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1. Introduction and Who Guideline applies to 

 
This guideline is aimed at all Health care professionals involved in the care of 
infants within the Neonatal Service. For chest drain insertion in PICU or chest drain 
management within the Children’s Hospital please refer to:  
 
Chest drain Insertion and Management UHL Childrens Hospital Guideline.pdf Trust 
ref: C41/2016 

 

Key Points 
 

• Neonatal pigtail chest drains can be used to drain a pneumothorax, 
haemothorax or pleural effusion 

 

• Consider requesting a second person to be gowned to assist in the 
procedure. 

 

• Complete a Procedure Safety Checklist – includes sections for before, 
during and after procedure (see Appendix) 

 

• A conventional chest drain insertion technique may also be used as an 
alternative. 

 

UHL Neonatal Unit 
Chest drain insertion  

(Neonatal pigtail drain)  
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2.  Procedure 

 

The neonatal drains come in two sizes: 

 

• 8.5 French gauge for preterm babies and 

• 10 French gauge for term babies. 

 
Drains should be inserted using full aseptic technique using sterile gloves and 
a surgical gown. 

 
Drains can be secured with steristrips and tegaderm. A single suture securing 
the chest drain to the skin is recommended, particularly in an active baby. 

 

Steps for Chest Drain Insertion 
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Analgesia 
 
Local anaesthetic and intravenous analgesia are recommended (although time may not allow 
for these in the setting of a severe acute deterioration and resuscitation). Morphine can be 
given in a mechanically ventilated infant while intravenous paracetamol may be more 
appropriate in the non-ventilated infant. The dose of lidocaine (lignocaine) for infiltration at the 
insertion site is up to 3 mg/kg, equivalent to 0.3 mL/kg of 1% solution. 
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3. Education & Training 
 
None  

4. Auditable standard: 
 

1. The position of all chest drains must be checked by x-ray following the 
insertion (100%). 

2. A Procedure Checklist should be completed for all chest drains (100%). 
 

5. References 
 

1. Molloy EJ, Walsh MC (2009). Comparison of pigtail percutaneous versus traditional 
chest tube thoracotomy for pneumothorax drainage in neonates. Journal of Neonatal-
Perinatal Medicine 2:241-245 

2. Jonathan Cusack’s Illustrated World of Neonatology 2012 
3. BNF for children: https://bnfc.nice.org.uk/drug/lidocaine-hydrochloride.html accessed 

June 2018 
 

6. Key Words 

 
Pneumothorax, Haemothorax, Pleural effusion 
______________________________________________________________ 
 
The Trust recognises the diversity of the local community it serves. Our aim therefore is 
to provide a safe environment free from discrimination and treat all individuals fairly 
with dignity and appropriately according to their needs.  
As part of its development, this policy and its impact on equality have been reviewed 
and no detriment was identified. 
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AAPPPPEENNDDIIXX  AA::  SSEETTTTIINNGG  UUPP  AA  CCHHEESSTT  DDRRAAIINN  

 
Steps 1-3:  Standard set up (no suction required) 
Steps 4-6: Chest drain that requires added low flow suction (thoracic 
suction) 
Equipment needed: 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chest drain 
(pigtail) 

Chest drain bottle 
Scissors 

Green connector 

Sterile water 

Suction tubing 

Suction container 
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Step 1: 

Following insertion of the chest drain, the green connector should be attached to 
the chest drain (a three - way tap can be inserted between the drain and connector 
at this point). 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Three-way tap can be inserted here 
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Water level fill is 
marked on the glass 

bottle 

Step 2: Fill the chest drain bottle to the water level fill line with 
sterile water. This should be done in a sterile manner. 
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Step 3: 

Connect the longer piece of tubing from the chest drain bottle to the green 
connector in a sterile manner. Ensure there is enough slack in the piping and that it 
is not pulling.  

 
 
 
 
If low flow suction is not required, you have now completed the set up.  
If low flow suction is required, please move on to step 4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Long tubing 
attached to green 

connector 
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Step 4: 

If low flow suction is required, you need to use the low flow thoracic suction 
attached to the yellow vacuum port (see pictures) 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Filter is connected to suction 
head already, however, it 

needs to be changed if it has 
turned pink 

Suction should be set at 5-
10cm of water maximum (this 

is the number around the 
outside) 
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Step 5: 

Attach suction container to the low flow thoracic suction with yellow tubing. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

Step 6: 
Remove the short tubing from the glass bottle. Attach clear suction tubing between the glass bottle and the suction container. 

 

 
 
 
Once the suction is on and the drain is open the set-up is complete. 
 
 
 
 

Chest drain loosely fixed to 
sheets to prevent pulling. 

Glass bottle with 
sterile water in Suction tubing 

Suction container 
attached to low flow 

thoracic suction 

Tube from baby 
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Summary:  
Chest drain → long thin tubing → glass bottle (with sterile water) → suction tubing → suction container → yellow tubing → low 
flow thoracic suction 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Longer tubing from baby 

Glass bottle underwater seal 

Suction container 

Suction tubing 

Yellow tubing to low 
flow thoracic suction 
head 
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