
aratracheal air cyst is rare and generally described as an incidental
finding during chest computed tomography (CT).1-3 Several lesions
must be taken into consideration during differential diagnosis. While

a few of them are related to the gastrointestinal system, the others are re-
lated to the respiratory system.1 One of them is tracheal diverticulum. This
entity can be either congenital or an acquired form.2,3 We aim to present
here three cases of acquired tracheal diverticulum as incidental at chest CT

Turkiye Klinikleri Arch Lung 2012;13(1) 33

Tracheal Diverticulum: 
Report of Three Cases 

AABBSSTTRRAACCTT  A right paratracheal air cyst in the thoracic inlet is a rare lesion. It generally originates
from respiratory or gastrointestinal system disorders such as laryngocele, pharyngocele, Zenker’s di-
verticule, tracheal diverticulum, apical hernia, lymphoephitelial cyst, or bronchogenic cyst. We
present three cases of right paratracheal air cysts related to the trachea which were confirmed as
tracheal diverticulum via three-dimensional reconstruction computed tomography and virtual
bronchoscopic evaluation. These methods provide better demonstration of the lesions. These lesions
may be congenital or acquired. Acquired form is more common. Tracheal diverticulum is generally
overlooked, neither reported on chest computed tomography nor recognized unless it is compli-
cated. We, therefore, aim to draw attention to this entity. In additional, a discussion of the evolu-
tion, importance, and complications of, as well as treatments for tracheal diverticulum is made in
light of the currently available literature. 

KKeeyy  WWoorrddss::  Trachea; diverticulum; congenital; imaging, three-dimensional  

ÖÖZZEETT  Toraks girişinde sağ paratrakeal hava kisti nadir rastlanılan bir durumdur. Genellikle solunum
sistemi ya da gastrointestinal sistemden kaynaklanır. Bunların arasında laringosel, faringosel, Zenker
divertikülü, trakeal divertikül, apikal herni, lenfoepitelyal kist ya da bronkojenik kist yer alır.
Burada trakea ile ilişkili sağ paratrakeal hava kisti olan üç olgu sunulmuştur. Lezyonların bilgisayarlı
tomografi ile üç boyutlu rekonstrüksiyonu ve sanal bronkoskopik değerlendirilmesi ile trakeal
divertikül olduğu doğrulanmıştır. Bu yöntemler trakeal divertikülün daha iyi değerlendirilmesini
sağlar. Trakeal divertikül konjenital ya da edinsel olabilir. Edinsel lezyon daha sık görülür. Trakeal
divertikül genellikle gözden kaçan, komplike olmadıkça fark edilmeyen ve toraks bilgisayarlı
tomografisi raporlarında genellikle bahsedilmeyen bir patolojidir. Bu nedenle bu makalede bu
konuya dikkat çekmek istenilmiştir. Buna ek olarak trakeal divertikülün gelişimi, önemi,
komplikasyonları ve tedavisi güncel bilgiler ışığında tartışılmıştır. 

AAnnaahhttaarr  KKeelliimmeelleerr:: Trakea; divertikül; konjenital; görüntüleme, üç-boyutlu
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finding accompanied by radiological reconstruction
images and virtual bronchoscopic evaluation, and
to review the literature on tracheal diverticulum. 

CASE REPORTS

CASE 1

A 77-year-old woman presented with dyspnea and
cough for one year. She was non-smoker and had
been treated for lung tuberculosis 50 years previ-
ously. Clinical respiratory examination revealed in-
spiratory crackles at the lower of the left lung and
upper of the right lung fields. Oxygen saturation
was 75% without oxygen therapy. The chest CT
showed two thin-walled air cysts in the right pos-
terolateral and near side of the trachea and diffuse
bronchiectasis. Fiberoptic bronchoscopy (FOB) was
not applied due to respiratory failure. A three-di-
mensional reconstruction CT showed very small
direct connections between the trachea and the
paratracheal air cysts (Figures 1, 2). Also, virtual
bronchoscopy demonstrated the mouth of a diver-
ticulum (Figure 3). 

