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Key points 

 A pleural biopsy involves taking small samples (biopsies) of the lining of the inside of your 
chest wall, with a special biopsy needle 

 An ultrasound machine is used  to help guide the needle, increasing the safety of the 
procedure 

 This procedure is performed to assist your doctor in finding out more about what is causing 
your illness. 

What is an ultrasound guided pleural biopsy procedure? 

An ultrasound guided pleural biopsy involves taking small samples of the lining of the inside of 
your chest wall, known as the parietal pleura (see the diagram below). The pleura is a two layered 
membrane that is on both the inside of your chest wall and the outside of your lung. The samples 
are taken with a special biopsy needle. An ultrasound machine is used before and during the 
procedure to help the doctor guide the needle so as to accurately and safely obtain the samples. 
The samples are looked at under a microscope in the hospital’s laboratory to help find out the 
cause of the problem. 

Why do I need this and what are the benefits?

Your doctor has recommended this procedure to you to help find out what may be causing your 
illness and help to decide the best way of treating it. While the doctor has recommended this for 
you, it is your decision whether you want to have the procedure. 

How an ultrasound guided pleural biopsy is performed:

Prior to the procedure, the doctor or nurse looking after you will discuss any medications that you 
might need to stop taking. Please let the doctor know if you are taking any medications that thin 
the blood. Your doctor will discuss whether you require sedation medication during the 
procedure. If sedation is required, you will need to fast for at least 4 hours.  

You will need to come into hospital for this procedure.   

Before the procedure: 

 The doctor will discuss the procedure with you and encourage you to ask any questions 
 You will be asked to sign a consent form to confirm that you agree  to having  the procedure
 You will have a cannula inserted in your hand or arm to give you medication during the 

procedure 
 You will be asked to lie on your side. We will check you are comfortable
 The doctor will use the ultrasound machine to decide the best site for the biopsy.
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Before the procedure begins, you may be given some sedation medication which will make you 
sleepy and relaxed. During the procedure, the nurse will monitor your oxygen levels, blood 
pressure, heart rate and breathing. Sometimes, you might be given oxygen to keep your oxygen 
levels normal while you are sleepy and relaxed. The procedure usually takes 30 to 60 minutes.

 The doctor will clean your skin with cold antiseptic solution to kill any bacteria
 Plastic sheets will be placed around the biopsy area to keep the procedure area clean
 A local anaesthetic is then injected into the skin as well as the space between your ribs to 

numb the area where the biopsy needle will be placed.  This can feel like a sting, but the 
discomfort passes quickly

 Once it numbs the area you should not feel anything during the procedure. If you become 
uncomfortable during the procedure, let the doctor know so that they can further numb the 
area 

 A small cut is then made in the skin
 The doctor will use the ultrasound machine to guide the biopsy needle through the cut and 

into the correct position to take the sample. You will hear a clicking noise, as the sample is 
taken

 Usually this is repeated 6 to 8 times, to ensure there are enough samples obtained for 
testing.

Sometimes if there is fluid in the space between the lining of the lung and the lining of the chest 
wall, a chest tube will be placed to help drain away the fluid. The doctor will tell you before the 
procedure if they are going to do this. A stitch is sometimes put in place to hold the cut together to 
heal. A small dressing will be placed over the cut after the procedure. This should stay on for 7-10 
days and you will need to make an appointment with your GP to have the stitch removed. 

After the procedure: 

 You will have a chest x-ray to check the area where the samples were taken
 Your blood pressure, oxygen level, heart rate and breathing will need to be observed for a 

few hours after the procedure.

You may be able to leave hospital on the same day as the procedure. You may need to stay in 
overnight, for example, if you have had a chest tube inserted.  Your doctor will discuss this with 
you.
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Figure 1

Biopsy needle sampling inside of chest 
wall (parietal pleura)

Are there any risks with an ultrasound guided pleural biopsy procedure?

A pleural biopsy is generally a safe procedure, however, like all procedures, there are some risks. 

 Pain
o During the procedure, the local anaesthetic should prevent you from having any 

pain. If you have any pain during the procedure, let the doctor know so they can give 
you more local anaesthetic

o If you have any discomfort or chest soreness at home after the procedure, simple 
pain medications like paracetamol should help to relieve this. It is uncommon to have 
severe pain after this procedure. 

 Infection 
o An infection at the site of the procedure may develop, but this is rare. There is also a 

rare chance that the fluid around the lungs can get infected. Usually these can be 
treated with antibiotics. Treatment may also involve draining the infected fluid. 

 Bleeding 
o Bleeding from the biopsy site is also rare and usually this stops on its own. If bleeding 

occurs into the chest cavity, a procedure and an operation may be needed to stop the 
bleeding.
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 Lung damage 
o There is a small risk that the lung near the biopsy site is damaged, causing air to leak 

into the space and around the lung. It might mean you need to have a chest tube put 
in place to drain the air away while the lung damage heals. This is not very common 
as the use of the ultrasound machine helps to prevent this. 

How soon will I recover? 

After the procedure you will be monitored on the ward by your nurse. If you had sedation 
medication during the procedure you might feel a little sleepy for a while. Once this medication 
has worn off, you will be able to eat and drink again. Most people will be back to feeling normal 
within 24 hours after this procedure.

If you experience worsening shortness of breath, increasing chest pain or cough up any blood after 
your procedure, you must notify the Pleural Clinical Nurse Consultant, or visit your nearest 
emergency department depending on how bad your symptoms are. 

Important information 

If you are given sedation medication during the procedure, you must not drive, return to work, 
operate machinery, drink alcohol, sign legal documents or be responsible for small children, for at 
least 24 hours afterwards. 

How will I get the results of the biopsy?

It usually takes 5 to 7 days for the results of the samples to be processed. The Pleural Clinical 
Nurse Consultant will arrange an appointment, either by phone, video or in person, for you to 
receive the results and discuss any treatment plans with your doctor. 

Further Information:

Pleural Clinical Nurse Consultant T. 0428 167 972                     

Pleural Fellow T. (03) 8405 8000

Figure 1: Sourced from https://www.ouh.nhs.uk/patient-guide/leaflets/files/12574Ppleural.pdf 

Northern Health welcomes your questions. Ask us:


