 MEDICAL-LEGAL FLIER BI-MONTHLY
Trauma Series #140
Disc Degeneration vs. Herniation

[image: image1.jpg]Heniated disc
with compression
of calida equina
(spinal nerves)

Interyertebral disc
Sacrum

Lumbar Disc Herniation




Although much has been published and discussed related to disc herniation or disc degeneration, to date there has not been a study that compared herniated intervertebral disc tissue to that of tissue found in the degenerated disc.  In a recent study by Lama et al. (2013) the author stated, “…tissue changes in herniated discs differ from those in discs that degenerate without herniation” (p. 1127).
“We found that herniation involved distinct tissue changes compared to degeneration, and differences were usually most pronounced in OAF [outer annuls fibrosis] tissue and least in NP [nucleus pulposus] tissue, where no differences were statistically significant. Age related degeneration is usually most advanced in the NP, so the similarities in NP tissue suggest that herniation did not represent an advanced or accelerated stage of normal disc degeneration in 21 of the 32 discs in the present study” (Lama et al., 2013, p. 1132).
What does this mean?  This means that there are differences in the tissue and tissue responses in the intervertebral disc when comparing an acute injury versus the degenerative process. This allows verification of causally related disc “post-traumatic injury” via new symptomatology in the absence of visual herniation.  Never before has there been such a clear distinction between acute versus age-related degenerative changes published. 
In conclusion the authors state, “Distinctions between disc herniation and degeneration are important clinically. Discs that degenerate…often cause no major symptoms, whereas many herniated discs give rise to sciatica and may become the focus of medicolegal litigation” (Lama et al., 2013, p. 1132).
There is a significant amount of critical information in this study that was omitted in this review due to space constraints.  For more information on this information and this study, contact the medical-legal educator below. 
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