CASE 2

A 34-year-old woman was referred for dyspnea and
cough by the department of Neurology. Her symp-
toms had persisted for 7 years and had been pro-
gressive for a month. She had had hyperthyroidism
for 7 years and had been investigated for ocular

myasthenia gravis in the Neurology department.
She had smoked 10 pack-years of cigarette. Expi-
ration time was prolonged on respiratory examina-
tion. Pulmonary function tests revealed a normal
pattern. The chest CT showed a thin-walled air cyst
in the right posterolateral and near side of the tra-
chea. The patient refused FOB. Three-dimensional
reconstruction CT showed a very small direct con-
nection between the trachea and the paratracheal
air cyst (Figures 4, 5). Virtual bronchoscopy was
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FI GU RE 1: Chest CT scan in co ro nal pla ne. The trac he al di ver ti cu lum ap pe -
ars pos te ro la te rally of the trac he a.
(See for colored form http://akcigerarsivi.turkiyeklinikleri.com/)

FI GU RE 2: Anterolateral three-dimensional image of the trachea shows an air
cyst communicating with the tracheal wall.

FI GU RE 3: Virtual bronchoscopic view of the diverticulum mouth.
(See for colored form http://akcigerarsivi.turkiyeklinikleri.com/)



applied; but did not reveal the mouth of the diver-
ticulum possibly due to secretion. An intradiver-
ticular view was obtained via virtual bronchoscopy
(Figure 6). 

CASE 3

A 54-year old male, ex-smoker, with a history of lar-
ynx carcinoma for 7 months consulted our depart-
ment due to having dyspnea for a week. He had
received both chemotherapy and radiotherapy for
larynx carcinoma. His chest CT demonstrated air

filled lesions originating from the trachea in the
right paratracheal region and at the level of the tho-
racic inlet (Figures 7, 8). A connection with the tra-
cheal lumen was also visible. No wall thickening or
calcifications were found. In addition to these find-
ings, multiple mediastinal lymph nodes and bilater-
ally pulmonary acinar nodules were detected on the
CT. FOB could not be implemented due to a laryn-
geal lesion. Virtual bronchoscopy was applied; but,
did not reveal the mouth of the diverticulum possi-
bly due to a membrane. An intradiverticular view
was obtained via virtual bronchoscopy (Figure 9). 

An informed consent form was obtained from
each patient.
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FI GU RE 4: Chest CT scan shows paratracheal air cyst posterolaterally of the
trachea.

FI GU RE 5: Anterolateral three-dimensional image of the trachea shows air
cyst communicating with the tracheal wall.

FI GU RE 6: Virtual bronchoscopic view of inside the diverticulum.
(See for colored form http://akcigerarsivi.turkiyeklinikleri.com/)

FI GU RE 7: Chest CT scan shows paratracheal air cyst posterolaterally of the
trachea.



DISCUSSION

Paratracheal air filled lesions originate from respi-
ratory or gastrointestinal system disorders such as
laryngocele, pharyngocele, Zenker’s diverticule, tra-
cheal diverticulum, apical hernia, lymphoephitelial
cyst, or bronchogenic cyst.1-5 Tracheal diverticulum
is rarely described at chest CT and its frequency oc-
curs at about 0.75-1%. It can be either congenital or
acquired. The majority of these lesions are asymp-
tomatic, being discovered as incidental findings on
radiological imaging.1-3,6

The congenital form is smaller, located nearly
4-5 cm below the vocal cords, and is generally mul-
tiple. It is a small-mouthed opening of the tracheal
mucosa with a predilection for males. The histo-
logical structure of this diverticulum resembles that
of the trachea. It is hypothesized that it is developed
as a result of a defect in endodermal differentiation
during development of the tracheal pars mem-
branacea or cartilage during embryonic life and is
thought to be a supernumerary branch of the tra-
chea.7 The presence of cartilaginous rings in the wall
of the diverticula strongly suggest the congenital
form. It is not normally detected in infancy unless
it is suggested by recurrent episodes of tracheo-
bronchial infection or in association with other
malformations.2 An association between tracheal
diverticulum and cystic adenomatoid malformation
has been reported as a unique case report.8

