
L ushunya Wallace has 
severe lower back 
and leg pain that she 

can’t explain, and it’s been 
dogging her for about two 
years.

The Ohio resident has 
undergone therapy. She 
has had steroid injections. 
And she’s used medications. 
But nothing helped much.

So Wallace decided to try 
a spinal-cord stimulator. 
The device, consisting of 
wires and a battery, controls 
pain by delivering electrical 
impulses to the spine or 
nerves to block pain signals, 
a form of neuromodulation.

Such stimulators are 
an alternative to spinal 
decompression, through 
which parts of the spine are 
removed, and spinal fusion, 
where the spine is restruc-
tured with rods and screws, 
said Dr. Chris Karas, who 
inserted Wallace’s stimu-
lator at OhioHealth Grant 
Medical Center. They also 
are an alternative to opi-
oid-based pain medications 
that often lead to addiction.

“It has been very difficult 
to treat long-term or life-
long pain in people in med-
icine, and the method that’s 
been used for that most 
recently has been opiates, 
and we’ve found there have 
been a lot of unintended 
consequences,” Karas said.

But the stimulators 
have become one more 

available weapon, he said.
Wallace was the first 

patient to receive a new ver-
sion of a stimulator man-
ufactured by Medtronic.

“This is a drug-free 
solution,” said Matt Naw-
rocki, a therapy consul-
tant for Medtronic. “Pain 
doctors can get patients off 
the pain meds or greatly 
reduce them after surgery. 
It’s just phenomenal.”

Karas treats people 
with nerve, spinal and 
joint issues and places 
about 300 stimulators a 
year in patients. He said 
the stimulator, which 
he called a “pacemaker 
for the spine,” is more 
commonly being placed 
before spinal surgeries 
instead of as a last resort.

“We’re putting it in 
much more often as the 
first line — not a salvage 
operation where we’re 
saying, ‘We’ve tried every-
thing else, let’s just put a 
stimulator in,’” he said.

During the surgery, 
which lasted about half 
an hour, Karas used an 
X-ray machine to anchor 
wires along Wallace’s spine 
through a small incision in 
her back. He then inserted 
a silver battery slightly 

smaller than 
a key fob 
in the back 
of her hip, 
using a sec-
ond incision. 
Recovery 
takes about 
10 days.

The 
battery can 
hold two 
wires, each 
with eight 
electrodes, 
for 16 
electrodes 
in most 
patients, 

allowing for thousands of 
combinations to treat pain 
where it originates, he said. 
Once inserted, patients 
immediately feel the effect.

Karas said the new 
device has a new user-
friendly, wireless inter-
face and battery that will 
expand the number of 
people able to use it.

The battery charges 
fully in about an hour and 
lasts for up to 10 years. It 
also has “adaptive stem” 
technology, allowing it 
to automatically regulate 
the strength of the elec-
trical signal based on a 
person’s body position. 
If she’s lying down, for 
instance, it will deliver a 
weaker strength than if 
she’s standing upright.

The interface allows a 
patient to program the 
battery with a tablet. 
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Pain-relief alternative
Spinal-cord stimulator a ‘drug-free solution’

ABOVE: Surgeon Chris 
Karas implants a new pain-
management device inside of 
patient Lushunya Wallace. The 
device is an updated version 
of a similar one, with a new 
battery and interface. LEFT: The 
surgical team looks at a live 
X-ray during Wallace’s surgery.
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Facts about spinal cord 
stimulators
• According to the American 
Association of Neurological 
Surgeons, spinal cord stimu-
laton is a pain-relief technique 
that works by sending a 
low-voltage electrical current 
continuously to the spinal 
cord to block the sensation of 
pain. The device can relieve 
chronic pain in the back, legs 
and arms. 

• Spinal cord stimulators are 
the most commonly used 
FDA-approved, implantable 
neurostimulation technology 
for management of pain. 

• As many as 50,000 neu-
rostimulators are implanted 
annually worldwide. 

• It is reversible treatment as 
it can be discontinued at any 
time and the implanted parts 
turned off and/or removed.


