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Pain management options
Pain relief for labour and birth is divided into two separate methods; nonpharmacological and pharmacological.
Non-pharmacological pain relief refers to interventions
that do not involve the use of medications to manage pain.
Non-pharmacological pain relief options are great because they have no
adverse effects to both mother and baby.
Pharmacological pain relief involve the use of medication to treat
pain. These methods often can have an impact on both mother and baby
and have both risks and benefits. It is best to talk to your healthcare
provider about your options and what pain relief options your place of
birth provides.
Both the non-pharmacological and pharmacological options generally
work by acting on the gate control theory of pain. The gate control theory
of pain suggests that the spinal cord contains a neurological ‘gate’ that
either blocks pain signals or allows them to continue on to the brain.
Researchers have long observed that factors such as thoughts, emotions
and expectations can influence our expectations of pain. If you expect
something to hurt, it probably will. If you are upset, anxious or frightened
pain may seem more intense than it would if you were calm and relaxed.
Pain signals traveling via small nerve fibres are allowed to pass through
the ‘gate’ while signals sent by large nerve fibres are blocked.
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The wonderful thing about all of these options is that they don’t need
to be used in isolation. You can use a combination of these methods,
which can complement another treatment during your labour and birth to
achieve pain relief and ultimately an exciting, enjoyable and empowering
childbirth experience.
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Non-pharmacological
pain relief options
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Hypnotherapy and self-hypnosis
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Hypnotherapy and self-hypnosis
Hypnosis works by accessing the unconscious part of the mind, the
part of the mind that controls everything outside of your awareness, so
that women respond to changes in experience, alterations in perception,
sensation, thoughts, emotions and behaviours. This leads to changing
the way we think, feel and behave. Hypnosis is believed to be mediated
by the brains anterior cingulate cortex, which is an area that is critically
involved in the process of negative emotional responses, such as
anxiety. This means that hypnosis can play a role in minimising an
anxious emotional response. When a woman feels confident, calm and
in control, with no anxiety surrounding her labour and birth, then there
is an enhanced release of oxytocin, which encourages strong, effective
contractions and can allow her labour to progress at just the right rate for
her and her baby.
During your hypnotherapy sessions you are provided with the techniques
used to induce self-hypnosis. Essentially all hypnosis is self-hypnosis
and each of us does it frequently throughout the day, such as getting
caught in a daydream.
During a hypnotic trance, all the hypnotherapist does is speak the
words to the client, but it is the client who causes the trance to occur.
Self-hypnosis during your childbirth experience allows for a sense of
greater control and autonomy. It also allows the client to be much more
confident in their ability and succeed in their desired goals.
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Acupuncture and acupressure
Acupuncture and acupressure is a major part of Traditional Chinese
Medicine, which believes that good health is maintained by a balance
of energy in the body. Acupuncture involves inserting very fine needles
into various acupuncture points on meridians to restore balance and
increase the flow of energy. Meridians are a series of channels that carry
qi (energy) through the body. Acupressure requires physical pressure to
be applied to points that run along your body’s meridian system (similar
to acupuncture).
Research isn’t really sure how acupuncture and acupressure works to
relieve pain, but it might work by changing how you perceive pain. One
theory is that most acupuncture and acupressure points are near the
pathways of the nervous system, so it may be that they are stimulating
the nervous system. Another theory is that it works by leading the body
to produce endorphins, which are natural pain-relieving hormones.

10

Birthing comb

11

Birthing comb
A simple comb held in the palm of your hand has been used in birthing
for centuries. The comb plays a role in the gate control theory of pain.
This theory states that the brain can only focus on a select number of
sensations. Because your nerve endings are closer in your hand, they
reach your brain faster helping to forget about contractions. For this
technique to be effective a wooden comb is often best as a plastic
comb can get quite sharp after pressing repeatedly in the same spot.
The teeth of the comb are held to the base of the fingers, which is
where acupressure points are located. When a contraction occurs, the
woman squeezes the comb in her hand. The combination of distraction,
concentration and repetition is an effective pain relief tool.
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Aromatherapy
Aromatherapy has been used for thousands of years and is a holistic
healing treatment that uses natural plant extracts to promote health
and well-being. Essential oils make their way into the body and have an
impact on your olfactory system, the system relating to smell and the
limbic system, which is your ‘emotional brain’. When you inhale, or have
them absorbed through the skin, molecules from the essential oils make
their way to the brain and have an effect on the amygdala, the emotional
centre of the brain. They cause the brain to secrete neurotransmitters,
such a dopamine and serotonin, which are the key hormones that
stabilise our mood, feelings of well-being and make you feel calm
and relaxed.
Aromatherapy works through the sense of smell and skin absorption,
using products such as;
•