The acquired form is sometimes referred to by
the term tracheocele. It may arise from increased in-
traluminal pressure during repeated respiratory in-
fection or chronic cough at any level of the trachea.
As a result of this, it emerges at weak areas of the
tracheal wall resulting in mucosal herniation. Ad-
ditionally, esophageal or tracheal surgery, tra-
cheostomy closure and orotracheal intubation are
other etiologic factors.1,2,9-13 They usually appear as a
wide-mouthed pouch, with 98% of lesions located
on the right posterior-lateral side of the trachea and
one or more of them having a connection with the
trachea. The histological structure of this diverticu-
lum wall consists only of respiratory epithelium.1,2

The esophagus and aortic arch protect the left side
of the airway for development of diverticula.1 The
connection between the tracheal lumen and diver-
ticulum may be shown by bronchoscopy or chest
CT, which exploit thin sections or reconstructed im-
ages.1-3,14,15 Furthermore, chest CT evaluates the
peri-diverticular tissues, its exact location, size and
wall thickness, and determines the nature of the tra-
cheal diverticulum due to the presence of or absence
of cartilaginous rings in the diverticulum wall.1,6,16

Most cases are asymptomatic, but when symp-
toms are present they are usually nonspecific. 
Dyspnea, stridor, dysphonia, hemoptysis, pneumo-
mediastinum, and chronic chest infections may be
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FI GU RE 8: Lateral three-dimensional image of the trachea shows air cysts
communicating with the tracheal wall.

FI GU RE 9: Virtual bronchoscopic view of inside the diverticulum.
(See for colored form http://akcigerarsivi.turkiyeklinikleri.com/)



observed probably due to the tracheal diverticu-
lum’s propensity for acting as a reservoir for secre-
tions. In addition, cases may be investigated for
dysphagia, cervical swelling, or pharyngeal disor-
ders.1,10,16-21 There is no consensus on the treatment
of tracheal diverticulum. In general, conservative
measures, such as antibiotics, mucolytic agents, and
chest physiotherapy are recommended.2,3,10,16

When the diseases is symtomatic and medical ther-
apy is insufficient, this disorder must be treated
surgically. A variety of surgical methods have been
reported, ranging from resection of the lesion via
open neck or thoracic surgery to endoscopic repair,
such as electrocauterization or application of fibrin
glue by means of catheter.9,22,23 Surgical endoscopic
treatment is accepted as safe, less invasive, conser-
vative, and reproducible.19

It was thought that our first and third cases
had tracheal diverticula due to chronic lung dis-
order, and that the second case had tracheal di-
verticulum due to chronic cough. All our cases of
diverticulum were connected to tracheal lumen.
However, the presence of connections between the
diverticulum and tracheal wall was not pathologi-

cally demonstrated in our cases, but rather demon-
strated in 3-dimensional reconstruction chest CT,
and in the case of the first case patient, the mouth
of the divertiulum was revealed by virtual bron-
choscopy. No symptoms were esteblished related
to the tracheal diverticula’s and no treatment was
asministered by us to any of the patients. Resec-
tioning of these tracheal diverticula was also not
considered as a treatment option for the patients. 

In conclusion, acquired tracheal diverticulum
is rare entity which may be confused with several
lesions. It is generally overlooked, not reported on
chest CT, nor recognized unless it is complicated.
Therefore, it should be kept in mind as a possible eti-
ology for chronic cough, recurrent lung infection,
hemoptysis, dysphagia and pneumomediastinum. In
this article, the evolution, importance, complications
and treatments of tracheal diverticulum were dis-
cussed in light of the current literature.
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