
Treatment summary
Mastectomy operation

What is a mastectomy?

A mastectomy is an operation to remove a

breast, usually because of breast cancer. 

A partial mastectomy is a term used to

describe operations that remove part of

the breast tissue. A total mastectomy is 

an operation to remove the cancer, the

breast tissue, some skin and the nipple. 

If the cancer has spread into the

underlying muscle, this may have 

to be removed as well.

Some lymph nodes will also be removed

from your armpit. Lymph nodes are small

bean-shaped organs that are part of your

immune system. They are usually taken

out because cancer tends to spread to the

lymph nodes. The nodes are examined

under a microscope to see if the cancer

has spread into them. Axillary clearance is

when all the lymph nodes in your armpit

are taken out. 

The procedure is usually done under

general anaesthesia which means you will

be asleep and will feel no pain. You will

need to stay in hospital for several days.

The length of your stay will depend on the

extent of your surgery and how you feel

afterwards. Your surgeon will explain the

benefits and risks of having a mastectomy,

and will discuss any alternatives to the

procedure. Your surgeon will also discuss

your options for breast reconstruction

after the mastectomy, taking your

personal preferences into account.

About the operation

Once the anaesthesia has taken effect,

your surgeon will make a diagonal or

horizontal cut across the skin of your

breast. All the necessary tissue is removed.

The skin is re-shaped and the cut is closed

up with very fine stitches. Sometimes, a

breast reconstruction operation may be

performed at the same time. Your surgeon

will discuss your options with you.

MastectomyTS41:34687 MastectomyTS41  20/5/08  15:34  Page 1



Spire Healthcare
PO Box 62647
120 Holborn
London
EC1P 1JH

www.spirehealthcare.com

SPI-GEN.TS41.A5.0508.T

After surgery, the breast area will feel

tender and tight. Your arm and shoulder

will also feel sore and stiff, especially if

you’ve had all your lymph nodes removed.

Many women develop a seroma after

mastectomy. This is a collection of fluid

under the arm on the side of the

operation. The fluid is absorbed into the

body in time, but if the seroma is large or

uncomfortable it may need to be drained.

A physiotherapist will visit you after your

operation to discuss a programme of

exercises to do in hospital and at home.

These will help you regain strength and

movement in your arm and speed up 

your recovery.

Mastectomy is generally a safe operation.

For most people, the benefits are much

greater than any disadvantages. However,

like all surgery, there are some risks.

Removing lymph nodes can cause fluid to

build up in your arm, making it swollen

and painful. This is called lymphoedema. 

Your breast-care nurse will give you advice

about how to prevent lymphoedema.

Some women still feel pain and sensations

where the breast used to be, even though

the breast has been removed. This can last

for years after surgery. Your breast-care

nurse will be able to give you help 

and support.

Your surgeon will be very experienced at

this procedure but sometimes the

cosmetic result is disappointing. Ask your

surgeon to show you some photographs

so that you know what to expect.

The chance of complications depends on

the exact type of operation you are having

and other factors such as your general

health. Ask your surgeon to explain in

more detail how any risks apply to you.

To find out more about having a

mastectomy operation in a Spire

Healthcare hospital, please  

contact your local Spire hospital.

 
 
The information contained in this brochure is not intended nor implied to be a substitute 
for professional medical advice nor is it intended to be for medical diagnosis or treatment.

Spire and the SS logos are trademarks of Spire Healthcare (Holdings) Limited
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