PATIENT GUIDE · UNDERSTANDING THE SPINE
Cervical disc herniation
A cervical disc herniation — a slipped or prolapsed disc in the neck — happens when the soft cushion between two neck bones bulges and presses on a nearby nerve, most often causing pain down the arm. The reassuring news is that, for most people, the symptoms settle over weeks to months without an operation.
THE BIG PICTURE
Usually arm pain — and usually self-settling
Each disc has a tough outer ring and a softer centre. A herniation is when some of the softer material pushes through the ring; if it presses on a nerve root, it causes pain travelling down the arm (radiculopathy). Less commonly, a large central herniation can affect the spinal cord.
IN PLAIN TERMS   The disc is like a jam doughnut: if the jam squeezes out to one side, it can press on a nearby nerve and send pain down the arm.
1  What it feels like
Most often sharp, burning or electric pain travelling from the neck into the arm, in a particular pattern, sometimes with numbness, tingling or weakness in part of the arm or hand. Many people find resting the hand on top of the head eases the pain. Neck pain may be present but is often overshadowed by the arm symptoms.
2  What usually happens
This is the most reassuring part: the natural course is favourable. The great majority of people improve over weeks to a few months, most without surgery. The herniated material often shrinks and is reabsorbed by the body, and the inflammation around the nerve settles.
REASSURANCE   A herniated disc rarely needs surgery. Most settle with time while the symptoms are managed — and the herniation often shrinks on its own.


3  How it is treated
—  Pain relief, including medicines for nerve pain.
—  Staying active and carrying on as the pain allows.
—  Physiotherapy to keep things moving.
—  In selected cases, a targeted nerve root injection to calm inflammation.
4  When surgery is considered
Surgery is considered when arm pain stays severe and disabling despite a reasonable trial of non-surgical care, when there is significant or progressing weakness, or when the spinal cord is involved. It is very effective at relieving arm pain — usually by removing the disc through the front of the neck and either fusing the level or inserting an artificial disc.
THE KEY MESSAGE
A cervical disc herniation usually causes arm pain from a trapped nerve. The natural course is favourable — most people improve over weeks to months without surgery, and the herniation often shrinks on its own. Surgery is reserved for arm pain that won't settle, significant weakness, or cord involvement — and is very effective for arm pain.
SEEK PROMPT REVIEW IF YOU NOTICE
—  Significant or worsening weakness in the arm or hand
—  Symptoms in both arms or the legs, or clumsy unsteady hands
—  Any disturbance of bladder or bowel control
A NOTE BEFORE YOU START
This information is for general education and does not replace the advice of your clinical team. Please use it to ask better questions, not to make decisions on your own.
READ MORE & GET IN TOUCH
For more on this and other spinal conditions, visit MohammedMadi.com.
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