
Shoulder Separation? Most Do
Not Need Surgery

AC joint injury, and what actually helps

Tips from your physio at Ace Sports Medicine

A C E
S P O R T S  M E D I C I N E

U P P E R  M O U N T  G R AVAT T

An AC joint injury, or shoulder separation, is a sprain or tear of the ligaments at the top of the shoulder, common in contact

sport. Most lower-grade injuries are managed without surgery. Here is what you need to know.

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT AN AC JOINT INJURY

1 WHAT THE AC JOINT IS

The AC joint sits at the top of the shoulder where the collarbone

meets the tip of the shoulder blade. Ligaments hold it together, and

an injury sprains or tears them.

NAME IT TO MANAGE IT.

2 HOW IT HAPPENS

Usually a direct force, a fall onto the point of the shoulder, a heavy

tackle or collision, or coming off a bike. Common in contact and

collision sport.

A DIRECT KNOCK, MOST OFTEN.

3 HOW INJURIES ARE GRADED

Graded by severity, commonly Rockwood grade I through VI. Lower

grades are sprains or partial injuries, higher grades involve more

complete tears and separation.

THE GRADE GUIDES THE PLAN.

4 WHY MOST DO NOT NEED SURGERY

Consensus is that grades I to III are generally managed without

surgery, while grades IV to VI are usually referred for a surgical

opinion.

SURGERY IS THE EXCEPTION.

5 WHAT ACTUALLY HELPS

Early protection and relative rest, sometimes a sling for comfort,

then restoring movement, progressive shoulder-blade and shoulder

strength, and a staged return to sport.

PROTECT, THEN REBUILD.

6 RETURN TO SPORT SAFELY

A structured plan helps time your return so you do not go back to

contact too soon. Many people return to their sport with the right

graded programme.

TIME IT, DO NOT RUSH IT.

DO I NEED A SCAN?

Not always. The grade is judged from

your history and an examination, and

imaging is used when it will change the

plan, for example to check a higher-

grade injury.

WHEN TO SEEK PROMPT

ASSESSMENT

These can point to a higher-grade injury

that needs a specialist opinion.

WHAT CAN A PHYSIO DO?

Assess the shoulder and likely

grade

Settle pain and protect early

Restore comfortable movement

Build shoulder-blade and shoulder

strength

Guide a staged return to contact

Flag when a specialist opinion is

needed

SHOULD I REST IT COMPLETELY?

A short period of protection helps, but complete rest for too long is rarely the answer. Try:

Keep the arm gently moving as

comfort allows

Ease off contact and heavy load

for now

Use a sling for comfort early if

needed

Progress strength and return in

stages

Helping You Perform at Your Best

ACE Sports Medicine  |  Upper Mount Gravatt

📍 90 Klumpp Rd, Upper Mount Gravatt QLD 4122

📞 07 3349 5733    ✉ admin@acesportsmedicine.com.au

Need support for an AC joint injury?

Book your appointment today

acesportsmedicine.com.au

HAVE
A PLAN
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HAVE
A PLAN

An obvious large step or deformity at the

top of the shoulder

•

Severe pain, or you cannot move the arm•

Symptoms that suggest a higher-grade

injury

•

If you are unsure what is right for you, speak with a physio.
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