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You have just undergone, or are about to undergo,
an amputation. The purpose of this leaflet is to
inform you about the amputation and what you
can expect to happen during your stay in hospital.
The leaflet will give you, your family and friends a
greater understanding about the first few days and
weeks before and after amputation. It is important
to remember that everybody is different. This leaflet
can only be used as a general guide. We hope it
answers some of your questions. However, it cannot
tell you everything you may want to know. Please
do not hesitate to ask any member of the medical
staff if you have any queries.
This is the first in a series of five leaflets that provide
patients with information about amputation and
rehabilitation following amputation.
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Before going to hospital – pre-operative
prosthetic and occupational assessment
If the surgery has been planned beforehand, it
may be appropriate to have a pre-amputation
consultation with the rehabilitation team at the
Portsmouth Enablement Centre (PEC) at St Mary’s
Community Health Campus. This will provide you
with valuable information about the rehabilitation
process that follows amputation, the fitting of an
artificial limb, and allow you to ask questions about
what is the most appropriate course of action
for you..
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Hospital admission
If, at this point, you are not already a patient on the
ward, you will be admitted to hospital via various
different routes, for example, through a GP or an
outpatient clinic.
A doctor, nurse and physiotherapist will take some
information from you and discuss any fears and
anxieties you may have. Routine blood samples will
be taken and an ECG (heart tracking) and chest
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x-ray may be carried out. Your temperature, blood
pressure, pulse and weight will be recorded.
You are not usually allowed to eat or drink for four
to six hours before your operation. The nurse and
physiotherapist will assess your current mobility
and risk of developing pressure sores. A suitable
pressure-relieving mattress / cushion will then
be used.
The anaesthetist will see you before the operation
and will ask you about your health and discuss
with you which types of anaesthetic can be used
and the benefits and risks of your preferences.
The anaesthetist will then decide with you which
anaesthetic would be best for you. You may or may
not be given a pre-med before your operation.
If you are a diabetic and use insulin or tablets, a drip
will be inserted into your hand or arm before the
operation. The nursing staff will monitor your blood
sugar on a regular basis.
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The operation
The aim of the amputation is to remove enough
of the diseased, infected, damaged tissue to allow
the wound to heal, whilst at the same time saving
enough of the limb for it to be possible to wear an
artificial limb (prosthesis).

What happens immediately after your
operation?
Once you are stable you will be transferred back to
the ward. You will usually have oxygen on returning
to the ward. This will involve either a mask on your
face or small tubes which rest in your nostril. The
nurses will monitor your condition and record your
blood pressure, pulse, temperature and respirations
until they are back to normal.
Initially you may not feel like eating or drinking. A
drip will be inserted in your hand or arm and fluids
will be given through this. Once you are fully awake
you may have sips of fluid, building up slowly to a
light snack during the evening of the operation.
Your wound will be covered with a clear dressing
and a bandage. A tube (drain) may be placed under
the skin next to the wound. This removes excess
fluid away from the operation site and prevents
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excess bruising and swelling. The dressings are not
usually disturbed until the stitches are removed or
at the doctor’s request; this is to prevent the risk of
introducing infection. The wound is usually stitched
or stapled and these will remain in place for up to
21 days.
A tube (catheter) may be placed in your bladder
whilst you are in theatre to monitor your urine
output. This also avoids the need for you to worry
about passing urine after the operation.
Painkillers will be given as to individual requirements.
You may be given an epidural or patient pain control
pump to use. This is to keep you comfortable. Please
inform the doctor or nurse if the painkillers are not
effective. You will also be seen by the acute pain
team for a few days after your operation.

Phantom sensations and phantom
pain
What are they?
Some people feel as if their amputated limb is still
present after the operation. This is quite normal and
is referred to as a phantom limb. Usually it feels the
same length and weight as the original limb.
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You may experience strange sensations, some of
which can be painful. You may feel these phantom
sensations in the whole limb or just part of it e.g.
toes. You may feel that the limb is in an odd position.
The phantom sensations in your limb may seem
very real and therefore it is very easy to think your
limb is still there and to try to use it. It is therefore
important that you concentrate when standing
and transferring to a wheelchair, or you may fall,
especially if you have just woken up.

What causes phantom sensations?
At first your brain isn’t used to your limb not being
there. The nerves that went into the end of your limb
send messages to the brain even though they’ve
been cut. Your brain remembers that for all those
years these nerves went right down your limb to your
fingers or toes. So, when it gets these messages it
thinks your limb, or part of it, is still there.

Phantom pain
For those that experience pain it can be a tingling,
burning, itching or cramping sensation or even a
more painful sharp or shooting pain. The precise
cause of phantom pain is not known, but injury
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to the nerves during amputation causes changes
in the working of the central nervous system.
The cut nerves in the residual part of the limb
can be sensitive to various stimulation including:
swelling, tiredness, pressure from excessive use of
a poorly fitted prosthesis, muscle spasms, knocking
or bumping the residual limb, temperature, the
weather or sometimes they come on for no
apparent reason at all.

Relieving the pain
Phantom pain usually lessens with time. Keep a
diary to see if you can see a pattern to the pain or
see what brings it on. Like any pain, it helps if you
do something to keep your mind off it.
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Your consultant or doctor can give you advice on
medical treatments available. Relaxation helps.
Alternative treatments some amputees use include:
• Residual limb (stump) massage
• Exercise (particularly swimming)
• Heat
• Wearing an artificial limb
• Fabric stump covers
• Mirror box
(reflecting the image of your other limb)
• Acupuncture
• Hypnotherapy
Talking to someone who has experienced phantom
pain is also a good idea. You can do this by
contacting the Limbless Association’s Volunteer
Visitor Service or local support groups in your area –
see leaflets No 2 and No 3 for contact details.
If you are interested in reading more about phantom
limb pain, you can read a book called Phantoms in
the brain: probing the mysteries of the human mind
by S. Blakeslee & V.S. Ramachandran. Information is

The amputation - the first few days

also available from the Douglas Bader Foundation’s
website www.douglasbaderfoundation.com/
bill and from the Pain Relief Foundation at www.
painrelieffoundation.org.uk. The Pain Relief
Foundation has produced its own leaflet containing
some simple information on phantom limb pain
which is available to download in PDF format from
the website.

How to comment on your treatment
We aim to provide the best possible service and
staff will be happy to answer any questions that you
have. However, if you have any concerns you can
also contact the Patient Advice and Liaison Service
(PALS) on Freephone 0800 917 6039 or e-mail
PALS@porthosp.nhs.uk, who will be happy to talk
to you.
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