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Executive summary

Background

During the course of a year, 36–48% of British adults recall having low back pain, with 58–62% of adults 
experiencing low back pain at some point in their lives. In the UK, the economic burden of back pain in 
terms of health-care costs and lost productivity is around £12B. In most cases, the pain will resolve after a 
few days or weeks, but in some patients pain may not resolve and becomes chronic. Patients with chronic 
pain often develop significant disability and have impaired quality of life. Patients may develop referred 
symptoms including pain, sensory disturbance (e.g. numbness) and weakness extending to the leg. In 
some patients, lower limb symptoms are caused by inflammation or compression of a spinal nerve root 
and this is termed lumbar radiculopathy (LR).

The exact cause of low back and leg pain may be difficult to diagnose. The distinction between 
radiculopathy and other types of referred lumbar spine pain is crucial for treatment planning. In carefully 
selected patients, decompressive lumbar surgery (e.g. discectomy) is more effective than conservative 
care in rapidly relieving leg pain and reducing disability. In most patients, the diagnosis of radiculopathy 
is made by careful correlation of clinical signs and symptoms (e.g. pain distribution, paresis, straight-leg 
raising test) and imaging findings (e.g. evidence of disc herniation and nerve root compression) from 
magnetic resonance imaging or computed tomography scans. Neither clinical findings nor anatomical 
imaging have perfect diagnostic accuracy and, not infrequently, the clinical and imaging findings are 
discordant. In patients with suspected LR in whom the clinical and imaging findings are equivocal or 
discordant, diagnostic uncertainty remains. Before embarking on invasive therapy (e.g. surgery) to 
decompress the lumbar nerve root, additional diagnostic tests such as selective nerve root blocks (SNRBs) 
are used to help clinicians decide between surgical and conservative care.

Objectives

This project aimed to:

1.	 Conduct a systematic review (SR) to determine the diagnostic performance of SNRB in patients 
with probable radicular pain that is not fully concordant with the imaging findings prior to lumbar 
decompression surgery.

2.	 Evaluate whether or not the diagnostic accuracy of SNRB varies by patient subgroup (e.g. patients with 
suspected radiculopathy at more than one level of the lumbar spine).

3.	 Conduct a SR to summarise the evidence on the incidence of procedure-related complications of 
diagnostic SNRB.

4.	 Conduct a SR of previous economic studies of the use of SNRB in patients with suspected LR and 
develop a cost-effectiveness model to evaluate the cost-effectiveness of using SNRB in patients with 
discordant clinical and imaging findings, including value of information analysis.

Methods

We developed and followed a protocol for all stages of the review. Studies were identified through 
searches of electronic databases, internet searches and scanning reference lists of included papers. 
Published and unpublished studies in any language were eligible for inclusion. Two reviewers screened 
titles and abstracts for relevance. Full papers of potentially relevant studies were obtained and assessed 
for inclusion by one reviewer and checked by a second. To be eligible for the diagnostic accuracy review, 
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studies had to report on patients with low back pain and symptoms in a lower limb, and the diagnostic 
accuracy of SNRB administered under radiological guidance had to be assessed against a reference 
standard for the diagnosis of LR: studies had to report sufficient data to allow extraction of a 2 × 2 table of 
test performance. To be eligible for the review of adverse events, studies had to report the administration 
of a diagnostic SNRB in patients with LR. Data extraction was performed by one reviewer and checked by a 
second. Four reviewers independently assessed the quality of diagnostic accuracy studies using the quality 
assessment of diagnostic accuracy studies (QUADAS)-2 checklist and discrepancies were resolved through 
discussion. The methodological quality of studies reporting on adverse events was not formally assessed. 
Data were extracted to populate 2 × 2 tables of test performance and were used to calculate sensitivity, 
specificity and 95% confidence intervals (CIs). Study estimates of sensitivity and specificity were plotted 
in summary receiver operating characteristic space. Random-effects meta-analysis was used to calculate 
summary sensitivity and specificity separately for diagnostic cohort studies that used intraoperative findings 
and those that used post-surgical follow-up as a reference standard. Owing to the substantial differences 
between the control injections used in the within-patient case–control studies, we did not pool data from 
these studies. Data from studies on adverse events were combined in a narrative summary.

