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PHARMACOLOGICAL COMFORT  

MEASURES FOR BIRTH 
PETHIDINE 

 

What is It? 

Pethidine is an opioid drug, similar to morphine and heroin. It works by mimicking the effects of 

endorphins, the body's own morphine-like painkillers. It is usually given by injection into the muscle 

of the thigh or buttock, but very occasionally it can be given by IV into a vein. 

Intramuscular pethidine begins to work in about 10 to 20 minutes and its effects last for 2 - 4 hrs. 

IV pethidine enters the bloodstream, so takes just a few minutes to circulate through the entire body 

and reach the brain. Though it's effects are quick, they usually only last a short time when given this 

way. 

 

Pros of Pethidine 

 

1. Pethidine can reduce labour pain for some women and can provide sedation and sometimes 

much needed sleep. 

 

2. It can be given by a midwife so is quickly available during a birth. 

 

3. It seems to be most effective in early labour but you will most likely need to be lying or sitting 

down and once it wears off it can be more difficult to cope with the sensations of labour. 

 

4. Research seems to indicate that there is a lower rate of vacuum and forceps births when 

pethidine is given rather than epidural. 
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Cons of Pethidine 

 

1. It's not very effective for relieving discomfort in labour. In one study 48% of women reported 

no effect at all. A 2014 study found that IV paracetamol was more effective, although in 

another study pethidine was found to be more effective than placebo (sham treatment). 

 

2. Nausea and vomiting are a common side effect of pethidine. 

 

3. Drowsiness and confusion can also occur and some mothers report feeling 'out of control' or a 

feeling of being removed from the experience of birth. 

 

4. Low blood pressure and depression of the respiratory system are side effects of pethidine. 

Another drug can be given to reverse these effects. 

 

5. Pethidine crosses the placenta and is present in breast milk. It can cause respiratory 

depression (breathing difficulties) in babies. The effects can be worse if your baby is born 

within 1-3 hours after the injection is administered, so it is best not to administer pethidine if 

your baby is going to be born soon. 

 

6. There may be a link between the use of pethidine and jaundice in newborns. 

 

7. Pethidine may affect babies suck reflex, making breastfeeding difficult for mum and baby if 

given too close to the birth. 

 

8. Mothers often can't be mobile during labour and birth due to drowsiness caused by pethidine. 


