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What Are Vocal Cord Nodules?

Vocal cord nodules are growths that form on the vocal cords.

These nodules are benign, or not cancerous. Nodules can affect

people at all ages, and aremore common inwomen thanmen. The

vocal cords are also called vocal folds. The vocal folds sit in the

larynx (voice box) to produce sound. When a person speaks, air

causes the vocal cords to vibrate—the sound comes from this pro-

cess. Talking toomuch or too loudly can cause growths to form on

the folds that affect vocal use.

People with vocal cord nodules may complain of hoarseness,

breathiness, and vocal tirednesswhen trying to speak. The voice can

soundhuskyorraspy.Somepeoplemayhavechallengestalkingorsing-

ing in a higher pitch. Other common symptoms are the feeling that

something is stuck in the throat andpainaround theearsorneck that

is relatedtoforcingthevoicetocomeoutdespitethepresenceofnod-

ules. Groups that use their voice more frequently are at greater risk

for nodules. This group includes singers, teachers, cheerleaders, and

children.Vocalnodulescanalsooccuramongpeoplewithahistoryof

smoking,allergies,andacidreflux.These3healthconditionsareknown

to irritate the larynx andvocal folds, and canmake symptomsworse.

Vocal nodules are usually diagnosed based on medical exami-

nation.Anotolaryngologist, also calledanear, nose, and throatdoc-

tor,mayalsouseacamera to look in the throat fornodules.This cam-

era examination is called a laryngostroboscopy and can be offered

during the doctor’s visit while you are awake.

Vocalnodulesprevent thenormaleverydayuseof thevoice.Af-

ter being diagnosed with vocal nodules, patients should avoid

screaming, intense singing, and shouting.Drinkingwater anduseof

a humidifier are also ways to keep the vocal folds healthy. Nodules

are not usually painful.

Doctorsmaysuggestvoicetherapytorehabilitatethevoice.Voice

therapyisledbyspeechlanguagepathologists.Invoicetherapysessions,

patients are taught how to use their voice in a healthier way through

vocal andbreathing exercises. Outside of therapy, somepatients can

increasetheamountofwater theydrink,changetheirdiet,ormanage

their allergies andacid reflux to improve chancesof recovery.

In serious cases where symptoms do not improve, surgery to

remove the nodules may be recommended. The surgery is typi-

cally performedby a laryngeal (voice box) surgeon in an outpatient

setting, where patients go home the same day. Patients who un-

dergo surgery may be asked not to speak after surgery for a short

time. Somepatientswill require voice therapyafter surgery to learn

better habits and avoid the return of nodules in the future.

There are many ways to prevent vocal cord nodules. When

people feel discomfort, tiredness, or hoarseness in their voice, they

should take brief vocal rests by not speaking, singing, or whisper-

ing. At loud events, they should practice not shouting ormove to a

quieter environment to hold a conversation. Requesting a micro-

phone if speaking at an event or in a large event space can be help-

ful. If vocal problems do occur and last longer than 1 to 2 weeks,

seek out the care of an ear, nose, and throat doctor. Many people

may benefit from vocal therapy to learn how to appropriately use

their voice and avoid injury in the future.

Authors: Danielle Gaskins, MSPH; Brandon J. Baird, MD

Published Online:December 14, 2023. doi:10.1001/jamaoto.2023.3698

Author Affiliations: Pritzker School of Medicine, The University of Chicago, Chicago,

Illinois (Gaskins); Section of Otolaryngology–Head and Neck Surgery, Department of

Surgery, Pritkzer School of Medicine, The University of ChicagoMedicine, Chicago,

Illinois (Baird).

Conflict of Interest Disclosures:None reported.

Section Editor: Samantha Anne, MD, MS.

The JAMAOtolaryngology–Head & Neck Surgery Patient Page is a public service of

JAMA Otolaryngology–Head & Neck Surgery. The information and recommendations

appearing on this page are appropriate in most instances, but they are not a substitute

for medical diagnosis. For specific information concerning your personal medical

condition, JAMA Otolaryngology–Head & Neck Surgery suggests that you consult your

physician. This pagemay be downloaded or photocopied noncommercially by

physicians and other health care professionals to share with patients. To purchase

bulk reprints, email reprints@jamanetwork.com.

Sound
waves 

Vocal cord

Epiglottis

Epiglottis

Trachea 
(airway) Air from 

the lungs

Vocal cord

Nodule on 
vocal cord

Normal 
sound 

Distorted 
sound

Airway

Vocal cord nodules 
are small, noncancerous, 

callus-like growths on the 

vocal cords caused by excessive 

or prolonged use of the voice.

They can occur in people of all 

ages and are usually not painful.

Symptoms can include

• Hoarseness, breathiness, and a husky 
   or raspy sounding voice

• Difficulty talking or singing at a higher pitch

• Feeling like something is stuck in the throat

How nodules affect the voice

Treatment options include avoiding loud talking, singing, and screaming
and/or shouting, and voice therapy with a speech language pathologist.
Surgery to remove the nodules may be considered if other options fail.

Nodules prevent normal 
vibration of the vocal cords, 
distorting the sound.

Air is exhaled from the lungs 
and passes by the vocal cords, 
creating sound.
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FORMORE INFORMATION

American Special-Language-Hearing Association (ASHA)

https://www.asha.org/public/speech/disorders/vocal-cord-nodules-

and-polyps/

National InstituteonDeafness andOtherCommunicationDisorders

https://www.nidcd.nih.gov/health/taking-care-your-voice
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