Diffusers

•

Aromatic spritzers

•

Inhalers

•

Bath salts

•

Body oils, creams or lotions for massage of topical application

•

Facial steamers

•

Hot and cold compresses
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Movement
Moving around freely and changing positions regularly in active labour
is one of the most easy and helpful things you can do to manage the
pain of labour and birth. Movement such as swaying and rocking can
help you to cope with contractions by concentrating on your movement.
Staying upright can allow gravity to help your baby descend into the
pelvis. Positions to encourage the body to relax and assist with pain
management include, kneeling, squatting, lying on your side, walking,
rocking on a fit ball and swaying.
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Water
The use of water for labour, either by shower or bath can be an easy
non-invasive form of pain relief. Water immersion during labour and
birth can provide relaxation, pain relief and ultimately increase maternal
satisfaction. The idea of floating or the act of floating in a bath can be
extremely calming and relaxing. The option to use water during labour
can change the dynamic of care by giving control back to the woman. It
is an approach to labour and childbirth that enables the birthing woman
to have autonomy, by changing the environment and the quality of
interactions between the woman and the care providers.
Once in established labour, the benefits of water immersion include;
•

Decreased anxiety, which reduces adrenaline levels, therefore
encouraging the natural flow of oxytocin and endorphins. This natural
balance of pain and relaxation allows labour to progress normally

•

Can significantly reduce women’s pain perception

•

When using water for the first stage of labour, the opportunity to
relax between contractions is increased, which may allow labour to
progress more rapidly

•

Water can assist women in labour to reach an altered state of
consciousness similar to hypnosis

•

The hydrothermic effect is the conduction of warm water through the
skin, which results in the release of muscle spasms decreasing pain
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•

The hydrokinetic effect is the sensation of weightlessness, which
allows women to have decreased anxiety and increased feelings of
mobility and relaxation

•

Women report feeling more control, sheltered and protected in water
which promotes privacy

•

Allows women the ease of changing position with the decreased
effects of gravity
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Hot compressors
Heat is wonderful at releasing muscular tension allowing greater
relaxation and encourage your body to release endorphins. Heat
through hot packs placed on the abdomen and lower back can work by
stimulating the thermal skin receptors and deep tissues to suppress pain
through the gate control theory. Hot compressors are an easy pain relief
option to use in the latent phase of labour (the very beginning of labour
as the cervix starts to soften and open) which when used properly have
no side effects to both mother and baby.
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Rebozo sifting
Rebozo sifting is a traditional Mexican birthing technique as a gentle pain
relief option for relieving lower back pain or hip pain. A rebozo is a scarflike garment, and with the help of a birthing partner holding the ends
of the scarf (woman kneeling with arms and chest on exercise ball or
resting on the bed) and uses the rebozo, which is either placed under the
abdomen or over the bottom and hips to gently rock the woman’s hips
or belly from side to side in a rhythmic motion. These movements have
been described as a pelvic massage.
The gentle rocking or ‘sifting’ is performed to help;
•

Reduce tension in the pelvic ligaments and muscles

•

Helps women relax easier

•

Slow her breathing

•

Relax tight uterine ligaments and abdominal muscles

•

Helps to realign the pelvis in a way that helps baby descend
into the pelvis
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TENS Machine
(transcutaneous electrical
nerve stimulation)
A TENS machine is a small, electrical, portable device. Attached to the
device is 4 separate sticky pads which are placed on your back in specific
areas. The TENS acronym provides a detailed description;
Transcutaneous - Means through the skin
Electrical - The TENS machine delivers small electrical pulses to the
body via electrodes placed on the skin. TENS machines are thought to
affect the way pain signals are sent to the brain
Nerve - Pain signals reach the brain via nerves and in the spinal cord
Stimulation - If pain signals can be blocked by the tiny electrical shocks
from the TENS machine then the brain will receive fewer signals from
the source of the pain (the uterus contracting)
TENS machines work in two ways. On a high pulse rate (what you would
use when you are having a contraction) the electrical impulses generated
by the TENS machine interfere with and block pain messages sent to the
brain. This is due to the gate control theory of pain. When the machine is
one a low pulse rate (when the contraction is over) it stimulates the body
to make its own pain relief chemicals called endorphins.
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Sterile water injections
Sterile water injections are best for women who are experiencing
back pain in labour. The process involves 4 subcutaneous injections
(just under the skin) into the lower back with a small amount of sterile
water (0.1ml - 0.2ml). The injections cause a brief but intense stinging
sensation that lasts about 30 seconds and then wears off completely.
To distract from the stinging sensation the injections are done during a
contraction by two midwives at the same time. Researchers think that
sterile water injections work by changing how a person perceives their
pain. Sterile water injections work through something called the diffuse
noxious inhibitory control method. The idea is that by painfully stimulating
the lower back with the sterile injections, it causes the brain to release
endorphins (the body’s own internal supply of morphine). This causes
the woman to perceive their labour pain as less painful. Sterile water
injections are a great option because they can provide up to 2 hours of
pain relief, can be given frequently and have no adverse effect on the
baby or the mother.
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Music / dancing / hypnotherapy
recordings
Listening to music, dancing with the music or listening to hypnotherapy
recordings with headphones allows you to block out external distractions.
It may also change the way a woman perceives pain by decreasing
its unpleasantness. According to something called the Bonapace and
Marchand Classification, music acts through the higher centres of the
central nervous system to relieve pain. Researchers also believe that
music might work by stimulating the pituitary gland inside your brain to
release endorphins (feel good hormone) and increase levels of serotonin.
Listening to music (and the movement of dancing - a wonderful
combination) during labour may promote pain relief by helping you relax,
decrease anxiety and provide a positive source of distraction.
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The doula affect
A doula is a trained professional who provides individualised education
and emotional and physical support in the antenatal period to help you
achieve the most satisfying childbirth experience. Doulas offer
one-to-one continuous support that hospital staff may be unable to
supply. Doulas are knowledgeable and experienced in labour and birth
and are able to offer tools and strategies for improving the woman’s
comfort and managing pain during labour. The continuous support and
encouragement plus the ability to help you navigate you pain relief
options are a very valuable tool to help decrease pain in labour and birth.
Research shows that the presence of a doula provides women with an
increased satisfaction with their childbirth experience.
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Massage
Massage involves manipulating the body’s soft tissues to help relax
tense muscles and provide a sense a calmness. There are two different
massage techniques that may benefit to decrease pain in labour. These
are strong, intense massage or light soothing strokes. Massage works
in a few different ways to decrease pain. A gentle, non-painful massage
acts on the gate control theory by flooding the body with pleasant
sensations so that the brain does not perceive the contractions as
painful sensations. Intense, deep muscle massage acts on the diffuse
noxious inhibitory control (the same way as the sterile water injections).
The idea is that the massage stimulates the brain to release its own
natural pain-relieving hormones, endorphins. Your body is then flooded
with endorphins that help you perceive less pain from the contractions.
Massage may also decrease cortisol, or stress hormones and increase
levels of serotonin and dopamine in your brain.
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The environment
All labouring women need quiet, warmth, privacy and darkness in
order to minimise adrenaline released during labour and maximise
the natural anaesthetic effects provided by the body’s endorphins. A
change in lighting can be an easy and efficient way to establish a calm
environment. In a dimly lit room you feel safer and more private allowing
the mind and the body to surrender.
Lighting ideas to set the tone of relaxation and help with oxytocin
production include;
•

