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Pain Relief Options – Fentanyl 
Hello. I am Dr. Torin Clack, a consultant anaesthetist at the Women’s 
and Children’s Hospital. 

Another commonly used pain relief option in labour is the opioid fentanyl, 
a morphine like drug. Fentanyl acts quickly on many different receptors in 
the spinal cord and brain to block signals from the uterus and vagina 
from reaching the brain and being processed as pain. 

Fentanyl can be given two different ways at the Women’s and Children’s 
Hospital. One option is for midwives to place a very thin plastic tube, 
called a cannula, under the skin allowing repeat doses to be given. The 
other option is where fentanyl is injected directly into the bloodstream on 
demand. 

Studies have shown that fentanyl during labour reduced the reported 
pain. Your family and friends may have previously had pethidine, which 
used to be the most commonly used opioid. Fentanyl is now the 
preferred drug. It starts to work more quickly and the body removes the 
drug faster making it the safer option. 

Possible side effects from fentanyl include drowsiness, nausea and 
vomiting, itchiness or a slow heart rate. Observations, therefore, include 
monitoring your breathing rate, heart rate and oxygen levels throughout 
labour and before administering further doses to reduce the risk of you 
experiencing these effects. 

Because fentanyl crosses from the mother’s bloodstream to the baby’s 
the midwife will continue to observe the baby after birth for signs of 
drowsiness. While very uncommon if the baby is too sleepy an antidote 
to fentanyl might be given. 

As mentioned before, fentanyl can be injected under the skin by the 
midwife or into the vein using a PCA pump. PCA stands for patient 
controlled analgesia or in other words pain relief the woman is in control 
of. The labouring woman presses a button when she wants some 
fentanyl. The pump delivers an exact amount and then refuses to deliver 
any more of the drug for several minutes, even if the button is pressed. 
This is a safety precaution to stop accidental overdoses. 



 

 

Getting fentanyl via a PCA pump can provide reasonably good pain relief 
and a sense of control for women. As with fentanyl under the skin there 
are the same possible side-effects to the mother and baby who will both 
be monitored as is usual practice. 

At the Women’s and Children’s Hospital obstetricians may prescribe 
fentanyl to go under the skin but only an anaesthetist can prescribe the 
fentanyl via a pump system and make any necessary adjustments.  

To read more about using fentanyl in labour please click on the link 
under ‘Further Information’.

 


