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Preparing for Nerve Blocks and 
Regional Anesthesia  
 
Nerve blocks are used for short-term pain relief for some surgeries and procedures. This 
document tells you more about nerve blocks, also called regional anesthesia. 
 
What is regional anesthesia? 
Regional anesthesia uses local anesthetics or numbing medicine to block the pain from an area of the body, 
like the arm or the leg. A nerve block is a type of regional anesthesia. 
 
Regional anesthesia is different from general anesthesia:  

• Regional anesthesia helps with blocking feelings in a specific area 
of the body. It helps with numbing the nerves in the area that 
needs surgery. Regional anesthesia also decreases pain once a 
patient wakes up after surgery. 

• General anesthesia helps with blocking feelings in the body by 
making the patient unconscious. They are completely unaware of 
what is going on and do not feel pain during the surgery or 
procedure. 

 
What is a nerve block? 
A nerve block is a one-time injection of a numbing medicine given near a 
small group of nerves. Nerve blocks put the nerves to sleep and stop 
them from carrying messages back to your child’s brain. This injection 
makes sure that your child does not feel pain anywhere in the area where 
the nerve goes.  
 

• The effects of nerve blocks will go away over time, usually in 
about 10 to 16 hours, sometimes up to 24 hours. 

• The injection will not hurt the nerve in any way. The needle does 
not touch the nerve, and it is stopped when it is near the nerve. 

 
 
 
 

Key Terms 
Nerves carry messages 
between the brain and the rest 
of the body. These messages 
include signals from the brain 
to tell the body what to do. 
They also carry information 
from the body back to the 
brain about feelings like touch, 
taste, and smell. When 
something causes pain in a part 
of your child’s body, the nerves 
send signals back to your 
child’s brain, and they feel pain.  
 
Anesthesiologists are doctors 
that give medicine that helps 
your child stay asleep during 
surgery. 
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How will my child get their nerve block? 
Your child will get their nerve block through the following steps: 
 

1. General anesthesia: Your child will fall asleep after they get general anesthesia from their 
anesthesiologist. This step happens before the nerve block is placed. 

2. Cleaning the skin: Your child’s skin will be cleaned with special soap before the nerve block is given.  
3. Ultrasound imaging: Your anesthesiologist will use an ultrasound machine to see your child’s nerves, 

blood vessels, and muscles. This information helps them decide the best way to insert the needle. 
4. Nerve block injection: Your child’s anesthesiologist will give them a one-time injection of local 

anesthesia to numb the nerves around the surgery site. Once the numbing medication is given, the 
needle is removed from the body. No band-aid or dressing is needed.  

5. Surgery: Your child’s surgeon will start the surgery after the nerve block has taken effect. 
 
What are the benefits of a nerve block? 
Nerve blocks can help by: 

• Decreasing pain after surgery. 
• Decreasing the amount of other pain medicines that are taken by mouth or by IV catheter, a small 

flexible tube that goes into your child’s veins. 
• Increasing the speed of recovery after surgery. 
• Decreasing nausea, drowsiness, and constipation, because there is less need for opioid pain medicines 

and anesthesia for surgery. 
 
How long will the nerve block last? 
The nerve block usually lasts for about 10 to 16 hours, sometimes up to 24 hours, depending on the type of 
numbing medicine used. 
 
What anesthesia options does my family have for my child’s surgery? 
All pediatric patients usually get general anesthesia for their surgery unless they have special medical 
conditions.  
 
You can choose if you would like your child to have a nerve block. You can talk with your child’s surgeon and 
anesthesiologist to figure out the best anesthesia plan. Your child’s surgeon and anesthesiologist will talk with 
you about which type of regional anesthesia is best for your child’s surgery.  
 
If a nerve block is used, will my child be awake during the surgery? 
No. If a nerve block is used, your child will be asleep during their surgery. The nerve block will be done after 
they are sleeping. Regional anesthesia is valuable because it can decrease the amount of general anesthesia 
medicine your child needs.  
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What are the choices for pain relief after surgery? 
There are different ways your child can get pain relief after surgery. 
 

Method How it is done 

Pain relief 
medicines  

Pain relief medicines can be taken by mouth or given through an IV. They include: 

• Opioid medicines like oxycodone and dilaudid   
• Non-opioid medicines like Tylenol and Motrin  
 
Your child may need to take these medicines more than once every day.  
These medicines dull your child’s pain but may not make it go away completely.  
The opioid medicines can have side effects like itchiness, drowsiness, and nausea.  

Local anesthesia The surgeon can inject numbing medicine into the surgical site at the end of your 
child’s surgery before your child wakes up. The numbing medicine decreases the pain 
right around the surgical site for a short amount of time, usually about 1 to 2 hours. 

Regional 
anesthesia 

The anesthesiologist can give your child a nerve block while your child is asleep.  
The nerve block will make a large area around the surgical site numb for several 
hours. This can last about 10 to 16 hours, sometimes up to 24 hours. 

 
Talk with your child’s surgeon and anesthesiologist to learn more about which of these pain relief methods is 
best for your child. 
 
How will my child feel after they wake up after the nerve block and surgery? 
After waking up, your child will feel temporary numbness, heaviness, and weakness in the part of their body 
that had surgery. This is normal. These feelings will last for several hours depending on the numbing medicine 
used for the nerve block.  
 
