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Cochlear  
Implant Surgery

What is a Cochlear Implant?
A cochlear (KO-klee-er) implant is a device that 
directly stimulates the hearing nerve.  It can provide 
sound for children who have a severe to profound 
hearing loss and/or who receive little or no help 
from regular hearing aids.  A cochlear implant is 
usually inserted around the age of one. or when 
the hearing decreases into the severe to profound 
range.

What is the difference between 
a hearing aid and a cochlear 
implant?
Hearing aids make sounds louder.  However, 
for children who have a significant hearing loss, 
hearing aids may not be adequate in providing 
enough sound for the understanding of speech.  
Cochlear implants may be a good option for these 
children.

What are the parts of a cochlear 
implant?
The cochlear implant has a tiny electrode or wire 
that is surgically inserted into the cochlea (inner 
ear), and a receiver that is implanted behind the 
ear.  In the picture you can see the electrode (3) 
inserted into the inner ear (cochlea).  The receiver 
(2) is under the skin behind the ear.  The child also 
wears an 
external 
sound 
processor 
(1) that has a 
microphone 
attached to 
it.

How does a cochlear implant 
work?
� Sound is picked up by the microphone located 

in the sound processor. (1)

� The sound processor then changes the sound 
into a digital signal.

� This digital signal is sent to the transmitter coil.

� The transmitter coil sends the information via 
radio waves to the receiver located under the 
skin. (2)

� The receiver sends the information to the 
electrode in the inner ear (cochlea). (3)

� The electrode sends signals to the hearing 
nerve which the brain recognizes or perceives 
as sound.

What can we do to prepare for 
surgery?

Read a booklet called, “Your Child’s 
Surgery or Procedure”.  The Cochlear 
Implant Services clinic will provide you 
with a copy.  It will help you prepare both 

yourself and your child.

Take a virtual tour at www.bcchildrens.ca/
our-services/hospital-services/surgery 

This tour gives you information about:

� Getting ready for the surgery the weeks and 
day before.

� What happens on the day of the surgery?

� Where your child will go.

� Wash your child’s hair the night before 
surgery.  After the surgery your child will 
not be able to have their hair washed for 
7-10 days.
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� Please contact the ENT Clinic Nurse at  
604-875-2345 ext. 7053 or toll free in BC 
1-888-300-3088 ext. 7053 if your child 
has a cold, flu or fever any time during 
the 2 weeks prior to surgery, or if your 
child has any skin rashes or open sores 
around the ear or on the scalp.  Surgery 
may have to be re-booked for a later 
date.

� There is also the possibility that your child’s 
surgery may be cancelled due to emergency 
cases and bed availability.

� Pre-Admission Clinic (PAC) 
• If needed, a unit coordinator from the 

clinic will call you to set up an appointment 
for your child.  The clinic visit is usually 
scheduled for 2 to 14 days before surgery.  
If you are from out of town, your child’s 
clinic visit will be scheduled for the closest 
weekday before your child’s surgery.  If 
you haven’t heard from the Pre-Admission 
Clinic within a few days of the surgery 
date, you can call them directly at  
604-875-3447 or toll free in BC  
1-888-300-3088 ext. 3447.

• Your child’s weight, height, blood pressure 
and pulse will be recorded. The nurse will 
ask questions about your child’s health.  
The anesthetist will examine your child 
and explain the anesthetic (medicine used 
to put your child to sleep) to you.

• If your child needs to see any other health 
care professionals the PAC will arrange 
for this to happen on the day of the clinic 
visit.

� Your child may need to stay one night in 
hospital depending on your child’s age and 
the start time of surgery. Rarely the first night 
is in the ICU. One parent is able to stay and 
sleep at the bedside with your child on the 
regular ward.

� For out of town families we suggest that 
you and your child stay in town one more 
night after surgery to allow for your child to 
recover.

What happens during the 
surgery?
� Your child will have a general anesthetic.

� The surgery usually takes about 3-4 hours 
for one ear or 5-6 hours for both ears.

� An incision (cut) is made behind your child’s 
ear.  This allows the surgeon to insert the 
cochlear implant. 
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What can we expect after the 
cochlear implant surgery?

� Incision line.  
• Stitches are used to close the skin along 

with topical glue.

� There will be a dressing around your child’s 
head with extra gauze around the ear(s) 
that have been implanted.
• This dressing will be removed the day 

after surgery either at the bedside or in 
the ENT Clinic.  If your child’s head 
dressing comes off overnight, it is 
usually not necessary to replace it.  

� Pain & medication
• You will need to have Tylenol and Advil 

to give to your child as needed for pain 
or discomfort.

• If your child is in significant pain post 
operatively your child needs to be 
assessed.

• Antibiotics after surgery will be 
ordered and need to be taken for one 
week.



� Fluids & Food
• Your child will have an IV until tolerating 

fluids while in hospital.
• Your child can eat a normal diet once he 

or she is keeping down clear fluids.
� Dizziness

• Your child may be off balance or dizzy 
for a few days.

• Your child should try to avoid sudden 
movements.

� Bathing and showering 
• Your child can have a bath but avoid 

getting water over the incision line for 10 
days.

• Do not wash your child’s hair for 10 days.

When can my child return to 
activities?

� If and when your child feels well enough, he 
or she can return to school after the surgery.

� Your child can play quietly if he or she feels 
well enough.

� Your child can resume active play in 6 
weeks.

Watch for signs of infection.
Call the ENT Clinic Nurse @ 604-875-
2345 ext. 7053 or toll free 1-888-300-
3088 ext. 7053 if:

� Your child’s temperature goes above 
38.2 degrees Celsius or 100.5 degrees 
Fahrenheit.

� Your child throws up (vomits) for more than 
24 hours after the surgery.

� There is increased redness or discharge 
from the incision line.

� The incision line opens up.

� Your child is not smiling equally to both 
sides of the face.

� There is increased swelling to the side of the 
face that the surgery was on.

� There is increased pain.

� You are worried about your child or have 
questions.

Follow up with your child’s 
Cochlear Implant Surgeon. 

Call the office 604-875-2113 or toll free 
1-888-300-3088 ext. 2113 to make an 
appointment.

� The 1st appointment should be 
approximately 1 week after the surgery.

� If you live out of town, arrangements for 
follow up may be made with your family 
physician or local ENT doctor.  Your child’s 
surgeon will recommend the best follow up 
plan.

� Forwarding a photo of the incision line for 
review to the ENT clinic nurse for out of 
town patients may be helpful 1 week after 
surgery.

� You will see the CI team approximately 
4 weeks after surgery at the time of your 
child’s implant activation.
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