Fairy lights

•

Salt lamp

•

Dimmed lights in the room

•

Electric candles

•

Red LED light

The addition of home comforts assist in establishing the ideal
environment. These include;
•

Blanket

•

Pillow

•

Eye mask - blocks out lights and distractions

•

Earphones

•

Childbirth affirmation cards

•

Snacks
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These methods work by providing relaxation. When you are relaxed
oxytocin and your body’s natural pain relief hormones - endorphins are
able to flow freely. These allow your labour to progress as well as provide
pain relief.
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Nitrous oxide
Nitrous oxide, also known as Gas, is a mixture of nitrous oxide and
oxygen and delivered through a mouth piece or face mask. The gas is
inhaled during a contraction for the entirety of the contraction. The mouth
piece or face mask is then removed once the contraction has finished.
The level of nitrous oxide to oxygen ratio can be adjusted, so you can
start off low and can be increased by your healthcare provider as you
require. Gas can make some women feel light headed or nauseous,
however the good thing about nitrous oxide is that it works immediately
and wears off just as quick. Nitrous oxide affects the body in a few
different ways. The first way is by blocking neurotransmitters which
affect how pain is signalled to the brain. The second way nitrous oxide
works is by causing the brain to release norepinephrine which inhibits
pain signalling throughout the body. Finally, nitrous oxide increases
stimulation to the pathway in the brain responsible for releasing
dopamine, causing feelings of euphoria.
Many women experience different reactions to nitrous oxide depending
on how much of the gas they receive. Feelings such as light-headedness,
tingly in the arms and legs, warm, euphoric and sleepy are commonly
reported from women.

39

Narcotics

40

Narcotics
Fentanyl is the preferred opioid used as a pain relief option in labour. It
can be administered a few different ways, which include intravenously
(into the vein), subcutaneous (under the skin) or intranasal (in a nasal
spray). 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. Studies have shown that fentanyl
during labour reduced the reported pain and is now the preferred opioid
for labour pain. It starts to work quickly and the body removes the drug
faster making it the safest option.
Possible side effects from fentanyl include;
•

Drowsiness

•

Nausea and vomiting

•

Itchiness

•

Slow heart rate

Fentanyl crosses from the mother’s bloodstream to the baby, so your
healthcare provider will monitor your baby for drowsiness after your baby
is born.
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Epidural
An epidural is the top tier for pain relief in labour and birth. However,
with that comes more risks that you should be well aware of before
you commit to this type of pain relief. An epidural is a type of regional
anaesthetic. An epidural works by providing local anaesthetic to an area
on the lower back and then injecting a very fine tube into the small
space in your lower back near your spinal cord. The tubing will be left in
your back for the remainder of your labour so anaesthetic and pain relief
can be given regularly to keep you pain free. More local anaesthetic is
injected into the tubing into the space around the spinal nerves in the
lower back. This then completely blocks the pain from the contractions.
There are many risks that come with an epidural that you anaesthetists
would discuss with you and gain your consent prior to your epidural
insertion. There will also preparation that your midwife would need
to undertake before your epidural is inserted. It would be beneficial
to discuss this with your healthcare provider during an antenatal
appointment so that you are informed and educated and prepared for
your labour.
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