Peripheral Nerve Conditions

Carpal tunnel syndrome
Carpal tunnel syndrome is a compression neuropathy. It is caused by compression of the
median nerve as it travels from the forearm into the hand, through the so-called carpal
tunnel. Symptoms include pain, burning and/or numbness of the hand and fingers, especially
at night and with driving and carrying objects and/or muscle weakness and atrophy.
Treatment may be surgical or non-surgical. Surgery involves transaction of the transverse
carpal ligament (the roof of the tunnel).

Figure 1: Drawing of carpal tunnel
syndrome.

Ulnar Neuropathy or Cubital Tunnel Syndrome
Ulnar neuropathy at the elbow, or cubital tunnel syndrome, is another nerve compression
syndrome. It is due to compression of the ulnar nerve at or just past the elbow, particularly
where it runs between the heads of the flexor carpi ulnaris muscle. Symptoms include pain,
burning and/or numbness in the ulnar side of the hand (smallest finger and ring finger) and/or
muscle weakness and atrophy. Surgery to decompress the nerve involves either simple
release of the nerve or release and transposition of the nerve.

Nerve sheath tumors
Nerve sheath tumors are uncommon, usually benign tumors of peripheral nerves. The most
common are schwannomas and neurofibromas. Tumors usually present with pain, burning
and/or numbness in the area innervated by the nerve, and/or muscle weakness and atrophy.
Frequently the tumor is large enough to see or feel. Surgery to isolate the nerve and remove
the tumor is usually curative.

Thoracic outlet syndrome
Thoracic outlet syndrome is also compression neuropathy. Compression is of the brachial
plexus just behind the clavicle. The most common cause of thoracic outlet syndrome is an
accessory rib (cervical rib) projecting from the 7th cervical vertebra, above the first thoracic
rib. Other causes include trauma and fibrous bands that form in the region.
There is also a vascular form of thoracic outlet syndrome in which the subclavian artery is
compressed by the same mechanisms.
Symptoms include pain, burning and/or numbness in the ulnar side of the hand (smallest
finger and ring finger) and/or muscle weakness and atrophy (neurogenic type) or loss of
circulation to the hand with head turning (vascular type).
Surgery involves removal of the cervical rib, sectioning of fibrous bands, and/or sectioning of
the anterior and/or middle scalene muscles.

Neuromuscular Disease
Neuromuscular diseases comprise a wide range of diseases that are too involved to list here.
Neurosurgeons are occasionally asked to perform nerve and/or muscle biopsies for diagnostic
purposes.