Based on data on diagnostic accuracy from the SR, we developed a decision tree and Markov model to 
estimate the incremental costs and effects of adding SNRB to the diagnostic work-up of suspected LR. 
The effectiveness and post-treatment costs of surgery and conservative care were taken from randomised 
controlled trial (RCT) evidence. Evidence about additional parameters of the model was identified from 
the medical literature and routine data sources. We developed two models to estimate the incremental 
cost per quality-adjusted life-year (QALY) in patients with suspected single- and two-level nerve 
root compression.

Results of the diagnostic accuracy systematic review

The searches identified 11,211 titles and abstracts; of these, 138 were considered potentially relevant, 
retrieved and screened as full papers. Five studies (n = 241 patients; range 15–83 per study) were included 
in the review: two within-patient case–control studies, one prospective diagnostic cohort study and 
two retrospective diagnostic cohort studies. In all patients in the case–control studies, the source of the 
radiculopathy was confirmed by concordant clinical and radiological or surgical findings prior to the use 
of SNRB. These concordant findings formed the reference standard against which the results of injections 
at the symptomatic nerve root and adjacent asymptomatic sites were compared. The diagnostic cohort 
studies recruited patients with suspected LR but equivocal or discordant clinical and radiological findings. 
These studies used intraoperative findings and/or outcome following surgery as the reference standard.

There was substantial variation in the results of the studies: sensitivity ranged from 57% to 100% and 
specificity from 10% to 86%. All studies were judged to be at a high risk of bias. Both within-patient 
case–control studies selected patients with concordant clinical and imaging findings and, therefore, their 
findings were judged to have poor applicability to patients with discordant clinical and imaging findings. 
All three cohort studies were judged to be at a high risk of bias, as the decision to perform surgery (the 
reference standard) was not independent of the SNRB result. The reference standard was judged to be at a 
high risk of bias in all five studies, as there was no gold standard for the diagnosis of radiculopathy.

Based on the two cohort studies that used an intraoperative reference standard the sensitivity was 93.5% 
(95% CI 84.0% to 97.6%) and specificity was 50.0% (95% CI 16.8% to 83.2%). Summary sensitivity was 
similar in the two studies that used post surgery as the reference standard at 93.3% (95% CI 85.8% to 
97.0%), but specificity was lower at 25.6% (95% CI 5.4% to 67.5%). Owing to the differences in patient 
selection, type of control injection and reference standards between within-patient case–control studies 
and the diagnostic cohort studies we decided that it would be inappropriate to statistically combine the 
results of these studies.
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Results of the selective nerve root block-related adverse events 
systematic review

Seven studies reported on SNRB-related adverse events. Only one study reported on the complications of 
SNRBs as the primary outcome of interest. This study found that minor and transient complications were 
encountered in 98 of the 1777 total patient visits (during which 2217 injections were delivered to 1203 
patients), giving an overall per-patient visit complication rate of 5.5%. One other study reported that 
complications were encountered in four patients (3.8%) who experienced aggravated pain for 1–2 days 
following SNRB. The remaining five studies (range n = 15–117) reported that there were no complications. 
None of the studies reported major or permanent complications resulting from SNRB.

Results of the economic evaluation

Our economic model estimated that, for patients with suspected single-level nerve root compression, the 
addition of SNRB to the diagnostic work-up was not cost-effective, with an incremental cost per QALY 
gained of £1,576,000, which is greater than conventional thresholds for acceptable cost-effectiveness. 
SNRB was not cost-effective even when the societal savings of earlier return to work were included. 
The use of SNRB for suspected multilevel nerve root compression was less cost-effective. A range of 
probabilistic and deterministic sensitivity analyses confirmed that SNRB was unlikely to be a cost-effective 
method for diagnosis and planning surgical therapy. However, our conclusions were sensitive to 
assumptions about the continuing clinical effectiveness and cost savings of surgery beyond 1 year. Under 
the optimistic assumption that the economic benefits of surgery reported by RCTs at 1 year continue 
undiminished in subsequent years, then SNRB became cost-effective from the perspective of society, 
despite relatively poor diagnostic accuracy.

Discussion

There were few studies that estimated the diagnostic accuracy of SNRB in patients with low back pain 
and radiculopathy who have discordant or equivocal clinical and imaging findings. Research on this topic 
is hampered by the lack of a diagnostic gold standard against which to compare tests such as SNRB. We 
identified five diagnostic accuracy studies, all at high risk of bias. Of particular concern was the fact that 
many studies were at risk of verification bias as patients with a positive SNRB were more likely to undergo 
surgery (the reference standard) than those testing negative. There was substantial variation in estimates 
of sensitivity and specificity across studies; sensitivity ranged from 57% to 100% and specificity from 10% 
to 86%. Based on the two cohort studies that used post-surgery outcomes as the reference standard, the 
summary sensitivity was 93.3% (95% CI 85.8% to 97.0%) and summary specificity was 25.6% (95% CI 
5.4% to 67.5%). However, conclusions based on these data should be tempered because of the large CIs 
around specificity and the high risk of bias which affects these studies.