As the nerve block wears off, your child may feel a tingling feeling like when they’ve fallen asleep on their arm 
or hit the “funny bone” in their elbow. They will likely feel tired and sleepy from the general anesthesia. 
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What are the risks of the nerve block? 
Like any medical procedure, there are risks with nerve blocks. Fortunately, these risks are very low and very 
rare. Health problems or side effects can happen even when doctors are careful to prevent them. Your 
anesthesiologist can tell you more about risks that can come with your child’s anesthesia plan. 
 

Risks Information 

Infection There is a risk of infection any time things are placed through the skin, like a 
needle. We lower the risk of infection by cleaning the skin before doing the 
procedure in a sterile setup, similar to surgery.  
 

Bruising or bleeding We lower the risk of bruising and bleeding by using an ultrasound machine to 
see your child’s nerves, blood vessels, and muscles. We use this information to 
decide the best way to insert the needle and avoid bruising and bleeding. 
 

Nerve injury We take many precautions and safety measures to avoid causing nerve injury, 
including: 

• Using ultrasound imaging to see where we place the nerve block 
• Using thin nerve block needles to help us with the injection.  
• Using the right type of nerve block for your child’s procedure  
• Having SUPRA, a specially trained nerve block team, do the procedure. 

SUPRA is also known as the Stanford University Pediatric  
Regional Anesthesia team. The SUPRA team includes anesthesiologists 
with special training in placing nerve blocks.  

 
Other things besides nerve block can cause nerve injury after surgery. Please 
talk with your care team to learn more about these risks. 

 
We also carefully review the medical chart, labs, and history to check for any increased infection, bleeding, or 
nerve injury risks that may make a nerve block unsafe for your child. 
 
How common is nerve injury after a nerve block? 
Nerve injury after a nerve block is extremely rare, depending on the type of block and specific risk factors 
(0.04-1.0%). Most nerve injury is temporary and goes away within a few days to weeks.  
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What do I need to watch out for after the nerve block? 
When given a nerve block, your child will feel numb in the part of the body where it is placed. Make sure that 
you follow the safety instructions below depending on where your child had their surgery: 

Upper Extremity 

Do not place your arm or hand on or near hot, cold, or sharp things. 

Protect your arm in the sling provided by your surgeon until the nerve block has completely worn off or 
as instructed by your surgeon, whichever is longer. 

Even after the nerve block has worn off, your arm will still need time to heal before you can return to your 
normal activities. 

• You may have limited movement and things you cannot do until your surgeon says it is ok. 
• Your surgeon will tell you when you can start doing different activities and sports.   

Do not place your arm underwater for 2 days after the nerve block placement. Follow your surgeon’s 
discharge instructions for more information about when to shower and bathe. 

You may experience mild symptoms related to the nerve block that will wear off as the nerve block wears 
off. These include: 

• Redness in the eye and/or smaller pupil on the same side as your surgery and nerve block. 
• Sinus congestion on the same side as your surgery and nerve block. 
• Mild change in your breathing, especially when you try to take in a deep breath. 

Lower Extremity 

Do not place your leg on or near hot, cold, or sharp things. 

Do not put weight on your leg until the nerve block has completely worn off. Use crutches to move 
around or have someone help you. 

Even after the nerve block has worn off, your leg will still need time to heal before you can return to your 
normal activities.  

• You may have limited movement and things you cannot do until your surgeon says it is ok. 
• Your surgeon will tell you when you can start doing different activities and sports.   

Do not place your leg underwater for 2 days after the nerve block placement. Follow your surgeon’s 
discharge instructions for more information about when to shower and bathe. 
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Chest and Abdomen 

Do not place your chest or abdomen on or near hot, cold, or sharp things. Follow your surgeon’s 
instructions on when you can resume different activities. 

Follow your surgeon’s discharge instructions for more information about when to shower and bathe. 

 
What side effects will I have from the nerve block? 
Side effects include:  

• Soreness around the injection site of the nerve block. 
• Temporary numbness, heaviness, and weakness for several hours on the side of the body that has the 

nerve block. 

These numbing medicines may cause numbness in the area of the body involved in the surgery. 
This numbness means that the nerve block is working.  
 
Will the nerve block stop all of the pain? 
Everyone experiences pain differently. The nerve block will take away most of the pain, but you may still need 
to use other pain medicines. Discharge instructions will be given to you after the surgery for more pain 
control, which might include Tylenol, Motrin, or other pain medicines like oxycodone. 
 
Who do I follow up with after the nerve block? 
The SUPRA team, also known as the Stanford University Pediatric Regional Anesthesia team, will see you in 
recovery after your surgery. They will make sure that your pain is under control before you go home or stay in 
the hospital overnight. They can also help answer any questions you might have. 

• If your surgeon decides to have you stay in the hospital overnight: The SUPRA team will see you the 
next day while you are in the hospital.  

• If your surgeon decides that you can go home immediately after your surgery: The SUPRA team will 
give you a telephone call the next day to see how you are doing. 

 
Who can I contact if I have any questions about the nerve block? 
An anesthesiologist on the SUPRA team can help answer any questions or concerns you may have about the 
nerve block. 

SUPRA team phone number: (650) 736-7080 
 

Author: SUPRA Team 
Health literacy review by: The Office of Patient and Family Education and Health Literacy 


