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Pain Relief Options – Nitrous oxide gas 
Hello. My name is Dr. Anthia Rallis and I am a consultant obstetrician at 
the Women’s and Children’s Hospital. 

A commonly used method of pain relief in labour is ‘The Gas.’ It is a 
mixture of nitrous oxide and oxygen gas. The amount of nitrous oxide in 
the mix can be adjusted by the midwife. 

The nitrous oxide acts on the body to release its own enkephalins which 
are morphine like substances that act on the spinal cord to reduce the 
intensity of pain signals reaching the brain. 

To be effective nitrous oxide needs to be inhaled before the start of a 
contraction until it has finished. Between contractions it is important to 
have a break from the nitrous oxide and just breathe air. Research has 
shown that about 70% of women find breathing nitrous oxide helpful. 
Some women will experience nausea and vomiting, a dry mouth, 
lightheadedness or drowsiness while others will feel slightly excited. 
There is no evidence to suggest it causes any harm to the baby. 

There are some situations when it is inappropriate to use nitrous oxide. 
Women who can’t use nitrous oxide and oxygen gas are those who: 

• are unable to hold a mouthpiece or facemask. 
• are vitamin B12 deficient 
• have had recent ear surgery 
• have a medical condition where air is trapped in the body, such as 

blocked middle ears. 
• have problems maintaining oxygen levels, such as due to a 

significant chest infection or lung disease 
• have a reduced conscious level 

The Women’s and Children’s Hospital has nitrous oxide gas and the 
required equipment available in every birthing room. 

Every midwife is trained to administer it safely. 

To read more about using nitrous oxide and oxygen gas please click on 
the link under the ‘Further Information’ section. 

 


