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Secondary Complications: Breathing Issues (Pulmonary) 

A depressed level of consciousness can cause an inability to protect the airway.  Decreased mobility and 

secondary neurological insults inherent to severe brain injury are the main cause of pulmonary 

complications. Prevention strategies and treatments need to be implemented to avoid and treat the 

development of these life-threatening medical complications.  

Below are some definitions and techniques to help manage some of the pulmonary challenges. 

* Please defer to the recommendations of your treatment team and use the resources below as 

additional information to improve your skills. * 

Tracheostomy  
 
A tracheostomy is a small surgical opening in a part of your throat called the trachea or windpipe. A tube 
(often called a trach) is placed into this hole to make it easier to breathe. If enough air is not getting to 
the lungs, a person cannot breathe without help, or is having problems with mucus or other secretions 
getting into the trachea because of difficulty swallowing, a tracheostomy is sometimes performed. A 
tracheostomy is a surgically made hole that goes through the front of a patient’s neck and into his/her 
trachea, or windpipe. The hole is made to help the patient breathe. This procedure is usually done in a 
hospital operating room. A tracheostomy is usually temporary, although a patient could have one long 
term. The amount of time a patient will have a tracheostomy depends on the condition that caused the 
need for it and his/her overall health. While in the hospital, the patient will work with a team of 
professionals who are trained to help manage tracheostomies.   
 

Please visit these resources for more detailed information: 

   
 

 

              

 

Tracheostomy Management and Care 

 

Definition of a Tracheostomy 

Pages 27-28 

Information on managing and cleaning 

a trach with a step by step video. 

https://www.myshepherdconnection.org/respiratory/tracheostomy-care
http://www.myshepherdconnection.org/docs/DoC_Booklet.spaulding.pdf
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Tracheostomy and Suctioning: Airways 

The airways are pipes that carry oxygen-rich air to the lungs. They also carry carbon dioxide, a waste gas, 

out of the lungs.  The airways include: 

▪ Nose and linked air passages (nasal cavities) 

▪ Mouth 

▪ Larynx (voice box) 

▪ Trachea (windpipe) 

▪ Tubes called bronchial tubes or bronchi and their branches in the lungs 

Air first enters the body through the nose and mouth. The air then travels 
through the larynx and down your trachea. The trachea splits into two 
bronchi that enter the lungs.  Please visit this resource for more detailed information:  

 
 

 

                

 

Tracheostomy Suctioning: Clean Technique 

Suctioning is a method of removing mucous from the lungs. People with a spinal cord and/or brain injury 

may have problems breathing due to congestion. The muscles that help with breathing and coughing 

may not work well. Suctioning will help keep the airway clear. Only use clean technique with your 

doctor’s approval. 

Please visit this resource for more detailed information: 

  

 

 

Tracheostomy Suctioning: Sterile Technique 

Suctioning is a method of removing mucous from the lungs. People with a spinal cord and/or a brain 

injury may have problems breathing due to congestion. The muscles that help with breathing and 

coughing may not work well. Suctioning will help keep the airway clear.  Only use sterile technique with 

your doctor’s approval. 

Information on suctioning for 

clearing airways.  Page 27 

Detailed information on when and 

how to use a clean technique when 

suctioning. 

http://www.myshepherdconnection.org/docs/DoC_Booklet.spaulding.pdf
http://www.myshepherdconnection.org/respiratory/suctioning/clean
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Please visit these resources for more detailed information sterile suctioning technique: 

 

 

 

Tracheal Humidification 

Your doctor might order extra humidification to your trach.  Only use tracheal humidification with your 

doctor’s approval. 

 

 

Tracheostomy Button and Plug (Cap) 

A tracheostomy button, also known as a trach button, is a type of artificial airway. It is placed in the 

opening of the throat where your trach tube used to be. It will help keep your airway open in the event 

that you need help with mucous or have other breathing problems.  Only use tracheostomy 

button/plug with your doctor’s approval. 

Please visit this resource for more detailed information: 

 

Ventilator 

A ventilator is a machine that moves air through a person’s lungs. It is attached to a trach tube in the 
person’s throat. It blows air or air with extra oxygen in to the lungs. It has many settings and alarms. 
Each person's ventilator will use different settings that are determined by the doctor. Some people need 
a ventilator all of the time while others only use it part of the time. It depends on the person’s needs 
and the doctor’s orders. 

Detailed info on when and how 

to use a sterile technique when 

suctioning. 

Information on why this may be used. 

 

Detailed information and a 

video on how to manage and 

care for the button or plug. 

http://www.myshepherdconnection.org/respiratory/tracheostomy-care/humidification
http://www.myshepherdconnection.org/respiratory/tracheostomy-care/trach-button-plug
https://vimeo.com/71021813
http://www.myshepherdconnection.org/respiratory/suctioning/sterile

