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What is a peripheral nerve block?

As part of your child’s general anaesthetic, you may be offered a peripheral nerve block.

A peripheral nerve block is the placement of local anaesthetic around a nerve or group of nerves, to numb the area of your child’s body where they are having surgery.

It aims to provide a safe and effective form of pain relief both during and after your child’s surgery.

How is a nerve block performed?

A peripheral nerve block is performed by an anaesthetist when your child is asleep during their general anaesthetic.

It is usually performed before the start of surgery, so it is working well for them when the surgeons begin the operation.

It is performed using an ultrasound machine that allows the anaesthetist to see the nerve and its surrounding structures.

Exactly which nerves will be blocked depends on your child’s operation and your anaesthetist will go through this with you.

The block should last for between 6 and 24 hours after the operation.

For complex surgery, a nerve block catheter (plastic tube) may be left in place to allow local anaesthetic to run after surgery. This allows the pain relief to last for a couple of days after the operation.
Benefits

· Provides pain relief during the operation and afterwards.

· Fewer strong pain killing medications needed, both during the operation and afterwards.

· Reduction in the side effects associated with these strong medications, such as feeling sick and vomiting, drowsiness/sleepiness, difficulty going for a wee and itching.

· Faster recovery time after the operation.

· Ability to eat and drink sooner after the operation.

Risks

Complications are rare after peripheral nerve blocks. There are several large studies from the UK and around the world that demonstrate the safety of nerve blocks. Risks include:

· Partial effect/failure. Sometimes the nerve block does not work in the way we would expect. This is usually apparent during the operation; in which case your anaesthetist will manage this by using alternative pain relief (see Alternatives below).

· Skin bruising/bleeding at the site of injection

· Infection – rare

· Damage to nerves. Following a nerve block, some children may notice a patch of numbness or tingling which usually gets better in a few weeks but may last up to a year. Permanent nerve damage is very rare and precise numbers are not known but in adults it is estimated to occur in between one in 2,000 and one in 5,000 nerve blocks. A recent study looking at over 100,000 blocks in children demonstrated a rate of temporary nerve damage of 2.4 per 10,000 patients and no permanent nerve damage was identified.

· Local anaesthetic toxicity. This is a very rare but potentially serious risk that can occur if local anaesthetic solution is accidentally injected into a blood vessel. Your child will be monitored closely to detect any signs of this, and your child’s anaesthetic team is trained to deal with these events. There may be some more specific risks depending on the type of nerve block your child is having; your anaesthetist will discuss these with you.

Alternatives

Please discuss alternative methods of pain relief with your anaesthetist. These may include using strong pain medications either by mouth or into a vein, or local anaesthetic injected by the surgeon.

How long will the nerve block last?

It may take up to 24 hours after the operation or after stopping the infusion for the numb sensation to fully return to normal.

If your child has a nerve catheter (plastic tube) in place, the pain team will see you daily to ensure your child is comfortable. This may involve adjusting the amount of local anaesthetic being delivered or giving other medications. After 48-72 hours, the local anaesthetic will be stopped, and your child will be given alternative medicines to keep them comfortable if they need them. The catheter (plastic tube) is easy and painless to remove and is like having a plaster taken off. 

Your child may be discharged with the block still working. If the numb sensation lasts longer than 48 hours and you are no longer in the hospital, you should contact the anaesthetic department.

A member of staff will take your child’s details and an anaesthetist will return your call to discuss your concerns. You may be given telephone advice or asked to return to the hospital for an anaesthetist to examine your child.

Will I need to give my child other pain relief?

As the block begins to wear off your child may experience a tingling sensation or pins and needles. This is normal.

It is important that your child is given simple pain relief, such as paracetamol and/or ibuprofen while their block is still working.

This will make sure your child remains comfortable as the block wears off. Your child may need further pain relief as the block is wearing off; your anaesthetist will discuss this with you at the preoperative visit and advise how you should manage this after the operation.






Safety information

It is very important that you protect the part of your child’s body that is numb until the sensation has fully returned. This means not exposing it to heat (such as hot water bottles, radiators or hot baths) as they are unable to feel if the temperature is too hot. It is also important to avoid any trauma/injury to the numb part of your child’s body.

If the block is performed on a limb, it is important to remember that your child’s limb will not be as strong as usual.

If the block is performed on your child’s leg, your child will need to be supervised walking or crawling until the block is fully worn off as there could be a risk of falls.

If performed on their arm they will be given a sling to help protect it and should not sleep on top of the affected arm if it is still numb.

The name of the block your child will be receiving is (to be completed by anaesthetist):

………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………….........………….

Any additional risks discussed include (to be completed by anaesthetist):

………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………...............
.......…………………………………………………………………………
Contact details

Hospital switchboard: XXXX XXXXXXX

Paediatric anaesthetic department: XXX XXXXX

Please seek medical attention if you have any concerns about your child after their operation.
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