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DEALING WITH PAIN SERIES : SCIATICA

PAIN RELIEF FOUNDATION
www.painrelieffoundation.org.uk

SCIATICA

WHAT IS SCIATICA

e SCIATICA IS PAIN IN THE LEG ARISING FROM PRESSURE ON A NERVE IN THE SPINE.

e PAIN IS FELT IN THE BACK OF ONE LEG BELOW THE KNEE AND SOMETIMES IN THE
FEET AND TOES. THERE MAY ALSO BE PAIN IN THE LOWER BACK AND BUTTOCK,
BUT THE LEG PAIN IS USUALLY MORE SEVERE. THE PAIN IS ACHING, BURNING OR

STINGING. IT CAN BE VERY SEVERE. MOVEMENT, SITTING, COUGHING OR SNEEZING

CAN BE EXCRUCIATING.

e THERE MAY ALSO BE TINGLING AND NUMBNESS IN THE LEG AND FOOT.

B  THE SPINE CONSISTS OF THE BACKBONE, WHICH IS A STRONG
BN o COLUMN OF BONES CALLED VERTEBRAE, WITH THE SPINAL CORD (A
= 3 VERY LARGE NERVE) RUNNING THROUGH IT. THE VERTEBRAL
R COLUMN SUPPORTS THE BODY AND PROTECTS THE SPINAL CORD.
1= 3 THE SPINAL CORD RELAYS INFORMATION TO AND FROM THE BRAIN
Y TO ALL PARTS OF THE BODY.
C:;_:E  THE VERTEBRAE ARE SEPARATED BY CUSHIONS CALLED DISCS, AND
*‘““-m} \ HAVE SMALL “FACET” JOINTS BETWEEN THEM. THE DISCS AND
\ oy ] JOINTS ALLOW THE SPINE TO MOVE AND BE FLEXIBLE

¢ WHAT CAUSES SCIATICA?

e THE MOST COMMON CAUSE OF SCIATICA IS A “SLIPPED DISC”. DOCTORS CALL THIS A
HERNIATED DISC OR PROLAPSED INTERVERTEBRAL DISC. THE DISC HAS A TOUGH
FIBROUS OUTER RING WITH A SOFTER CENTER. IF THE OUTER RING BECOMES WORN
THE CENTER CAN BULGE THROUGH IT AND MAY PRESS ON A NERVE. THE NERVE CAN
BECOME SQUASHED BETWEEN THE DISC AND BONE. THE NERVE BECOMES IRRITATED
AND DOES NOT WORK PROPERLY. MESSAGES OF PAIN, TINGLING AND NUMBNESS ARE
SENT TO THE BRAIN BY THE DAMAGED NERVE.

e SOMETIMES THE NERVE PRESSURE IS CAUSED BY THE BONE OF THE VERTEBRA
PRESSING ON THE NERVE.
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DIAGNOSIS AND TREATMENT
e 50% OF PEOPLE RECOVER FROM AN ATTACK OF SCIATICA WITHIN 6 WEEKS.

e ONCE YOUR DOCTOR HAS RULED OUT THE POSSIBILITY OF SERIOUS DISEASE, HE WILL ADVISE
YOU TO TAKE PAINKILLERS, WHICH ARE AVAILABLE FROM THE CHEMIST. ASPIRIN,
PARACETAMOL, IBUPROFEN AND CODEINE ARE ALL USEFUL.

e HE WILL ADVISE YOU TO KEEP AS ACTIVE AS POSSIBLE AND CONTINUE AS NORMAL. RESTING INj
BED LEADS TO STIFFNESS AND A SLOWER RECOVERY. FEAR OF CAUSING DAMAGE MAY STOP
PEOPLE FROM BEING ACTIVE AND CAUSES LONG-TERM PAIN. AVOIDING MOVEMENT HINDERS
HEALING. YOU SHOULD RETURN TO WORK AS SOON AS YOU CAN.

e |FYOURPAIN IS NO BETTER AFTER 6 WEEKS THE DOCTOR WILL REFER YOU TO A SPINAL
SURGEON FOR ASSESSMENT. AN MRI SCAN (MAGNETIC RESONANCE IMAGING) CAN SHOW A
HERNIATED DISC. HE MAY CONSIDER YOU SUITABLE FOR AN OPERATION TO RELIEVE THE
PRESSURE ON THE NERVE, ALTHOUGH THIS IS RARELY NECESSARY.

e ANINJECTION OF STEROIDS INTO THE EPIDURAL SPACE WITHIN THE SPINE CAN GIVE SHORT-
TERM PAIN RELIEF FOR NERVE PAIN IN SCIATICA.

SURGERY

e ADISCECTOMY IS AN OPERATION, WHICH REMOVES THE BULGING PART OF THE DISC OR ANY
SEPARATED DISC FRAGMENTS. THIS CAN BE DONE THROUGH AN OPEN INCISION IN THE LOWERf
BACK. MICRODISCECTOMY IS THE SAME OPERATION DONE THROUGH A SMALLER INCISION
USING A MICROSCOPE. THIS OPERATION CAN ALSO BE DONE ENDOSCOPICALLY, THAT IS AS
KEYHOLE SURGERY.

e DISCECTOMY MAKES NO DIFFERENCE TO THE LONG-TERM (SEVERAL YEARS) RESULT IN
SCIATICA, BUT CAN RELIEVE THE PAIN MORE QUICKLY. DISCECTOMY DOES NOT HELP BACK
PAIN.

e LIKE ANY OPERATION NEAR THE SPINAL CORD, THERE IS A VERY SMALL CHANCE OF
PERMANENT PARALYSIS OF THE LEGS AND LOSS OF BOWEL AND BLADDER CONTROL. YOU WILL
NEED TO DISCUSS THIS WITH YOUR SURGEON.

THIS LEAFLET WAS WRITTEN BY THE STAFF OF THE PAIN RELIEF FOUNDATION AND ENDORSED BY|
THE WALTON CENTRE PAIN TEAM, WALTON CENTER FOR NEUROLOGY & NEUROSURGERY, LOWER
LANE, LIVERPOOL, L9 7LJ, UK. WWW.THEWALTONCENTRE.NHS.UK

THE PAIN RELIEF FOUNDATION IS A REGISTERED CHARITY. IF YOU FOUND THIS LEAFLET USEFUL
PLEASE CONSIDER DONATING TO THE FOUNDATION. EVERY DONATION HELPS TO FUND
RESEARCH INTO THE TREATMENT OF CHRONIC PAIN CONDITIONS.

COPIES OF THIS LEAFLET ARE AVAILABLE FROM THE PAIN RELIEF FOUNDATION, CLINICAL
SCIENCES CENTRE, UNIVERSITY HOSPITAL AINTREE, LOWER LANE, LIVERPOOL L9 7AL, UK.
REGISTERED CHARITY NO. 1156227
TEL. 0151 529 5820, FAX. 0151 529 5821

EMAIL: HAYLEY.MCCULLOUGH@PAINRELIEFFOUNDATION.ORG.UK
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	WHAT IS SCIATICA
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