
 

Nose spray offers pain relief in childbirth

January 21 2016, by Errol Hunt

  
 

  

Fentanyl vials

Pain relief during childbirth may soon be delivered via a self-
administered nasal spray, thanks to research from University of South
Australia midwifery researcher, Dr Julie Fleet.

Well known for its use in delivering pain relief to children and in
managing pain in patients being transferred by ambulance, the nasal
spray analgesic drug, fentanyl, has now been shown to be effective in
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relieving labour pain.

In fact Julie and her colleagues at Flinders University and the University
of Adelaide have found that fentanyl nose spray is just as effective as
pethidine injections, which are commonly used, but fentanyl has fewer
side effects for both mother and baby.

With further funding support from a UniSA Pathfinder Grant of
$25,000, she is continuing her research over the next year – examining
whether the nasal spray will also reduce the need for epidurals (a
commonly used delivery method of pain-relief drugs via a needle into
the space around the spinal nerves in the mother's lower back).

"We need to give mothers better options for pain relief," Julie says.

"Women can self-administer a controlled dose using the nasal spray,
under a midwife's supervision, which helps them feel more in control of
their pain management and avoids the need for additional intervention
and painful injections."
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University of SA staff in ‘pregnancy suit’ modelling use of intranasal fentanyl

In a study of 156 women at the Adelaide Women's & Children's Hospital
and the regional Gawler Hospital, women given fentanyl were almost
twice as likely to say they would use it again—more than 80 per cent
who had fentanyl, compared with only 44 per cent of women who had
pethidine, said they would use fentanyl again.

Fentanyl resulted in less nausea and sedation, shorter labour, fewer
babies admitted to the nursery, fewer breastfeeding difficulties and
greater satisfaction.

As a result of Julie's PhD research (undertaken at Flinders University),
fentanyl is expected to be offered as an alternative medication for
relieving labour pain in South Australian maternity hospitals in the
coming year.
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Fentanyl intranasal spray

Both fentanyl and pethidine belong to a class of drugs called opioids,
which also includes codeine and morphine, and reduce the intensity of
pain signals reaching the brain.

Pain relief options for women giving birth today, Julie says, are not so
different to those presented to their great-grandmothers in the early 20th
century.

"Pethidine was first used for pain relief during labour in 1940, and has
continued to be the most commonly-used opioid," she says.
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Equipment for pethidine injection

"This is despite pethidine not being the first-line choice in any other
areas of medicine as we now have faster acting drugs, such as fentanyl,
which are excreted more quickly from the mother and baby's systems,
reducing the length and severity of side effects."

All opioids cross from the mother to the baby, but when pethidine is
processed by the body it is converted into another active drug and
remains in the baby's body for three or more days, potentially causing
breathing trouble, drowsiness and irritability.

"Because fentanyl is not converted in the same way and is out of the
system within two to seven hours, it has less chance of producing
negative effects on the baby," Julie says.

"Fentanyl administered by the nasal spray doesn't completely eliminate
pain (as it can when administered as an epidural, which blocks all
sensation), so it is suited to women who still want to be able to feel
something.

"It's also good for women who might not be able to have an epidural due
to conditions such as pre-eclampsia."
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