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Brachial plexus block

Why should I have a block?
Upper limb surgery may cause considerable pain
in the first 24 hours after the operation.
One of the most effective methods of relieving this
pain is to use a procedure called a Brachial Plexus
Block, which numbs the nerves carrying pain
sensation from the operation site.
Some operations can then be done under block
alone or in combination with sedation or a general
anaesthetic.
What are the benefits of a nerve block?
Benefits of a nerve block may include a shorter
recovery period and better pain relief.
You may not need as many strong pain relieving
medicines like morphine. This will help reduce your
risk of the side effects associated with these medicines
such as nausea (feeling sick) and drowsiness.
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What are the benefits of staying awake?
The benefits of staying awake for your surgery are
that you will avoid the risks and potential complications
or side effects of a general anaesthestic e.g drowsiness
or nausea.
If you have a heart or lung condition it may be safer.
If you have diabetes, you can get your diabetic control
back to normal quicker because you will be able to eat
and drink sooner than if you have a general anaesthetic.
Although you are staying awake for your surgery you
still need to follow the starvation instructions as if you
are having a general anaesthetic. This is because you
need to be starved in case you need sedation or a
general anaesthetic.
If you do not have a general anaesthetic you can eat
and drink as soon as the operation is over and you are
back on the ward.
For key hole operations where the surgeon puts a tiny
camera into your joint you can watch the procedure on
a television screen if you wish to. You do not have to
and can choose to have a little sedation to make you
slightly sleepy if you prefer.
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What is the Brachial Plexus?
The nerves that supply your arm come from the spinal
cord in your neck. They form a bundle in your neck
and then run under the collar bone (clavicle), through
your armpit to supply your arm. This bundle is the
Brachial Plexus.
How is the block done?
It is usually performed while you are awake, though
you may be given a sedative first.
For elbow, forearm or hand surgery, this local
anaesthetic nerve block can be performed just above
or below the collar bone or in the axilla (armpit).
The choice of site depends on the operation proposed
and on the ease with which the anaesthetist can feel
the landmarks for the nerve block.
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It is necessary to identify where the nerves
are before they can be successfully blocked.
l 	This may be done with the aid of a nerve stimulator,
which passes a tiny electrical current through a
special needle (no larger than a needle for taking
blood). When this needle is next to a nerve, the
muscles to which the nerve goes will twitch - a
surprising sensation, but not one that is usually
painful. These muscles may be in the shoulder, the
arm or even the front of the chest.
l 	Alternatively the nerves may be found by using an
ultrasound machine (in the same way they look at
babies in pregnant women). You may still feel some
tingling in your shoulder or arm when the needle or
local anaesthetic is near the nerve.
When the needle is accurately located, local anaesthetic
solution is injected through the same needle, and
produces numbness in the arm, usually for 8 to 18
hours (there is considerable variation), abolishing pain.
You will be unable to move your arm during this time it will feel like a “lump of lead”, similar to the feeling in
the jaw after a local anaesthetic at the dentist.
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Care of your arm while it is numb
You need to pay special attention to not accidentally
damage your arm while you can’t feel it. Please refer
to the leaflet “Looking after your arm and hand after
a block” for more information.
You may find it easier if you bring loose clothes that will
be easy to put on using only one arm i.e. no difficult
buttons or zips. Slip on shoes rather than ones with
laces or buckles are also recommended.
What problems can occur following a block?
There are occasional problems from this procedure,
as with anything we do in medicine. Most of these
last only as long as the local anaesthetic lasts.
Damage to nerves, blood vessels and other structures
is rare. Occasionally, with approaches around the
collar bone, it may feel strange when you take a deep
breath. This may mean the lining of the lung has been
punctured with the needle, so that air escapes into
the chest cavity outside the lung. This usually resolves
without treatment, but may require a tube inserted into
the chest to drain the air.
The most frequent (but still uncommon) nerve problem
is altered sensation in part of the arm or hand, which
may persist for some weeks, but which usually resolves
on its own.
Long-term nerve problems are very rare indeed
(around 1 in 5,000 to 1 in 30,000 nerve blocks).
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What happens if the block doesn’t work?
Occasionally (less than 1 in 100) the block is
unsuccessful. You will then be given an alternative
anaesthetic and another form of pain relief for
after the operation.
What happens when the block wears off?
When the block starts to wear off you may feel pins and
needles in your arm or hand, which gradually disappear.
It is important that you start taking your painkillers by
mouth before you start to get pins and needles to make
sure you are comfortable when the block wears off.
Please contact us if you have any further questions or
develop any of the side effects mentioned above.
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Notes
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How to contact us
Orthopaedic Pre-Assessment
(In-patients)
Telephone 01709 427944
Day Surgery Pre-Assessment
Telephone 01709 424565
Anaesthetic Department
Telephone 01709 424550
Switchboard
Telephone 01709 820000
Useful contact numbers
NHS 111 Service			
Telephone 111
Health Info 		
Telephone 01709 427190
Stop Smoking Service
Telephone 01709 422444
A&E
Telephone 01709 424455
For GP out of hours,
contact your surgery

Useful websites
www.therotherhamft.nhs.uk
www.nhs.uk
www.gov.uk
We value your comments
If you have any comments
or concerns about the services
we have provided please
let us know, or alternatively
you can contact the
Patient Experience Team.
Patient Experience Team
The Oldfield Centre
The Rotherham NHS
Foundation Trust
Rotherham Hospital
Moorgate Road
Rotherham
S60 2UD
Telephone: 01709 424461
Monday to Friday
9.00am until 4.00pm
Email: yourexperience@rothgen.nhs.uk

Produced by Dr Kim Russon, September 2008.
Revised July 2010, January 2012, August 2014. Revision due August 2016. Version 4.0.
©The Rotherham NHS Foundation Trust 2014. All rights reserved.
The information in this leaflet is based on information contained
within the Royal college of Anaesthetists Series of Information leaflets –
Nerve damage associated with peripheral nerve blocks. www.rcoa.ac.uk
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