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Information for patients having an "ESP" block

You are being offered this treatment to help reduce the pain from your 
broken ribs because you are finding it difficult to deep breathe or cough.

It forms part of your pain management plan alongside other pain 
relieving medication.

What is an ESP block?

An ESP block is a painkilling injection in the back, between the shoulder 
blade and spine. Local anaesthetic is injected into a specific place under 
the back muscles. It is done to reduce the pain from broken ribs. 

A catheter (thin tube) can be placed in the back during the procedure to 
increase the duration of the pain relieving effect.

How does it work?

The local anaesthetic spreads out under the back muscles and numbs 
the nerves in the back that carry the pain signals from the broken ribs. 
The pain signal is blocked and so the pain is reduced.

Deep breathing and coughing should be less painful within 30 minutes 
of the injection.

How is it done?

• Your details will be checked and consent taken before doing the 
procedure

• A trained practitioner will perform the block
• Monitors will be attached to measure your blood pressure, heart 

rate and oxygen levels
• You will be asked to sit on the edge of the bed or lie on your 

side, whichever is more comfortable for you
• Your back will be cleaned with a cold antiseptic spray
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• A pinprick of local anaesthetic will be used to numb the skin of 
your back

• An ultrasound probe (with jelly on the end) will be placed on your 
back, between the spine and shoulder blade, to find the correct 
place to perform the ESP block

• The injection should not be painful but you may feel some 
pressure or pushing. If you have any discomfort just let the 
practitioner know. This injection should usually take less than 5 
minutes

• After the injection your blood pressure, heart rate and oxygen 
levels will be measured for half an hour

• After this you can go back to the ward, usually with less pain on 
breathing and coughing than before

• You will be followed up by the acute pain team to check how it is 
working and to make sure you are OK

What are the side effects and complications?

ESP block is a relatively new technique. However, it is becoming more 
commonly used as it is thought to have less risks than previously used 
techniques for fractured ribs.

The practitioner will explain the risks prior to doing the block and will be 
happy to answer any questions you have before the procedure is 
performed.

Risks
• Unresolved pain
• Allergy to the local anaesthetic
• Infection
• Bleeding
• Local anaesthetic toxicity
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How long does it last for?

A single injection may last for up to 12 hours. However, we usually 
discuss placing a catheter (thin tube) in the back after doing the 
injection.

The catheter is attached to a pump with local anaesthetic. The pump 
allows the local anaesthetic to flow slowly into the back, numbing the 
nerves for several days.

How effective is it?

In our experience many patients notice that their pain is significantly 
reduced after the ESP block and that breathing, coughing and moving 
are easier, but the amount of pain relief people get can vary.
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