Medial Branch Block
	WHAT ARE MEDIAL BRANCH NERVES?

Medial branch nerves are the very small nerves that allow one to feel pain from the facet joints in the vertebrae.  These nerves do not control any muscles or sensation in your arms or legs.  They are located along a bony groove in your low back, neck and over a bone in your mid-back.  These nerves carry the pain signals to the spinal cord and the signals eventually reach the brain, where the pain is noticed. 
WHY ARE MEDIAL BRANCH BLOCKS HELPFUL?
Medial branch blocks and facet blocks are usually ordered for patients who have pain primarily in their back coming from arthritic changes in the facet joints or for mechanical low back pain.  A facet block or medial branch block may be therapeutic and/or diagnostic.  One of three things may happen:

1. The pain does not go away.  This means that the pain is probably not coming from the blocked facet joints.  This can help diagnosis the problem.

2. The pain goes away and stays away for a few hours but the original pain comes back and doesn¹t get better.  This would mean the block was also of diagnostic value. The pain is probably coming from the joints, but the steroid did not benefit the joints.
3. The pain goes away after the block, the pain may come back later that day, but then the pain gets better over the next few days.  This means that the block was of therapeutic value - the steroid had a long lasting effect on the pain.

WHO SHOULD NOT HAVE THIS INJECTION?
You should not have this injection if you are allergic to any of the medications to be injected, if you are on a blood thinning medication (e.g. Plavix, Coumadin®), or if you have an active infection.  
▪  You need to bring someone with you to drive you home after the procedure.  You should not drive or operate heavy machinery for at least 24 hours after the procedure.
WHAT WILL HAPPEN DURING THE PROCEDURE?

After signing a consent form and taking your blood pressure the procedure will be done in the fluoroscopy (x-ray) room with you lying on your stomach.  For procedures in the neck an intravenous (IV) line is started.  The back is then cleansed with an antiseptic soap.  Sterile drapes are placed.  The skin is anesthetized (numbed) with a local anesthetic. This is felt as a stinging or burning sensation.  Using x-ray guidance, needles are then advanced to the right locations (the joints or the medial branch).  Next, the doctor will use x-ray guidance to direct a very small needle over the medial branch nerves.  He will then inject several drops of contrast dye to confirm that the medication will only go over these medial branch nerves.  A small mixture of numbing medicine (anesthetic) will then be slowly injected.  The needles are removed.  Your skin will be cleansed and bandages will be applied.     
WHAT HAPPENS AFTER THE PROCEDURE?
Twenty to thirty minutes after the procedure you will move the affected area to try to provoke your usual pain.  You may or may not feel improvement in the first few hours after the injection.  If the nerves are the ones that are carrying pain signals from your spinal joints to your brain, then you may feel better.  On occasion, your neck/back may feel numb or odd for a few hours after the injection. You may notice a slight increase in your pain lasting for several days as the numbing medication wears off.  Use ice for the first several days after the injection.  You may take your regular medications after the procedure, but try to limit your pain medications for the first 6 hours after the procedure so that the diagnostic information obtained is accurate.  No heat is to be used in the injected areas for the remainder of the day.  No tub bath or soaking in water (i.e. pool, jacuzzi, etc.) for the remainder of the day.

	WHAT ARE THE RISKS OF THE PROCEDURE?
As with most procedures there is a small risk of bleeding, infection, nerve injury, or allergic reaction to the medications used.  

Some short-term side effects may occur.  If local anesthetic spreads to nearby nerves you may have weakness or numbness that can last for several hours.  If this happens you may have to stay in the Pain Management Center until this goes away.  You may have increased pain for a few days after the injection, including localized pain at the injection site.  Diabetics may have short-term elevation of blood sugars.  People prone to fluid retention may have increased fluid retention for 1-2 weeks.
WILL THE INJECTION HURT?

Most patients say the stinging/burning of the numbing medicine is the most uncomfortable part of the procedure, though every person’s response to procedures is different.  

HOW DO I PREPARE FOR THIS PROCEDURE?
To prepare for medial branch blocks, you need to take a few precautions including:
▪  Do not eat within eight hours of your appointment.
▪  If you have diabetes and use insulin, you need to schedule your procedure early.  Please let the scheduler know you are diabetic.  You may need to adjust the dosage of insulin the day of the procedure.  Your primary care doctor can help you with this adjustment.  Bring your diabetes medication so you can take it after the procedure.
▪  Continue to take all oral medications with a small sip of water.  Bring all medications with you so you can take them after the procedure.  Do not discontinue any medication without first consulting with your doctor.
HOW LONG DOES THE EFFECT OF THE MEDICATION LAST?
Depending upon the medication injected, it can last from 2 to 8 hours.  Of course, if the facet joints are not the source of your pain, you may not have much relief.

HOW MANY INJECTIONS WILL I NEED TO HAVE?
Usually one session is enough to determine if the facet joints are the most likely source of your pain or not.  

CAN I RESUME NORMAL ACTIVITIES?
On the day of the injection you should not drive and should avoid any strenuous activities.  On the day after the procedure, you may return to your regular activities and work.  If your pain is improved from this procedure, start your regular exercise and/or activities in moderation.  Even if you are significantly improved, gradually increase your activities over 1-2 weeks to avoid recurrence of your pain.  The most common side effect you may feel is a sore back. 
WHAT DO I DO FOR FOLLOW UP VISITS? 
Please make a follow up appointment before leaving the Pain Management Center.  
CONTACT INFORMATION 
Please feel free to contact the Pain Management Center with questions or concerns.

8:00 am-4:00 pm: (801) 581-7246
After Hours: (801) 581-2121 (Ask the operator to talk to the Pain Management Center)

In case of emergency including:

▪  Severe injection site redness, swelling 

▪  Increasing leg weakness

▪  Shortness of breath

▪  Chest pain

Report to the nearest Emergency Room or call 911.  Be sure to tell them you had medial branch block.
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