
Ostomy surgery explained

Your doctor may recommend an ostomy. Many patients feel that an ostomy 
gives them back some control of their lives, but it does take some time to 
adjust and learn to care for your stoma. 

An ostomy is an opening that the surgeon makes in your belly. Your small 
bowel or colon will form the opening (stoma). A stoma has no nerve endings, 
so it won’t hurt. At first, the stoma may be red and swollen, but the size will 
go down as your body heals. Stool will pass into a small bag that you wear on
your abdomen, and you will not have bowel movements. People living with 
an ostomy sometimes call themselves ostomates.

These are the two main types of ostomy:

 ileostomy – A surgically created opening (stoma) from the belly 
into the small intestine. The opening is usually on the lower right 
side of your belly. The output is liquid or thick like paste.

 colostomy – A surgically created opening (stoma) from the belly 
into the colon. Where the stoma is placed depends on how much of 
the colon is removed. The output may be liquid or formed.

Most ostomies are temporary. Your surgeon may plan to close the ostomy 
and reconnect the healthy parts of your intestines in a few months. An 
ostomy may be permanent in some cases. Some patients choose to keep 
their ostomy even if they have the option to have it reversed. Ask your 
doctor about your care plan.

Living with an ostomy

Teens with temporary or permanent ostomies sometimes wonder how having
an ostomy will impact their daily lives, clothing choices, diet, activities, 
friends, or romantic relationships.

Many teens choose to wear cloth ostomy bags so the waste is not visible. 
The ostomy bag will fill with waste every few hours, so the bag must be 
emptied into the toilet several times each day. Your medical team will teach 
you how to change the ostomy bag every few days. Most teens change their 
ostomy bag in the bathroom. It only takes a few minutes, and it should not 
be painful.

Comfort and personal style are important when getting dressed. People 
living with ostomies can wear any kind of clothing they want, including 
bathing suits. Some teens find that pants with higher waists or clothing with 



patterns are helpful to 'camouflage' the bag. Some people like to wear an 
ostomy support belt or band. The most important thing is that you wear 
clothing that you feel comfortable and good in.

Ostomates may need to be careful about their food choices and stay well 
hydrated. Your medical team will work with you to figure out what foods you 
should limit or avoid. It’s important to remember that every person is 
different when it comes to diet.

People living with ostomies can do any and all activities that other people do,
like swim, rock climb, hike, run, or dance. Ostomy supplies are designed to 
be durable and do not break down in the water or if you sweat. Many people 
with ostomies live very active lives. People who live with ostomies can travel 
on planes and go on trips near and far.

You can find great information about living with an ostomy at these links:
 Ostomy Home Skills Kit  
 United Ostomy Associations of America (UOAA)  

https://www.facs.org/education/patient-education/skills-programs/ostomy-program/adult-colostomy-ileostomy
https://www.ostomy.org/

