
 

 

 

 

 

Spinal Cord Stimulators 
Procedure Information 
Spinal cord stimulators are used to treat chronic pain that affects the back, neck, arms or legs. They work by 

delivering electrical pulses to the spinal cord to block pain signals from traveling to the brain. A spinal cord 

stimulator may be attached externally on a trial basis or inserted under the skin near the base of the spine 

permanently. Patients will generally trial the stimulator for a 7-14 day period and if deemed effective in managing 

pain, a procedure to insert a permanent stimulator will then be undertaken.  

 

SPINE ANATOMY 

The human spine is comprised of 24 bones called vertebrae which are 
stacked on top of each other plus two naturally fused sections at the 
very bottom of the spine, the sacrum and coccyx. These bones create 
the spinal column which houses the spinal cord and are supported by a 
number of important structures including discs, facet joints, ligaments 
and nerves. Inflammation of or damage to any of these structures can 
cause pain. 
 

TRIAL SPINAL CORD STIMULATOR PROCEDURE 

An external trial spinal cord stimulator is fitted as an inpatient by your treating specialist. You are awake for the 

procedure but will be given sedation. You may need to fast for a short period beforehand and please inform your 

specialist if you are taking any blood thinning medications such as Aspirin or Warfarin as these may need to be 

ceased. Please ensure you bring any relevant scans with you. 

You will lie on your stomach and a local anaesthetic is injected into the skin 

just above the buttocks near the base of the spine. A small incision will be 

made and the stimulator leads (thin, flexible wires) are inserted into the 

epidural space via a special needle using X-ray guidance. Using an electrode, 

the specialist will stiumlate the leads to determine the correct position. 

These wires will then be connected to an external wireless neurostimulator 

that is secured to your back. 

The procedure will take 30-60 minutes. Once completed, you will be observed for ill-effects for several hours 

before being discharged. Please ensure you have someone to drive you home. In some cases, you may be required 

to stay overnight. You will be shown how to use the stimulator to best manage your pain before discharge. 

The trial stimulator will be attached for 7-14 days during which time you will be encouraged to undertake your 

normal daily activities. You will also be asked to complete a self-assessment pain chart which will help determine 

if you should progress to a permanent spinal cord stimulator. The spinal cord stimulator will not completely 

resolve your pain but it is expected to reduce it by up to 60-70%.  
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PERMANENT SPINAL CORD STIMULATOR PROCEDURE 

A permanent spinal cord stimulator is inserted as in inpatient by your treating specialist. The procedure is similar 

to that of being fitted with a trial spinal cord stimulator, however you will be asleep for the surgery. You will need 

to fast for a short period beforehand and please inform your specialist if you are taking any blood thinning 

medications such as Aspirin or Warfarin as these may need to be ceased. Please ensure you bring any relevant 

scans with you.  

You will lie on your stomach on an X-ray table and be given anaesthesia. 

The specialist will identify the target location and the site cleaned before 

a small incision is made to enable the stimulator leads (thin, flexible 

wires) to be inserted into the epidural space using X-ray guidance.  

A second incision will be made to create a pocket under the skin that is 

large enough to hold the internal neurotransmitter. The leads are then 

attached to the generator and this will be inserted into pocket.  

The procedure will take 60-90 minutes. Once completed, you will be observed for ill-effects for several hours 
before being discharged. Please ensure you have someone to drive you home. In some cases, you may be required 
to stay overnight. You will be shown how to use the stimulator to best manage your pain before discharge. You 
may experience some minor discomfort at the implant site for a few days following surgery.  
 

SIDE EFFECTS & RISKS 

Side effects after this procedure are rare but may include: 

 Movement of the device 

 Malfunction or failure of the stimulator 

 Over or under-stimulation 

 Infection of the wound 

 Allergic reaction to the device or medications used 

If you have any concerns, please contact the day surgery where you underwent the procedure.  
 
Please call 000 if you are affected by any life-threatening symptoms. 

 


