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This booklet explains what a PICC is, how it is put in and some general 
information on what it is used for and how to look after it.

What is a PICC?

PICC is short for Peripherally Inserted Central Catheter. It is a soft, 
flexible tube which is put into a vein in your arm.

This is what it looks like

 

What is it used for?

PICCs can be used for fluids, medication and nutrition. In some cases we 
may be able to take blood samples through the PICC.

How is a PICC put in?

The person who puts your PICC in will explain the procedure to you. 
They will ask you to sign a consent form to say that you have understood 
this information and the potential risks and complications.

• We inject some local anaesthetic to numb the skin.
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• Once the local anaesthetic has worked, we will insert the PICC into 
one of the veins in your arm.

• The PICC is then moved along the vein until the tip reaches a large 
vein in your chest. You should not feel the PICC moving along the 
vein.

• Once the PICC is in, we will cover it with a clear dressing to keep 
it clean.

• We will take an X-ray to make sure the PICC is in the correct 
position. Once the X-ray has been checked to confirm that the 
PICC is in the right place, we can start using it.
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Does it hurt?

Having a PICC should not be a painful procedure but you may 
experience some discomfort. The local anaesthetic injection numbs your 
skin so having a PICC inserted should feel similar to having a blood 
sample taken.

How long does it take to put a PICC in?

Inserting a PICC usually takes about 30 minutes, but in some cases it 
may take longer.

Will I be able to feel the PICC once it is in place?

You may feel some tenderness in your arm for the first 24 - 48 hours 
after the PICC has been put in. After that, you will become less aware 
of the PICC being there and you should find that you are able to 
continue with your normal activities.

It is important that you avoid heavy physical activity as this may cause 
inflammation of the vein or dislodge the PICC.

How long will I need the PICC?

How long the PICC stays in will depend on the treatment that you are 
having. PICCs can be safely left in place for several months if necessary.

Are there any risks?

Yes, whilst having a PICC is a safe procedure, it is important that you are 
aware of the risks and complications that can happen. People can have 
problems during the procedure and after the PICC has been put in. 
Complications are rare and are usually easily dealt with. The risks will be 
discussed with you in more detail by the person inserting the PICC.
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The risks during insertion are:

Difficulty finding a vein when putting the PICC in 
If we do have any difficulty in finding a vein for the PICC or trouble 
putting it in place, then we will stop the procedure and talk about other 
options with you.

The tip of the PICC does not reach its planned position 
The X-ray to check the position of the PICC will tell us if it is too long or 
is not in the correct position. We can sometimes shorten the PICC or 
move it to a better position. This is a very minor procedure and will be 
done the same day.

Bleeding and bruising from around the insertion site 
It is normal in the first 24 hours to experience a small amount of 
bleeding from where the PICC goes in. You may also have some bruising 
but this will clear up within a few days.

Possible problems that can happen after a PICC has been put in are:

• Inflammation of the vein caused by the PICC (mechanical phlebitis) 
- your arm may feel warm, sore or swollen. Inform the nursing 
staff as this can be treated by applying a heat pack to the affected 
area

• The PICC becoming dislodged, or falling out - if you think it looks 
longer, inform the nursing staff

• Infection in or around the PICC - if the entry site looks red or there 
is a discharge, inform the nursing staff

• The PICC becoming blocked
• The formation of a blood clot around the PICC
• The PICC splitting

Most people do not have any serious problems with their PICC.
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What care does the PICC need?

To reduce the risk of infection or PICC blockage, it is important that the 
PICC is cared for correctly. Please make sure that:

• The dressing covering the PICC is changed on the day after it has 
been put in

• The dressing is changed once a week or before if it is dirty or wet
• The PICC is flushed at least once a week to make sure it is still 

working

 

Who will look after the PICC?

Whilst you are in hospital, the nurses on the ward will look after your 
PICC. If you are going to be discharged home with the PICC, you may 
be trained to look after it yourself. In some cases it may be possible for 
a relative or friend to be trained to do this for you.

Further information will be given to you and your relatives before you 
are discharged home.
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What if I choose not to have a PICC?

If you decide not to have a PICC it may be possible to have an alternative 
line such as a central venous catheter (Jugular line) or a skin tunnelled 
cuffed central catheter (Hickman line). Ask the nurse or doctor for more 
information.

If you do choose not to have a PICC there may be a delay in you 
receiving your treatment. This is because some types of treatment 
cannot be given in any other way.

Contacts

Northern General Hospital Switchboard:  0114 243 4343

Royal Hallamshire Hospital Switchboard:  0114 271 1900 

Vascular Radiology Suite:  0114 271 5346 

 

Contact details of the person giving this information:
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…………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………
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