
Surgical vs. Non-Surgical Treatment for 
Lumbar Disc Herniation: A Systematic Review

Introduction
 Lumbar disc herniations are a debilitating condition that 

significantly impacts quality of life and functional capacity, 
and could lead to irreversible nerve damage and pain in 
patients with severe nerve compression if left untreated.¹ 
Disc herniation mostly occurs as a result of age related disc 
degeneration and annulus fibrosus, and is common in those 
who frequently lift heavy loads, and partake in strenuous 
physical activity.²˒³ 

 The purpose of this study is to review and determine if 
patients 18 or older who undergo surgical treatment for 
lumbar disc herniations have an improvement in pain 
symptoms and quality of life, compared to those who go 
through nonsurgical, conservative treatments. The findings 
of this study should help to inform clinicians as well as 
patients on the best ways to combat and treat the debilitating 
effects of lumbar disc herniation. 

Discussion
Studies analyzed in this review indicate that surgical treatment was 

a more effective treatment for lumbar disc herniation on the basis of 
pain, overall function and quality of life, and cost benefits. Extended 
studies affirm that surgical treatment remained greater with reduced 
pain and improved function outcomes through five years.⁹˒¹⁰˒⁸ 

A strength of this review is that it included four randomized clinical 
trials, and sample sizes in each study within this review had at least 
100 patients, with some over 1,000 patients.

These research findings suggest surgical treatment provides better 
relief of symptoms from LDH. Even though non-surgical treatment 
can be beneficial, further research is necessary to understand how and 
when physical therapy and injections could have an edge for long 
term recovery compared to non-surgical treatment. Additionally, 
further research should be conducted to understand specific risk 
factors and effectiveness of these treatments beyond five years. 
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Methods
Sources for this systematic review were retrieved in 
March 2024 using PubMed, CINAHL, Medline, and 
Google Scholar. Advanced search terms used were lumbar 
disc herniation, surgical, nonsurgical,  minimally 
invasive, sciatica, and lumbar radiculopathy. The initial 
search identified 50 articles, which were narrowed down 
to eight articles.

Results
Of the eight articles included, seven articles revealed 

better outcomes in patients who underwent surgical 
treatment compared to patients who underwent 
non-surgical treatment. The improvement in outcomes 
involved less pain, less physical function disability and 
improved overall satisfaction. In addition, one article 
reported that early surgery is more cost-effective 
compared to nonoperative care.⁴

As surgical outcomes proved to be the most beneficial 
for the patients, non-surgical patients also saw improved 
symptoms and function as well. One study showed the 
treatment effect for surgery was seen as early as six weeks 
and was best at six months, and continued for eight years.
⁵ In this study, the non-surgical group also improved and 
persisted with no degradation of benefits and outcomes 
between four to eight years.⁵ Additionally, many studies 
suggested surgical treatment to be beneficial in the short 
term (≤2 years) but the margin for the improvement of 
symptoms for both treatments grew closer as time went 
on.⁶˒⁷˒⁴˒⁵˒⁸ 
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Figure 1. Showing lumbar disc herniation¹²

Figure 2. Lumbar Microdiscectomy Surgery¹³


