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What is a lumbar puncture? 

A lumbar puncture (or LP) is a safe and 
commonly performed procedure in which 
a small needle is placed into your lower back 
and some of the fluid surrounding your 
spinal cord (cerebrospinal fluid or CSF) 
is taken for testing. 

What happens during a lumbar puncture?

Before you have an LP, a blood test is taken to check that your blood 
is able to clot normally. During the procedure, you will usually be asked 

to lie on your side with your knees curled up to your 
chest. Your back will be cleaned with an antiseptic 
solution and you will receive a local anaesthetic 
injection to numb the area. 

After this a small needle will be introduced into your 
lower back, some CSF will be collected, then the 
needle will be removed and a clean dressing applied.

The procedure usually takes around 30 minutes 
in total, but occasionally lasts a little longer. 

Will it hurt?

The injection of local anaesthetic stings for 
a few seconds before the area becomes numb. 
When the lumbar puncture needle is inserted, 
most people describe the sensation as a strange 
or uncomfortable pressure, or pushing. It is rare 
to experience pain. 

What happens afterwards?

After the procedure another blood test may be required to interpret the 
CSF results. You will then be asked to lie flat for around 45 minutes. Most 
people feel well after this time and resume normal activity. Depending on 
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which tests are requested, it can take any time from a few hours up 
to a several weeks for your test results to come back. 

If you are discharged from hospital after your LP:

l Walk around your bed area to make sure you feel well enough 
 to go home.
l It is recommended that someone takes you home from hospital; 
 you should avoid driving for 24 hours afterwards. 
l You can remove the plaster from your back after 24 hours.

What are the possible risks?

Unsuccessful procedure

Occasionally, the health care professional may be unable to obtain 
a sample of CSF due to technical difficulties. If this happens they may 
ask another qualified staff member to assist or arrange to have it done 
under x-ray guidance.

Headache

1 in 10 patients develop a headache after an LP. If you get a headache 
you should rest and lie down flat as much as possible. Some patients find 
that caffeinated drinks such as tea, coffee or cola help. If you need to 
take painkillers, paracetamol is best.

Normally the headache will settle down within a couple of days. Very 
rarely the headache can be severe and persist beyond 2 weeks, in which 
case you should inform your doctor.

Backache

1 in 6 patients have some backache following an LP. It is usually mild 
and settles over a few days. Again, paracetamol can be helpful. 

Infection/Fever

The procedure is designed to be clean and safe. Nevertheless it is 
theoretically possible, albeit very rare, to develop an infection following 
an LP. If you get a fever, start vomiting or bright lights start to hurt your 
eyes (photophobia) you should seek urgent medical advice from your GP 
or hospital. 
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Bleeding and bruising

There is a small risk of bleeding and bruising when you have an LP. 

Please inform the person performing your procedure beforehand 
if you take medications that thin the blood such as aspirin, clopidogrel, 
dipyridamole, warfarin, dabigatran, rivaroxaban, apixaban, tinzaparin, 
enoxaparin or heparin, or suffer from a medical condition that affects 
your blood or liver, as these can affect your risk of bleeding.

Nerve Damage

It is extremely rare for lumbar puncture to injure the nerves of the spine. 
Nevertheless it remains a theoretical possibility. 

Contact information:

For more information about lumbar punctures or the contents of this 
leaflet, please ask the doctor or nurse performing your procedure. 

Name: 

Contact number (bleep number or ward extension):
 
This leaflet was produced on behalf of the Departments of Acute Medicine and Neurology 
at The Royal Sussex County Hospital, Eastern Road, Brighton, East Sussex BN2 5BE.

For general enquiries please contact Dr Basil Ridha, Consultant Neurologist,
Telephone 01273 696955, Extension: 7985

For further information you can also visit the NHS Choices website: 
http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/Lumbar-puncture
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