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What are Nerve Blocks?
For your operation you may be offered a 
nerve block. A nerve block is an injection 
of local anaesthetic that makes the part of 
your body having surgery numb. 
The most common are nerve blocks 
that numb all or part of your arm or leg. 
They are a safe and effective type of 
anaesthesia and pain relief. Nerve Blocks 
can be used with, or instead of, a general 
anaesthetic.  
 
What are the benefits of a Nerve Block?

 n Excellent pain relief during and for 2 – 24 hours after 
surgery so fewer painkillers are needed.

 n Sore throat, sickness, drowsiness or other side effects of 
general anaesthesia can be avoided.

 n Faster recovery and earlier discharge home.

 n May be beneficial for patients with significant medical 
problems, who could be at higher risk from a  
general anaesthetic.

How do we do it?
On the day of surgery, you will be welcomed to theatre before 
your anaesthetist meets you to ask about your general health, 
medications you may take and any allergies you may have. 
They’ll explain the different types of anaesthesia available to 
you including their benefits and risks.
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Nerve blocks are performed in a quiet area close to the operating 
theatre. The anaesthetic team will apply monitoring and perform 
routine safety checks. Your anaesthetist will insert a cannula into 
a vein, through which sedation may be given, to make you feel 
relaxed. If you are having a general anaesthetic, nerve blocks 
may be done after you are asleep. 

The skin around the injection site is cleaned and an ultrasound 
machine is used to identify the nerves to be “blocked”. A small 
injection of local anaesthetic makes the skin numb before more is 
injected to surround your nerves. Sometimes a nerve stimulator 
is used which you may feel as gentle twitching. Exactly which 
nerves are to be blocked depends on where on your body your 
operation will be. 

A few minutes later, you’ll feel tingling and warmth in the blocked 
area until it becomes quite numb and weak. Your anaesthetist will 
check to ensure that your block is working effectively, which can 
take up to 20 minutes. The rest of your body remains unaffected if 
you do not have sedation or a general anaesthetic.

If your surgery does not involve a general anaesthetic you will 
be positioned in the operating theatre so that you are comfortable 
and a screen placed so that you cannot see your operation, 
unless you want to.  
 
Bring a personal music player with you or a tablet computer may 
be provided with a choice of entertainment. A member of staff 
will stay with you. If you prefer to be more relaxed and drowsy 
sedation can be used, with some oxygen for you to breathe. 
During surgery, it is normal to feel some movement or touch but 
you shouldn’t feel any sharp discomfort or pain. If you do, you 
will be offered more local anaesthetic, additional pain relief or a 
general anaesthetic.
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What are the risks of a Nerve Block? 
 n There is a 1:10 chance that the nerve block may not 

work fully. We only start the operation with you awake if we 
are happy that it is working properly and if you are having a 
general anaesthetic there are other drugs that will keep you 
comfortable after the operation.

 n Bruising can occur at the injection site but significant 
damage to veins or arteries is unusual.

 n Serious reactions such as heart problems or seizures are 
very rare and your anaesthetic team is trained to deal  
with these.

 n Damage to nerves can happen after any kind of 
anaesthetic. Temporary nerve damage (a patch of tingling 
or numbness) may affect up to 1:10 patients having a nerve 
block and can last four to six weeks.

 n Permanent nerve damage following a nerve block is 
rare, affecting between 1:2000 and 1:5000 patients  
(the risk varies between different blocks).

Before surgery all benefits and risks of nerve blocks that 
relate to you and your operation, will be discussed with you 
fully by your anaesthetist.They will also answer any questions 
you may have.
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Important points to remember after surgery
Your block may last for up to 24 hours so you may be 
discharged home before the local anaesthetic has worn off 
completely. Remember your painkillers and start taking these 
before the block wears off, to ensure you remain comfortable 
as you continue your recovery. 
You should take care of the numbed area, as injury could 
occur without you being able to feel it. If it is your arm that is 
numb, you will be provided with a sling for protection. Keep 
the limb away from sources of heat or cold and make sure you 
place it in a comfortable position when sleeping.
If you experience numbness, weakness or pins and needles 
in the limb that lasts longer than 48 hours after your operation 
please contact: 
Anaesthetic Department  
Monday to Friday,  
9am to 5pm  
0117 414 5114 
For pain that is not controlled by your tablets please 
attend the Emergency Department. 
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For more information on Nerve Blocks 
 
Please see:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GEId1b2_KSw
 
 
or scan the QR code to watch a patient information video: 
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How to contact us:

Anaesthetic Department 
Southmead Hospital 
0117 414 5114 

A doctor will call you back as soon 
as possible.

www.nbt.nhs.uk

If you or the individual you are caring for need support reading 
this leaflet please ask a member of staff for advice.
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