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Protective behaviors and pressure ulcers among those with 
spinal cord injury 

What is the study about? 
 
Spinal cord injury (SCI) resul ts in a number of changes that may place people at higher r isk 
for pressure ulcers.  A pressure ulcer is defined as injury to the skin or underlying t issue, 
commonly over a bony prominence, as a resul t of pressure and/or shear.  Roughly 32–48% of 
persons with chronic SCI report having a pressure ulcer in the past  year,  and 16–24% report  
having a pressure ulcer at any given t ime. Chronic SCI simply means people who are l iving 
with SCI in the years and decades after i ts onset. A large port ion of research uses 
part icipants who were injured recently, so i t  is also important  to study outcomes among 
those who have l ived a longer t ime with SCI. Our purpose was to look at  health behaviors 
that  may help people to prevent pressure ulcers.  

 
Who participated and how was the study conducted? 
 
There were 1871 part icipants who were recrui ted f rom a large special ty hospital in the 
Southeastern USA. The inclusion cri teria of this study were as fol lows: t raumat ic SCI ( i .e. 
resul ted f rom an injury or event, not  a disease process),  at  least 1 year since SCI onset, 18 
years of age or older, and having some physical  issues f rom SCI ( i .e. although some 
recovery may have occurred, the recovery was not complete). Part icipants averaged 15.9 
years since SCI onset and were average of 48.3 years of  age. Participants completed a sel f -
report  assessment. 

 
What did the study find? 
 
We found that  people who engage in heal thy behaviors,  such as exercise,  good diet , an 
active l i festyle were less l ikely to have pressure ulcers, suggesting that these act ivi t ies 
may help to prevent pressure ulcers f rom occurring. People who were general ly act ive 
doing recreational act ivi t ies were also less l ikely to develop pressure ulcers.  Part icipants 
who were Afr ican American, had higher injury levels ( i .e.,  more severe SCI), and had 
longer t ime since SCI had more chal lenges in terms of prevent ing pressure ulcers.  

 
Implications and/or recommendations? 
 
This study suggests the need to enhance heal thy behaviors to prevent adverse pressure 
ulcer outcomes, especial ly among people who are Afr ican American, have longer t ime since 
SCI,  and have higher level of SCI. These f indings wi l l  be helpful for cl inicians and 
rehabil i tat ion professionals to promote healthy l iving behaviors for their patients. Future 
studies are needed to test the relat ionship between developing risk behaviors and pressure 
ulcer outcomes using a similar structural  approach. We then wil l  have a better 



understanding of  the inf luence of heal th behaviors (both risk behaviors and protect ive 
behaviors) on pressure ulcers.  
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