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Nipple reconstruction

This procedure can be performed following breast reconstruction or after central lumpectomies of the breast where the nipple has been removed. Nipple reconstructions are usually done after 6 months have elapsed from the breast lumpectomy or reconstruction, as it takes some time for the breast to heal completely and reach its final size and shape.

Before undergoing nipple reconstruction it is often useful to wear an adhesive false nipple in order to help establish the optimum position on the breast.

Our favoured method of nipple reconstruction is to do a small procedure to raise the skin to form the nipple itself followed, after healing, by tattooing of the surrounding skin to match the opposite pigmented areola. This avoids the need to graft tissue from other parts of the body. There may be minor asymmetry in position, size and colour of the new nipple compared with the other side. Nipple reconstruction may be inadvisable if there are marked radiotherapy-induced skin changes in the area.

Forming the nipple

The nipple itself is formed by raising skin in the centre of the breast under local anaesthetic. This usually takes about half an hour, but is often done at the same time as other procedures (such as removal of tissue expander port or tidying up of scars).

The new nipple needs to be kept covered with a foam dressing for a week or two. Following removal of stitches, it is best supported by a foam dressing for another 4 weeks, initially to protect the nipple but also to help shape it and prevent early flattening. Antibiotic ointment is used until the wounds are dry. 

You would need to alert the clinic of any signs of infection, such as increasing redness or oozing, and also of any obvious darkening of the new nipple. However, there are seldom any major complications.

Nipple tattooing

After two to three months the new nipple and areola can be tattooed to match the opposite side. This is also a simple procedure lasting approximately an hour and can be done under local anaesthetic. The tattooed area will require a Vaseline gauze dressing for 2 to 3 days and then just some ointment for a couple of days more with padding to protect the clothes. Any scab will usually go after a few days. You may need a top-up tattoo 4 to 6 later to get the full colour, particularly if there is a lot of scarring beneath it from previous operations. The tattoo can also be repeated at a later date if it fades with time, but this is not usually before at least 18 months.
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