
About Your Central Line: Tunneled Chest Catheters
 

What is a central line?

A central line is a soft, thin tube placed under the 
skin. Your doctor will decide how long you need a 
central line.

The tube is inserted into a small cut at mid-
chest. It tunnels under the skin to a site near your 
collarbone. From there it is threaded into a vein 
near your heart. Part of the line exits at mid-chest.  
It has 1 to 3 short tails (tubes with caps). 

Your incision (cut) will be red and tender for the 
first two days. It will take about two weeks for 
the cut to heal. During this time, avoid heavy or 
strenuous activities. Once your cut heals, you may 
return to most normal activities. 

While you have the central line: Do not swim, play 
contact sports or lift heavy weights. Light house 
work is okay. 

Why do I have a central line?

You may have a central line to:

•	 Receive	medicine	or	IV	fluids	at	home	

•	 Have	medicine	work	fast

•	 Take	blood	samples

•	 Allow	long-term	treatments

•	 Access	a	larger	vein.
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Safety tips

•	 Before	touching	your	central	line,	wash	your	
hands with soap and water.

•	 Do	not	use	sharp	objects	(such	as	a	scissors)	
around your line.

•	 Keep	both	the	line	and	exit	site	dry.	Cover	them	
when bathing.

•	 Keep	the	exit	site	covered.	Keep	the	tails	away	
from children and pets.

•	 Use	only	medical	supplies	with	your	line.	 
Do not make do with other items.

If you have questions or concerns, call your doctor 
or nurse.  

If you have problems with your central line

How will I know if the site is infected?

The site may be red, tender, swollen, warm or 
draining. You may have a fever or chills. 

What to do: Call your doctor right away if you have 
signs of infection. This includes a fever of 101°F 
(38.3°C) or higher, taken under your tongue.

If a white piece of material starts to come out of 
your exit site, we will need to replace your central 
line. This “cuff” helps keep germs from getting into 
your bloodstream. It should stay inside of your body.

How will I know my line is blocked? 

The	person	who	flushes	your	line	will	not	be	able	to	
inject	the	flush	solution.

What to do: If	your	nurse	flushes	your	line,	he	or	
she will correct the problem.

If	you	flush	your	own	line,	do not force the plunger. 
Undo	the	clamp,	if	you	have	one.	If	you	cannot	
flush	your	line,	call	your	doctor	or	nurse.

How will I know if a cap comes off of a tail?

You will see that a cap is loose or missing. 

What to do:

1. If you have a clamp on your line, check it.  
Re-clamp	if	needed.	

2. Scrub the site with an alcohol pad for 15 seconds. 
Put on a new cap. If you have questions, call  
your nurse.

How will I know if my line is damaged?

You will see that the line is cut, has a hole or is 
leaking	fluid.

What to do:

1. Clamp the line between the exit site and the 
damaged part. 

2. Tape an alcohol pad around the hole.

3. Call your doctor or nurse.

How will I know if my line is loose?

You will see that it has pulled out part way.

What to do: Call your doctor.

If you are deaf or hard of hearing, please let us know. We provide many free services including  
sign language interpreters, oral interpreters, TTYs, telephone amplifiers, note takers and written materials.

If you have chest pain, trouble breathing, 
dizziness or fainting: Clamp the catheter, call 
911, lie down and stay quiet until help arrives.

If you have swelling in the face, neck,  
chest or arm: Call your clinic.


