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Peripheral nerve block 
Your surgeon and anesthesia team may suggest a peripheral nerve block to control the 
sensation of pain during and after your surgery. The nerve block is used in addition to 
standard anesthesia which will keep you sleeping during the surgery. 
 
What is a peripheral nerve block?  
A nerve block puts a part of your body to sleep by making it “numb” in preparation for 
surgery. A very small needle is used to inject numbing medicine around the nerves close to 
the area of surgery. The medicine that is used is similar to Novocain used by dentists. The 
type of medication used for a peripheral nerve block lasts longer than Novocain. This type of 
anesthesia is now commonly used for shoulder, knee, elbow, and hand surgery. 
 
How is the nerve block done?  
You will meet with your anesthesia doctor in the preoperative holding area on the day of 
surgery. The doctor will discuss your block in detail, including the advantages and risks 
involved. You will be given some relaxing medication through your intravenous line (IV) 
before the nerve block is performed. You will be placed on a heart monitor and given some 
oxygen. The lights will be dimmed as the team uses a small ultrasound machine to exactly 
locate the nerve that goes to the area of surgery. You will first receive a numbing medicine to 
the skin using a small needle (may feel like a bee sting). Then the nerve block will be given 
by injection (shot) into the area near your surgery.  
 
After the injection is made, your arm or leg will feel numb and weak. After several minutes, 
it will be difficult to lift or move your arm or leg, and you may feel “pins and needles” in the 
area. This is means the block is starting to work.  
 
What can I expect after the surgery? 
One of the advantages of the nerve block is that it continues to work after your operation, 
meaning less pain. Most patients will go home with little or no pain. However, while the 
block is still working, you will not be able to move or use your arm or leg. You will not be 
able to feel the sensation of hot and cold in that area. If you have surgery on your shoulder or 
arm, you will be fitted with a sling to wear after surgery. Wear the sling until your block has 
totally worn off. Your surgeon will tell you if you should wear the sling after that as well, and 
for how long. If you have had a block to your leg, you will not be able to walk without 
crutches until the block wears off and you can move and feel things normally. You will be 
shown how to use crutches before discharge.  
 
If you have been instructed to use ice packs to the surgical area, be sure to check the 
underlying skin frequently for signs of frostbite, such as changes in skin color to white or 
gray. You should not use heating pads or hot water bottles. You could get a burn because you 
would not be able to feel if the water was too hot.  

 
How long will the block last? 
Most nerve blocks provide pain relief for 12-18 hours. Some may last as long as 24 hours. 
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When should I take pain medication? 
When you begin to feel “pins and needles” after surgery, this is a sign that the block is 
wearing off. When this happens, you should begin taking the pain medication prescribed by 
your surgeon. It’s important that you have your pain medication ready and available when 
you need it, so get your prescription filled right after surgery, even if you are not in pain. 
Once you do have feeling in the area, do not wait until your block is completely worn off 
before starting your pain medication. This may make it more difficult to control your pain.  
 
If you still feel numb at bedtime on the night of surgery, your block could wear off while you 
are sleeping. We advise that you take your pain medication before going to sleep, even if you 
are still comfortable, so you will not wake up in pain.  

 
What else will I need? 
You will need a responsible adult available to take you home. You will also need help at 
home until the numbness and weakness has completely worn off.  Please wear loose-fitting 
clothing  – such as an oversized button-down shirt  – to allow for arm slings and ice packs. 
Pants with an elastic waist band will make dressing and using the bathroom easier. Shoes 
without ties are easiest. 
 
Are there any other concerns? 
Take precaution using the stove as you may not feel the sensation of heat. Keep the arm or 
leg where you had surgery elevated above the level of your heart as much as possible. This 
helps to control swelling. Take extra care to avoid unnecessary pressure on the arm or leg that 
has the block. For example, try not to sleep on that side. If you’ve had shoulder surgery, wear 
your sling when sleeping. If you’ve had a block on your leg, place two pillows under the 
knee for support.   
 
Do not smoke after surgery. Smoking interferes with wound healing in addition to its other 
harmful effects. Having smoking materials around increases the chance of a burn since you 
cannot feel heat. If you do smoke, think about using this opportunity to quit. Help is available 
through your primary care doctor, or at www.makesmokinghistory.org. 
 

We hope this information has been helpful. A nurse will call you at home the morning after your 
surgery to see how you are doing. You will be able to ask any questions or discuss concerns you might 
have about your recovery. It is our hope that your surgery will be a positive experience for both you 

and your family. We look forward to seeing you on your day of surgery. 
References: 
Barnes, Sandra. Interscalene blocks: Care in the ambulatory setting.  Journal of Perinanesthesia 
Nursing.19 (5). 2004. 352-354.  
Ivnek, Marie; Jett, Maureen. Creating written patient education materials. Chest. 2008.133(4) 1038-1040 
McCarmant, Karen. Peripheral nerve blocks: understanding the nurse's role.  Journal of Perinanesthesia 
Nursing. 21(1) 16-26.  
 

This material was developed by clinicians in PACU nursing, anesthesia, and surgery at Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center. It is 
produced and distributed by the Beth Israel Deaconess Learning Center. © 2011, Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center. All rights reserved. 

MC2310 09/11 

http://www.makesmokinghistory.org/

