
Labor Epidurals 
An epidural is a small, flexible catheter placed in the lower back used to deliver medication.        
The medicine numbs the nerves that carry pain signals from the lower body to the brain. A labor epidural: 

• Is the most effective type of pain relief during labor
• Can be continued for hours
• Can be used if a cesarean delivery becomes necessary

Epidural Overview 
Placement time:       
About 10-20 minutes 

Onset of relief: 5-30 minutes Adjustable: Medication can be 
increased or decreased as needed 

Benefits 
• Provides the most effective pain relief available
• Allows you to stay awake and participate in the 

birth
• Delivers very little medication to the baby
• Reduces stress hormones
• Provides rapid anesthesia if a Cesarean is needed

Risks (Rare) 
Serious complications are 
extremely rare: 

• Blood clot in spine
(1:170,000–1:1,000,000)

• Infection
(1:50,000–1:100,000)

• Severe nerve injury
(1:250,000)

More common but less serious: 
• Headache

(1:100–1:500)
• One-sided or incomplete

pain relief
• Catheter misplacement

Side Effects: 
• Temporary drop in blood

pressure
• Itching
• Fever
• Heavy or numb legs
• Short-term back soreness

(Epidurals do NOT cause
long-term back pain.)

Movement, Eating & Pushing 
• You will need to stay in bed after placement.
• Clear liquids are usually allowed.
• Most patients can still push effectively.

Risk for Falls — Safety First 
After an epidural, you are at high risk of falling. The medication can cause dizziness and make your legs feel 
weak, heavy or numb. Your safety is important. 

To stay safe: 
• Do NOT get out of bed without help. Always call your nurse before standing or walking.
• You may need help repositioning or using the bathroom.
• We may place a bladder catheter because walking safely may not be possible.
• Even if you feel strong, numbness can return suddenly.

Your safety is the priority — please ask for help every time you need to get out of bed. 

Labor Epidurals:  
Patient Safety and Pain Relief 
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