are not

having pain.

● Three days after surgery you may begin taking ibuprofen or naproxen if you have not had

excessive bruising or postoperative bleeding. If you do not know if this is you, feel free to call

our medical staff.

o Ibuprofen dosing is three 200mg tablets every 6 hours (600mg total per dose). Do not

exceed the daily maximumwhich is 3200mg in a 24-hour period.

o This may be alternated with Tylenol so that you have one non-narcotic option available

every three hours.

o Ex: 12:00 Tylenol, 3:00 Ibuprofen, 6:00 Tylenol, 9:00 Ibuprofen etc.

This combination is very effective and often allows patients to stop taking their narcotics around

the three-day time period.

Narcotics:

These may be prescribed for you; these are safe to begin after surgery and the instructions will be

written on the bottle.

● Please be mindful that these can cause constipation, disorganized sleep, forgetfulness, and

respiratory depression. Do not increase your dose without discussing it with your physician.

● Please wean yourself off these as early as reasonable. If you are having difficulty decreasing

your narcotic use, make sure you are maximizing the non-narcotic options listed above and

begin to stretch the time between dosing again until you have successfully stopped taking

narcotics.
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● It is important to get up, move around and take deep breaths after surgery to prevent other

complications like DVT/PE (blood clots) or pneumonia, so take narcotics as needed to allow for

ambulation and showering.

Gabapentin:

This is a non-narcotic medication that can be used to help with “nerve” pain. It must be taken on a

scheduled basis, as a steady level must be kept in your system for the best function. It is not

effective taken on an “as-needed” basis, and you will need to taper off this medication when ready

to stop.

Muscle relaxants:

These are used with some procedures where the muscles are involved. The two common options

are Valium and Flexeril. These may be taken in conjunction with your other medications, as

prescribed. Combining narcotic pain medication with muscle relaxants will increase drowsiness.

Please make sure you notify your provider of any other anti-anxiety medication you may be

taking, as they can overlap with these muscle relaxants.

Non-medication options:

● Warm showers can be taken to aid pain and stiffness. Getting in the shower and slowly raising

your arms and moving your body can help loosen your joints and muscles that tend to tighten

when you are not as active as usual. Typically, you may shower 2 days after surgery (even with

drains) and your incisions can get wet. Do not soak incisions in a bath or hot tub for at least 4

weeks after surgery.

● Ice packs are valuable to limit swelling in the first 24-48 hours. Use these for no more than 20

minutes per hour. If you have numbness in a surgical area (ex: after abdominoplasty or breast

reconstruction) be careful with ice as you may get frostbite at a lower temperature, so please

do NOT use it in areas with numbness.
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● Heating pads or warm packs may also be comforting but should NOT be used on numb areas

as your skin may blister even on low settings. Typically, these are held until 48 hours after your

procedure when the early swelling has stopped, and they can be more helpful.

Handling prescription narcotics:

● Narcotics should always be kept in a locked cabinet if possible. If you do not have a place to

lock them away, at least store them high and hidden from children or visitors.

● When you have finished using your prescription medications, it is always wise to dispose of

them safely. This may mean asking if your pharmacy, local fire station, or police station will

accept narcotic prescriptions for disposal.

If you have any questions or concerns regarding your postoperative journey, please do not hesitate

to call our office at (503) 292-9200 and speak with our medical staff.
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