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Patient education: Tracheostomy (The Basics)
Written by the doctors and editors at UpToDate

Please read the Disclaimer at the end of this page.

What is a tracheostomy?

A trаϲhеоstοmy, or "trаϲh," is a procedure where a doctor makes a cut in the neck to create
an opening into the windpipe, or "trachea." The opening is called a stoma. A small tube
(called a "trаϲhеοstоmу tube" or "trach tube") is placed through the stoma into the trachea
( figure 1).

A person might need a traсh if they can't breathe regularly. For example, it can help people
with certain diseases or injuries that affect the windpipe or vocal cords. A trach can be more
comfortable for a person who is on a breathing machine, or "ventilator."

A traϲh can help keep the airway open and make it easier to remove secretions or "mucus"
from the lungs. Some people only need a trаϲh for a short time and others need it for a
longer time, based on their condition.

Most of the time, people are already in the hospital when they are going to have a trach. The
procedure can be done in a hospital room or in the operating room. To decide which is best,
the doctor will consider:

What happens during tracheostomy?

When it is time for the procedure:

®

The person's age●

Why they need a trаϲh●

If it is an emergency●

The staff will place an "IV," which is a thin tube that goes into a vein. This can be used to
give fluids and medicines.

●

You will get anesthesia medicines. This is to make sure that you do not feel pain during
the procedure. Types of anesthesia include:

●
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What happens after tracheostomy?

After the procedure, you will be taken to a recovery room or back to the intensive care unit
("ICU"). The staff will watch you closely as the anesthesia wears off.

As you recover:

Local – This type of anesthesia uses medicine to numb a small part of the body so
you don't feel pain. You might also get medicines to make you relax and feel sleepy,
called "sedatives."

•

General – This type of anesthesia makes you unconscious so you can't feel, see, or
hear anything during the procedure. If you have general anesthesia, you might get a
breathing tube to help you breathe.

•

The doctors and nurses will monitor your breathing, blood pressure, and heart rate
during the procedure.

●

The doctor will make a small cut in your neck and windpipe. They will put the trach tube
through the opening and into your windpipe.

●

The doctor will check that the tip of the tube is in the right place. If you have a
breathing tube in place, it will be removed. If you are on a ventilator, it will be
connected to the trаϲh. You will breathe through the trach tube as long as it is in place.

●

The doctor might stitch the tube in place while the opening has time to heal.●

The doctor will place gauze around the trach and use trаch ties to keep the traϲh in
place.

●

The procedure usually takes 15 to 30 minutes.●

You might feel groggy or confused for a short time. You might also feel nauseous or
vomit. The doctor or nurse can give you medicine to help with this.

●

You will get medicine if needed to help with pain. You might need other medicines, too.●

You might have a little discomfort because of the tube. It can bother your throat and
make you cough.

●

The nurse might need to use a suction tube to clear the mucus from the trаch tube. The
traсh might need suctioning if you:

●

Have a moist cough that does not clear mucus•
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What are the risks of tracheostomy?

The doctor will talk to you about all of the possible risks and answer any questions you have.
Possible risks include:

What else should I know?

Before you go home from the hospital, make sure that you know how to care for the trаϲh.
You also need to know how, when, and why you might need to suction or change the traϲh
tube.

Ask what problems to look out for and when you should call the doctor. Make sure that you
understand the doctor's or nurse's instructions. Ask questions about anything that you do
not understand.

More on this topic

Patient education: How to care for a tracheostomy (The Basics)
Patient education: Facial fractures (The Basics)
Patient education: Throat cancer (The Basics)
Patient education: Laryngeal cancer (The Basics)
Patient education: Acute respiratory distress syndrome (The Basics)

All topics are updated as new evidence becomes available and our peer review process is complete.
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Disclaimer: This generalized information is a limited summary of diagnosis, treatment,
and/or medication information. It is not meant to be comprehensive and should be used
as a tool to help the user understand and/or assess potential diagnostic and treatment

Are unable to get rid of mucus from your throat•
Are having a hard time breathing, or feel like you cannot get enough air•

Bleeding●

The trаϲh tube is in the wrong place●

Damage to your windpipe or lungs●

The trаϲh tube becomes blocked with mucus or damaged●

The trach tube comes out●

Scarring●

Infection●
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options. It does NOT include all information about conditions, treatments, medications,
side effects, or risks that may apply to a specific patient. It is not intended to be medical
advice or a substitute for the medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment of a health care
provider based on the health care provider's examination and assessment of a patient's
specific and unique circumstances. Patients must speak with a health care provider for
complete information about their health, medical questions, and treatment options,
including any risks or benefits regarding use of medications. This information does not
endorse any treatments or medications as safe, effective, or approved for treating a
specific patient. UpToDate, Inc. and its affiliates disclaim any warranty or liability relating to
this information or the use thereof. The use of this information is governed by the Terms of
Use, available at https://www.wolterskluwer.com/en/know/clinical-effectiveness-terms.
2025© UpToDate, Inc. and its affiliates and/or licensors. All rights reserved.
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GRAPHICS

Tracheostomy

A tracheostomy, or "trach," tube is placed through a small opening in the neck into the trachea, or
windpipe. The trach tube is held in place with trach ties.
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