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This leaflet gives you information about the use of Remifentanil for the 
management of pain during labour. This medication is given using a 
Patient Controlled Analgesic (PCA) pump.  
 

All women who are more than 37 weeks pregnant can request 
Remifentanil for pain relief in labour. Remifentanil is however most 
commonly offered to women who cannot have an epidural. This may be 
because they have had back surgery, have a bleeding disorder such as 
a low platelet count or because it has not been possible to site an 
epidural.  
 

There are women who may not be able to have a Remifentanil PCA and 
this will be discussed by the anaesthetist and midwife looking after you.  
 
What is Remifentanil?  
 

Remifentanil is a strong but short acting medication which has been 
shown to reduce the severity of labour pain. It is in the same family as 
Diamorphine and Pethidine which can also be used for pain relief in 
labour. It has a number of advantages over Diamorphine and Pethidine 
injections. 
 

• Diamorphine and Pethidine are injected into muscle and can take 
about 15 to 20 minutes to take effect, but Remifentanil is much 
faster-acting, because it is given intravenously (directly into a 
blood vessel) 
 

• Diamorphine and Pethidine remain in the body for several hours 
and cross the placenta into the baby’s bloodstream. Babies are 
unable to quickly break down Diamorphine and Pethidine to 
remove it from their bodies and, as a result, they can be drowsy 
at birth and slow to establish adequate breathing movements. In 
contrast, Remifentanil is rapidly broken down naturally in the 
body by both adults and babies and therefore it is less likely to 
have this effect 
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What is a Remifentanil PCA?  
 

The pain relieving effect of Remifentanil comes on very quickly and also 
wears off very quickly meaning it can be timed with each contraction to 
provide effective pain relief. A small dose is given by pressing a button, 
connected to a special pump, which is attached to a cannula (drip) in 
your hand. The effect of Remifentanil starts about 30-90 seconds after 
pressing the button therefore, it is best to press the button immediately 
at the start of a contraction. You can press the button every 2 minutes. 
The PCA pump has a safety pause (lock out time) for 2 minutes where 
you can press the button but you won’t receive a dose.  
 

It can take a little while to coordinate pressing the button in time with 
your contractions. If you need to you may also use Entonox (gas and 
air) at the same time as a Remifentanil PCA. You will be continuously 
monitored and you will need to have oxygen using soft plastic prongs 
which sit in the nose. 
 
Are there any unwanted effects of Remifentanil? 
 

Some women can feel very sleepy especially in between contractions 
but this wears off very quickly if you don’t press the button. For this 
reason you must be monitored with a heart rate monitor, blood pressure 
and continuous oxygen monitor which is a peg which sits on your finger 
or ear lobe. Itchiness, nausea and vomiting can also occur. Remifentanil 
has been shown to be safe for babies, but extremely rarely can cause 
their heart rate and breathing to slow. We would advise women with an 
allergy or intolerance to morphine type drugs to discuss this with the 
anaesthetist before starting a Remifentanil PCA.  
 

You should be aware that some women do not find Remifentanil 
effective and some women find the unwanted effects of sleepiness and 
nausea too unpleasant to continue using the pump. If this is the case 
then an alternative form of pain relief will be offered and the pump will 
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be stopped and removed. These unwanted effects will disappear in 
about 10-20 minutes. 
 
When can I ask for Remifentanil?   

You can request Remifentanil at any time during labour as long as you 
have not had any Pethidine or Diamorphine in the previous 4 hours. For 
some patients a Remifentanil PCA will not be suitable and your midwife 
and the anaesthetist covering delivery suite will talk to you more about 
this if needed. 
 
Making the decision to use Remifentanil  
 

If you have any further questions, or are still undecided, you can ask to 
see an anaesthetist when you are admitted to hospital for your baby’s 
birth. 
 
A Lancashire Teaching Hospitals Information Video is also available via 
https://vimeo.com/525496696 
 

Sources of further information 
www.labourpains.com 
www.lancsteachinghospitals.nhs.uk  
www.nhs.uk  
www.patient.co.uk 
www.accessable.co.uk  
 
 
 
 

https://vimeo.com/525496696
http://www.labourpains.com/
http://www.lancsteachinghospitals.nhs.uk/
http://www.nhs.uk/
http://www.patient.co.uk/
http://www.accessable.co.uk/
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All our patient information leaflets are available on our website for 
patients to access and download: 
www.lancsteachinghospitals.nhs.uk/patient-information-leaflets  
 
Lancashire Teaching Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust is not 
responsible for the content of external internet sites. 
Lancashire Teaching Hospitals is a smoke-free site. Smoking is not 
permitted anywhere on any of our premises, either inside or outside the 
buildings. Our staff will ask you about your smoking status when you 
come to hospital and will offer you support and advice about stopping 
smoking including Nicotine Replacement Therapy to help manage your 
symptoms of withdrawal. 
If you want to stop smoking you can also contact the Quit Squad 
Freephone 0800 328 6297. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.lancsteachinghospitals.nhs.uk/patient-information-leaflets
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Please ask if you would like help in understanding this information. This 
information can be made available in large print and in other languages. 
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