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Treatment for Shoulder Separation
A shoulder separation happens when part of the shoulder blade (scapula) separates from the
collarbone (clavicle). A separation is not the same as a dislocation. With a dislocation, the
bone pulls out of a joint. Shoulder separation is common, especially in active people. It’s
most often caused by an injury that damages the ligaments around the shoulder joint. These
ligaments are called the acromioclavicular ligaments and the coracoclavicular ligaments.
They attach 2 areas of the shoulder blade to the collarbone and may be stretched, partially
torn, or completely torn. The shoulder blade may move downward from the weight of your
arm.

Types of treatment

Your treatment may depend on how serious the injury is. Treatment may include:

Resting the joint with a sling or other support

Physical therapy

Using cold packs on the area

Pain medicines

Your healthcare provider may show you special exercises to do. These will help rebuild
your strength, flexibility, and range of motion as you heal. You’ll likely need to start these
as soon as your pain starts to go away.

You may not need any other treatment. If your injury is more severe, you may need
surgery, especially if you are an athlete. Your healthcare provider may first want to see if
your AC (acromioclavicular) joint heals on its own before trying surgery.

Surgeons have a number of ways to bring your collarbone back into alignment with the
scapula. They might fix the bones together using screws. Or the ligaments that support
your AC joint may be repaired. A ligament from another part of your body may be used to
repair it.
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Recovering from shoulder separation

Most people will get back all or almost all normal arm and shoulder function, but a slight
deformity may remain. If you have a mild shoulder separation, you may totally recover
within a few weeks. More severe injuries may need more time to heal.

Your healthcare provider will give you directions about when you can go back to your
normal activities. This may take a few weeks or longer. You may need to protect your joint
from injury for a while. This is so your ligaments can fully heal. Athletes may need longer
recovery times.

Be sure to follow all your healthcare provider’s directions. Make sure to do exercises as
advised. This will make it more likely for you to recover fully.

Possible complications of shoulder separation

A small number of people have pain in their AC joint for weeks or months after their
injury. This may be because of abnormal contact between the bones. Arthritis can also
develop in the joint because of your injury. You may need surgery to treat these symptoms.

Preventing shoulder separation 

You may be able to lower your risk for shoulder separation by taking basic safety
precautions. Make sure to always wear a seatbelt while driving or riding in a car. Use the
protective gear for your sport.

﻿When to call your healthcare provider

Call your healthcare provider right away if you have any of the following occur:

Fever of 100.4°F (38°C) or higher, or as directed by your healthcare provider 

Chills

Pain that gets worse

Symptoms that don’t get better, or get worse

You can't move your arm at all

Numbness in your arm or hand

Signs of poor blood flow, such as a cool, pale hand


