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Department of Oral and Maxillofacial 
Surgery 
 
Neck dissection 
 
 
This leaflet has been designed to improve your understanding of your forthcoming 
treatment and contains answers to many of the common questions. If you have any 
other questions that the leaflet does not answer or would like further explanation 
please ask your surgeon. 
 
What is a neck dissection? 
A neck dissection is an operation to remove lymph nodes from the neck on one or 
both sides. The lymph nodes need to be removed as they can be affected by a tumour 
in the head and neck. 
 
What are lymph nodes? 
Lymph nodes are glands that are present throughout your body. You may have felt 
swollen lymph nodes in your neck when you have had an infection such as a simple 
cold. Their job is to filter the liquid which naturally leaks out of blood vessels. This 
liquid (the lymph) travels to the nodes which contain lots of white blood cells designed 
to trap and fight germs which can cause infection. As well as trapping germs, the 
lymph nodes can also trap cancer cells if there are any.  
 
Have I got cancer in my lymph nodes? 
It is often not possible to tell this until after your operation when the glands removed 
from the neck are carefully looked at under a microscope. Your doctor will have 
already felt your neck to see if there are any lumps and you will have had a special 
scan (CT or MRI) to look more closely at the glands. Glands can feel big if there is 
infection in the area, so if you can feel a lump in your neck it does not necessarily 
mean that the cancer has spread.  If there is only a small amount of cancer cells 
present in the glands then the neck can feel normal and look normal on scan. This is 
often why we do not know if the cancer has spread to the neck until the glands have 
been looked at under a microscope.   
 
Will I be able to fight infections once my lymph nodes have 
been removed? 
Yes. There are thousands of lymph nodes throughout your body which will still be 
there to fight infection. 
 
When will my neck dissection be carried out? 
A neck dissection is usually carried out at the same time as an operation to remove a 
cancer from around the mouth or face. It will therefore take place under the same 
general anaesthetic.   
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What does the surgery involve? 
A large incision is made to gain access to the lymph nodes in the neck. Once the 
lymph nodes have been removed the flap of skin is replaced with stitches or clips.  
 
What can I expect after the operation? 

• At the end of the operation a number of tubes are placed through the skin into 
the wound to drain any blood which may collect. These usually stay in place for 
a couple of days before being removed.  

• Some discomfort is to be expected and is usually worse for the first few days 
although it may take a couple of weeks to completely disappear.  

• It is necessary to make sure that the incisions heal without any infection and so 
you will be given antibiotics through a vein in your arm whilst you are in 
hospital. You will also be given regular painkillers. 

• The skin stitches or clips will be removed around a week following surgery.  
• The skin of your neck will feel numb for several months after surgery as a result 

of bruising to the nerves.   
 
What are the possible problems? 
There are potential complications with any operation. Fortunately with this type of 
surgery complications are rare and may not happen to you. However it is important 
that you are aware of them and have the opportunity to discuss them with your 
surgeon. Most of the problems associated with neck dissection are the result of 
damage to one of two nerves: 

• Accessory nerve – this is a nerve which runs from the top to the bottom of 
the neck and helps you to move your shoulder. The nerve has lots of lymph 
glands lying very close to it and so it is often bruised during a neck dissection. 
If the nerve is bruised it can stop working for several months. If this happens 
you may experience pain and some difficulty in moving your shoulders which 
makes getting dressed less easy. Rarely the lymph nodes cannot be completely 
removed without cutting this nerve. Should this be the case then these 
shoulder problems will be permanent. 

• Facial nerve – the branch of the facial nerve which makes your lower lip move 
can be bruised when the lymph nodes close to it are removed. If this happens 
then the lower lip doesn’t move properly and you may end up with a weakness 
which results in a crooked smile. The majority of these get better on their own 
but can take several months to improve fully.   

 
Will I need to have further treatment after my neck 
dissection? 
Hopefully not but this depends on what is found when the lymph nodes are looked at 
under a microscope. It takes several weeks to look at the lymph nodes properly so 
your doctors will not know until then whether additional treatment is necessary to 
help cure you of your cancer. Any additional treatment usually involves specialised X-
ray treatment in the form of radiotherapy.  
 
Adapted from: 
British Association of Oral and Maxillofacial Surgeons.  
http://www.baoms.org.uk/   
 

http://www.baoms.org.uk/
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We are currently working towards a smoke free site. Smoking is only permitted 
in the designated smoking areas.  
 

For advice and support in quitting, contact your GP or the free NHS stop smoking helpline 
on 0800 169 0 169 
 
Help with this leaflet:  

                                                                          
 If you would like this information in another language, large print or                        
audio format, please ask the department to contact Patient Information: 
01223 216032 or patient.information@addenbrookes.nhs.uk

 

Polish 
Jeżeli chciałbyś uzyskać te informacje w innym języku, w dużej czcionce lub w formacie 
audio, poproś pracownika oddziału o kontakt z biurem Informacji Pacjenta (Patient 
Information) pod numerem telefonu: 01223 216032 lub pod adresem 
patient.information@addenbrookes.nhs.uk
 

Portuguese 
Se precisar desta informação noutra língua, em impressão de letras grandes ou formato 
áudio, por favor peça ao departamento que contacte a secção de Informação aos Doentes 
(Patient Information) pelo telefone 01223 216032 ou através do e-mail 
patient.information@addenbrookes.nhs.uk  
 

Arabic 
بمعلومات إذا آنت تودّ الحصول على هذه المعلومات بلغة أخرى،  بالأحرف الكبيرة أو بشكل شريط صوتي، يمكنك أن تطلب من القسم الاتصال 

uk.nhs.information@addenbrookes.patient : أو عبر البريد الإلكتروني 01223216032:  على الرقم المريض
 

Cantonese  
如您需以另一語言版本、特大字體或錄音形式索取本資料，請要求部門聯絡病人諮詢服務：電話 01223 

216032，電郵地址 patient.information@addenbrookes.nhs.uk 
 

Turkish 
Eğer bu bilgileri başka bir dilde veya büyük baskılı veya sesli olarak isterseniz, lütfen 
bulunduğunuz bölümdeki görevlilere söyleyin Hasta Bilgilendirme servisini arasınlar: 
01223 216032 veya patient.information@addenbrookes.nhs.uk
 

Urdu 

êɈ êɢ را ^ lĲ ذر l´ `ȓذ ɭ/ر 8ΐȆ ا  l´ êǠɪ k~/mœ̉ اس   lا�A: b@ ںbƩ در5/ر l´ êɼ hÚ b@آڈ /m añƙ ظ/ɭ Aʝ زm/ن a: ،añƙے ا jȗ د ˛ƃb/ث   êë b@ آپ A:اu͇ ͈>͈ m͈ ͆ ͈ mǗƄ ̈́ ̈́ẅ́ ŵ̈́ ͆ ͈ Ǘn͉ ͇ <͆
̈́
͇ ͈ ͇Ɠ ͏ ͇ ͇ͅ ͌ ͅ ͈ ͈ ͈w ͈ ƍħ ɓ ͈  kı l�A:̈́

aúA: 7£اb͈در� ̈́  8 patient.information@addenbrookes.nhs.uk   /m͈ 01223 216032 

Bengali 
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