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Information following breast surgery

We are all individual, with different feelings and different ways of 
recovery. This leaflet has been written to answer some of the more 
common questions we are asked.

If we do not answer any questions or concerns that you have, please call 
us or one of the other support groups listed at the back of this leaflet.

How will I feel when I go home?

You may experience a range of feelings and emotions when you go 
home. These are quite normal reactions to all that has happened to you 
over the past few weeks.

You may benefit from talking to someone about your feelings and 
concerns. Remember there are many people who can help you:

• Family
• Friends
• GP
• Clinical Nurse Specialist
• District Nurse
• Hospital Staff
• Cavendish Centre
• Breast Cancer Care

Is it normal to feel tired when I go home?

Yes, it is normal to feel tired for some time after your operation. Do 
housework in moderation and accept offers of help from family and 
friends.

Some days you will feel able to do more than on others, so listen to your 
body and rest whenever you need to. Be gentle and patient with 
yourself, recovery from surgery does take time.
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What should my wound look like?

After your operation, the area around the wound may be bruised. The 
bruising will eventually disappear but may take many weeks. The scar 
line may appear red, but in time this should fade.

It is quite common to develop a swelling around the wound area. This 
is a collection of fluid, called a seroma. It can be drained off by a simple 
and usually painless procedure as an outpatient. This is not a major 
complication and does not mean anything has gone wrong.

Is there anything to look out for?

• Swelling around the wound area
• Redness of the skin around the wound
• Discharge or leakage of fluid from the wound
• The wound area is warmer than the rest of your skin
• You have a temperature or feel unwell
• The implant appears to have moved position
• Discolouration of the skin over or around the wound
• The wound gaping open

Who should I contact if I have any concerns?

Please see the contact list on page 11.

When are the dressings removed?

The ward staff will change the dressing as necessary whilst you are in 
hospital. Unless otherwise advised, these are usually removed before 
you go home. You may have small strips of tape across the wound.

These can be removed at your outpatient clinic appointment or by 
yourself after 2 weeks. The stitches that are holding the wound together 
will dissolve and do not need removing.
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What should my wound feel like?

It is normal for the operation sites, under your arm and your arm to feel 
different for a while. You may experience:

• Discomfort
• Tightness, particularly around your chest and under your arm
• Tingling or burning
• Numbness
• Shooting pains
• Heaviness down your arm
• Bulkiness under your arm
• Increased sensitivity
• Possible muscle weakness in your back if your reconstruction 

involved using muscle from this area

You may be more aware of these a few weeks after the operation.

If your arm aches, sit with it supported on a pillow.

Discomfort is usually controlled with simple painkillers, but if the pain 
increases, contact the hospital for advice.

While taking painkillers ensure your bowels are opened regularly. A high 
fibre diet will help or laxatives may be needed.

Any numbness may persist for many months and sometimes it may be 
permanent.

If you have an inflatable implant, you will be able to feel the port site.
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It pulls when I lift my arm, is this normal?

Yes, it may take a few weeks for you to regain full movement in your 
arm. It is important that you continue the arm exercises shown to you 
whilst you were in hospital, as these will help.

Use your arm as normally as possible but try to avoid any heavy lifting, 
pushing or pulling for approximately 8 weeks.

Occasionally you may develop a pain or tightness which may feel like a 
cord running down your arm. This ‘cording’ may restrict your arm 
movements. It is important to continue the exercises which will help 
stretch the cord. Sometimes you may require physiotherapy.

I have had the lymph glands under my arm removed. 
Do I need to take extra care of my arm?

If you have had some or all of your lymph glands removed, you will 
always need to take care of your arm to help prevent it from swelling.

• Try to avoid cuts, burns or breaks in the skin.
• Use your other arm to lift heavy bags and to push open heavy 

doors.
• Offer your other arm for injections, giving blood and for blood 

pressure recordings. However, it may occasionally be necessary to 
use the arm on the side of your operation for these.

• Protect the arm against insect bites and sunburn.
• Wear gloves for dirty jobs such as gardening.
• Wear a thimble when sewing.
• Avoid biting your nails.
• Keep your hand and arm moisturised to prevent dryness and 

cracks in the skin.
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Can I shave under my arm when I have had my lymph 
glands removed?

Underarm shaving can continue, however only use an electric razor. 
Using normal razors and waxing is not advisable due to the increased 
risk of lymphoedema (swelling) in the arm.

