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What is cortisone?

Cortisone is a hormone that is produced by the body’s adrenal glands and is a natural anti-
inflammatory steroid. Medical cortisone is a synthetic version of human cortisone that is more
potent and lasts much longer.

How does it work?
Cortisone injections work by decreasing inflammation in the injected area. Once the
inflammation subsides, pain relief usually follows. By itself, cortisone is not a pain killer.

How long does it take to work?

Although there is no way to precisely predict the body’s response to a cortisone injection,
most patients begin to feel relief of their symptoms within 48 to 72 hours after the injection.
When inflammation is severe or if the condition is chronic, the cortisone might need several
days to take effect. Sometimes, another injection is required.

How long will it last?

There is no way to predict how long a person will receive relief from their symptoms with a
cortisone injection. Some people will experience complete relief of their symptoms, some will
have relief that lasts for several weeks or months, and others might get little to no relief. The
degree of relief experienced will vary from person to person and is dependent to a large
extent upon the severity of the inflammatory process being treated.

What are common reasons for a cortisone injection?

The injections are for the treatment of medical conditions in which inflammation is an
underlying issue, including arthritis, bursitis, carpal tunnel syndrome, trigger finger, and
tendonitis.

Can a person have more than one injection?

Yes. There is no rule as to how many cortisone injections a person may have. The number of
injections that a person can have will vary from physician to physician. The physician’s
decision is based primarily on the patient’s response to the injections. If the cortisone
injections prove to be effective in treating the patient’'s symptoms, it is not unusual for a
person to receive multiple injections in the same body part over the course of several months
or years. If a cortisone injection wears off quickly or does not help at all, then repeat injections
might not be a viable option.

Are there side effects to a cortisone injection?

Yes. The most common side effect is a condition known as a “cortisone flare” or “steroid
flare.” This is a brief and temporary increase in the pain that occurs when the injected
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cortisone crystallizes within the tissue. There is no predicting whether a person will or will not
experience a flare. If this condition should occur, it usually lasts a day or two and is best
treated by icing the area. Occasionally, people experience flushing in the face, which can last
a few days. In rare cases, cortisone has been known to cause the skin around the injection
site to lighten in color. This can happen only in patients with darker skin, and by itself, is
harmless.

Are there any risks to a cortisone injection?

Yes. Any puncture of the skin is accompanied by the risk of infection. To minimize this risk,
the patient’s skin is scrubbed with iodine or some other antiseptic, and all needles and
syringes are sterile and disposed of after use. Any injection of medication is accompanied by
the risk of an allergic response to the injected material. Long-term risks to persons receiving
multiple or high-dose cortisone injections include the potential for weakening of tendons,
softening of cartilage, and fat atrophy in and around the injection site.

Who is at greatest risk for complications from a cortisone injection?

Patients with diabetes might experience a temporary increase in their glucose levels following
a cortisone injection and should take steps to closely monitor their blood sugar. Also, patients
with known allergies to iodine or anesthetics, such as Lidocaine or Marcaine, would be at
increased risk for an allergic response.

What is expected routinely with a cortisone injection?

The injected cortisone is diluted with a local anesthetic, such as Lidocaine or Marcaine. This
medication will usually result in numbness of the injected area that lasts a few hours. When
this numbing medicine wears off, it is not unusual for a person to experience achiness in the
injected area simply due to the injection itself. Not everyone experiences this sort of achiness,
but if it should occur, it is normally very temporary and is best treated with icing and/or
medications, such as Tylenol or ibuprofen.
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