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Epidural Catheter for Pain Relief

An epidural is a way to receive pain medicine after surgery.. A thin, flexible tube (a catheter) is inserted through the back into an area called the epidural space. The epidural space contains many nerve endings which supply other parts of the body.  Pain relieving medications are pumped through the catheter into the epidural space. The medication blocks the nerves around the area of your child's operation to help relieve pain.

When an Epidural May Be Used

An epidural may be used for pain relief after major surgery in the chest, abdomen, pelvis, or legs. Your child's anesthesiologist and surgeon will decide on the day of surgery if your child will have an epidural. 

Typically less side effects occur when pain medications are given through an epidural instead of intravenously (through your veins).

How an Epidural Works

· The anesthesiologist places a thin flexible tube (a catheter) into your child's back during surgery. 

· The catheter is attached to a pump. 

· Pain medicine is given through a syringe, which is attached to tubing and the pump.

· The amount and type of medicine delivered by the pump is ordered by the doctor.

· Doctors and nurses review the amount of pain medicine your child receives. They check your child often to see if he or she is comfortable.

· The amount of medicine may be increased, or a different medicine may be added if your child is uncomfortable.

· A group of pain doctors and a nurse practitioner will see your child every day in the hospital. If you have questions, your child's nurse can call them.

Common Concerns

Often parents want to know if an epidural will prevent their child from getting out of bed, or prevent them from being able to hold their child. As long as the surgeon says your child may be out of bed, he or she may get out of bed with an epidural in place. The catheter is well taped in place and should not fall out. Your child's nurse can help you hold your child without tangling or pulling out the epidural by accident.

The Pain Treatment Service (doctors and nurse practitioners) is available 24 hours per day, 7 days per week. This team is responsible for managing your pain and any side effects of the epidural medications.

What are the side effects of epidural pain medications?

· Itching is not an allergic reaction but a fairly common side effect of pain medicine. Ask the nurse for medicine to relieve the itching when necessary.

· Nausea can occur from pain medicine and it also can be treated with medicine that has been prescribed.

· Numbness and tingling from the epidural medicine is normal and expected. If you have difficulty moving your legs, let your nurse know. This can be corrected by reducing the dose of pain medicine.

· Excessive sleepiness and slow breathing are the most serious and least common side effects of pain medicine. Nurses will be checking for sleepiness and slow breathing. Both are easily treated by lowering the dose of pain medicine.
When to Call Your Child's Nurse

· if the epidural catheter comes out or is accidentally disconnected;

· if your child seems overly sleepy or in pain;

· if your child complains of itching or feels like vomiting; or

· if you have questions or concerns.

A Spanish version of this is available from your provider

Send comments or questions to: Familyed@childrens.harvard.edu
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