Hair removal creams may be used with caution, and only after 
performing a patch test under your other arm to ensure you have no 
reaction to the cream. It is advisable to use a product recommended for 
sensitive skin.

What should I do if I hurt my arm?

If you do cut, graze or burn yourself, keep the area clean and covered. 
If it does not heal, see your GP for advice.

If you notice your arm or hand beginning to swell, even many years after 
your surgery, contact your clinical nurse specialist. They will be able to 
give you advice on how to manage the swelling.

What will my reconstruction look like initially?

It will look different in size, shape and position from the opposite side. 
Your reconstruction may appear higher on your chest wall and may look 
rounder and fuller at the top.

The implant may not be fully inflated so your reconstruction may look 
small and you may notice some rippling of the skin.

If you have had a skin flap brought round from your back this skin may 
be a different colour.
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Will I need to wear a prosthesis?

This will be assessed before you go home and if required you will be 
fitted with a prosthesis (external artificial breast) until your implant is 
fully inflated.

When can I wear a bra?

You will be fitted with a surgical bra before going home. It is advisable 
to wear this bra both day and night until any swelling settles and for a 
minimum of 4 weeks. After this you should wear a supportive bra such 
as a sports bra. You may wear an underwired bra but only when your 
implant has been fully inflated.

How will my reconstruction change?

In time you may notice that your reconstruction appears lower than it 
did initially and the shape may appear more natural.

If you have an implant which needs inflating, this will be performed as 
an outpatient and will increase the size of your reconstruction.

Sometimes the implant is overinflated and this will make your 
reconstruction look fuller. It may be left like this for a few months and 
then partially deflated which will give you a more natural shape.

What can I do if I am not happy with my 
reconstruction?

Your satisfaction with your breast reconstruction will depend mainly on 
what you expected before surgery.

It is important to wait for several months after surgery for the skin and 
muscle to stretch and for your breast reconstruction to settle into its 
final shape. If you have any concerns, please discuss them with your 
surgeon or Clinical Nurse Specialists.
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How will my operation affect my daily activities?

You may notice some restriction and tightness when you move. You 
should continue the arm exercises that were shown to you whilst you 
were in hospital.

It is important that you avoid any vigorous physical exercise, including 
twisting and heavy lifting, for 8 weeks.

When can I take off my white stockings?

You may remove your stockings when you are as mobile as you were 
before your operation. If you are still wearing your stockings when you 
go home, you should remove them daily to allow you to wash your legs 
and feet, then re-apply them.

Can I shower and bath as normal?

The nursing staff will advise you and help you during your hospital stay. 
Unless otherwise advised, when you go home you may bath or shower. 
You may wet, but not soak your wound, ensuring you rinse it with clean 
water and remove any residue of soap.

To dry your wound and strips of tape covering your wound, pat gently 
with a clean towel.

Can I wear deodorant?

Yes you can. If you have a scar near your armpit, deodorant can be 
applied below and above the scar, but not directly onto the scar until 
this has completely healed.

It is advisable to use a roll-on unperfumed deodorant. A patch test on a 
different part of your body is advisable if you have not used it before to 
ensure you do not get a skin reaction. Once your wound has healed you 
can use the deodorant you were using before your operation.
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When can I drive again?

It is not advisable to drive for a few weeks after your operation. After 
this time, drive only when you feel comfortable and capable of driving 
in all situations.

Check with your insurance company about insurance cover before 
driving.

When can I return to work?

It is advisable to discuss going back to work with your clinical nurse 
specialist or doctor. Everyone is different in their recovery and will need 
different recovery times.

I have been asked to enter a clinical trial, what does 
this mean?

You are having your treatment in a cancer centre, which participates in 
many clinical trials helping research into breast cancer.

Entry to trials is voluntary and you will be given all the information you 
need to help you make your decision.

If you decide not to enter a trial, it will not affect any treatment you 
receive.

What do I do if I need more information?

This information is intended as a guide only. Everyone is different and 
their recovery will be different. Details of other sources of support can 
be found on the next page.
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Contact information

Ward F2

• 0114 226 8321 

Plastic Dressing Clinic Nurse

• 0114 226 5147

Surgical Outpatient Department

• 0114 271 2793

Further sources of information

Lymphoedema Support Group

• 0114 236 1205

Cavendish Centre for Cancer Care

• 0114 278 4600 

Breast Cancer Care

• 0808 800 6000 
• www.breastcancercare.org.uk

Macmillan Cancer Support

• 0808 800 0000 
• www.macmillan.org.uk
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