Two previous SRs on the topic have been supportive of the diagnostic use of SNRB. The more recent review 
concluded that there was ‘moderate evidence for SNRBs in the preoperative evaluation of patients with 
negative or inconclusive imaging studies, but with clinical findings of nerve root irritation’. Based on our 
review of the evidence, we believe that these conclusions are too strong. The differences in interpretation 
between our review and those conducted previously may be partly owing to our use of more rigorous 
eligibility criteria, restricting analysis to studies that provided sufficient data to construct estimates of 
sensitivity and specificity.

Despite case reports of serious adverse events associated with SNRB, our SR confirmed that these were 
very rare events. Of the seven studies identified that reported on complications and adverse events of SNRB 
(n > 1500 patients), no serious adverse events were reported. The largest case series reported minor and 
transient complications in 5.5% of patient visits, but no major or permanent complications.
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Our economic model indicated that, in patients with suspected single-level nerve root compression, 
SNRB does increase the proportion of patients with an accurate diagnosis of the presence or absence 
of nerve root compression (59.5% vs 50%) and the proportion of patients with nerve root compression 
who undergo surgery (20.1% vs 18%). However, these benefits do not appear to be justified by the 
additional costs of testing. The incremental cost per additional case accurately diagnosed was £2674 and 
the incremental cost per QALY gained was £1,576,007. In comparison with other health interventions, 
reviewed by the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence on behalf of the NHS, this does not 
represent good value for money. This conclusion was the same for patients with suspected two-level nerve 
root compromise and was not altered in sensitivity analyses varying several key assumptions of the model, 
including prevalence, the diagnostic accuracy of SNRB and the impact of the SNRB result on the probability 
of performing surgery. The model was sensitive to assumptions about the long-term costs and benefits of 
surgery. If the residual improvement in quality of life (utility) scores and the savings in costs observed in the 
surgical arm of trials at 12 months post randomisation continues, rather than diminishes over time, then 
SNRB has the potential to be cost-effective, despite low specificity. However, we conclude that it is unlikely 
based on the current evidence that SNRB is a cost-effective method for informing the decision to operate 
in patients with low back and leg pain where there is doubt about the localisation of the lesion.

Conclusions

There were few studies that estimated the diagnostic accuracy of SNRB in patients with radiculopathy and 
discordant or equivocal imaging findings. All studies were limited by the difficulty of making a reference 
standard diagnosis in all patients who were tested. The evidence that is available suggests that the 
specificity of SNRB is relatively low. Therefore, based on current weak evidence, it is unlikely that SNRB is a 
cost-effective method for determining which patients will benefit from lumbar surgery.

Implications for service provision

Our review highlights the uncertain value of SNRBs when used for diagnostic purposes to establish 
whether or not clinical symptoms result from a particular nerve root. However, the distinction between 
diagnostic and therapeutic SNRBs is often not straightforward. Many centres combine local anaesthetic 
and periradicular steroid injections in order to gain both diagnostic information and, potentially, 
longer-term pain relief for the patient. Evidence collated in SRs confirms that transforaminal epidural 
steroid injections can be an effective and cost-effective part of a treatment strategy for patients with 
radicular pain.

Better evidence is needed to inform practice in centres that currently rely on SNRB for diagnostic 
information to help decide whether, or at which level, to perform lumbar decompressive surgery. These 
centres could perform SNRB procedures as part of research projects to improve the evidence base.

Suggested research priorities

Our recommendations for future research are:

1.	 A large rigorous diagnostic cohort study to determine the diagnostic accuracy of SNRB in predicting 
the short-term outcome of lumbar surgery in patients with suspected radiculopathy but equivocal or 
discordant clinical and radiological findings.

2.	 Separate or nested diagnostic cohort studies to identify the optimal SNRB technique (e.g. optimal 
anaesthetic dose, the value of needle provocation and control injections at adjacent sites).
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3.	 A RCT to measure the impact of diagnostic SNRB on treatment decisions and the costs and outcomes 
of care for (subgroups of) patients with discordant or equivocal clinical and imaging findings of nerve 
root compression.
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