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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 
What is an appendix? 
The appendix is a hollow tube about the size of your little finger that is attached to end of your large 
intestine (colon).  The purpose of the appendix is unclear.  Some experts believe the appendix is a by-
product of evolution—something that helped early humans digest plants.  Others believe it helps humans 
by being a hiding place for good bacteria.  Still others believe the appendix helps us fight infections.   
 
Where is it? 
Usually, your appendix is located in the lower right side of your belly.   
 
What is appendicitis? 
Appendicitis is an inflammation of your appendix.  Most of the time it is due to plugging with digested 
food or from infection.  During appendicitis, it becomes filled with bacteria and pus.  Appendicitis is 
considered a medical emergency.  If it is not removed it can swell and burst causing a life-threatening 
infection that can spread through your belly and even get into your blood.   
 
How can we be sure I have appendicitis? 
Many times, the story of your illness is enough to be pretty sure that appendicitis is causing your 
symptoms.  The most common symptom of appendicitis is pain that worsens quickly over one day.  
Usually, the pain begins are your belly button and then moves over toward your hip.  Most people with 
appendicitis have a fever and high numbers of white blood cells—the cells in your blood that fight 
infection.  Other common symptoms are loss of appetite, nausea, and fever.  Sometimes it can be tricky 
to know if your appendix is causing your symptoms and your doctor may need to a type of x-ray or other 
tests to make sure.  Some specific tests that your doctor may get are CAT scans, an ultrasound, or blood 
tests.  Sometimes the only way to know for sure is to do surgery to remove your appendix and look at it 
under a microscope.   
 
 
 



Is this common? 
Yes!  About 1 out of every 15 people will get appendicitis sometime in their lives.  Every year in the United 
States about 200,000 people have their appendix removed.  It is the most common surgery done in the 
world.  Surgery has an excellent success rate.   
 
What is the treatment? 
The treatment is surgery to remove your appendix. 
 
How is the surgery done? 
You will be given medicine to put you in a deep sleep.  Most surgeons prefer to make three small cuts in 
your belly and use a small camera to see inside and remove the appendix.  This technique is called 
“laparoscopy.”  Patients tend to like this because it only leaves a small scar.  Sometimes a bigger opening 
is needed.  This is called “laparotomy.”  Whatever the size of the cut, the opening of your appendix will 
be sealed closed.  It can then be cut free and removed.  The surgery usually only lasts about half an hour.   
 
Will I be the same without my appendix? 
Once you are healed from the surgery, you will not notice any difference from when you were healthy.   
 
What should I expect after surgery? 
Most people stay overnight in the hospital.  Often, your gut temporarily stops working for a few days.  
During those few days you may not feel like eating much.  You may have mild pain where the cuts were 
made in your belly.  Most people are much more comfortable after the surgery than they were when they 
were sick.   
 
 


