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Does epidural failure matter?

ÅHigh expectations

ÅDisappointment & 
litigation

ÅTopping up for CS
ÅPatient safety
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Epidural failure rates

Study Author Resite rate

Paech1998 4.7%

Eappen 1998 13.1%

Crawford 1972 15.4%

Å 12% Overall failure rate

Å 6.8% Resite rate



1. You can predict failure

Le Coq et al
456 epidurals

Failed 1st dose

OP presentation

Pain on insertion

Labour >6 hrs

Agaram et al
275 epidurals

> 7 cm dilated

Opioid tolerance

Previous failed epidural

Trainee epidural



Predictors of epidural failure

Å501 consecutive CS after labour epidural

Å4.1% required GA 

Halpern et al 2009



Predictors of failure to top -up

Bauer et al 2012

A bad labour epidural Ÿ A bad CS epidural



Å87% of 360 
consecutive 
emergency CS could 
be anticipated

ÅRegular epidural 
review

ÅGood 
communication

Morgan BJOG 1990

2. You can also predict the 
future



3. Use a multiorifice catheter





ÅRetrospective chart review

Å4240 epidurals

P=0.003 P=0.007 P=<0.001



4. Insert the correct length of 
catheter

ÅDôAngelo 1996

ï800 parturients

ï2,4,6 or 8 cm

ï2-4 cm required more 
replacements than 6-8 cm

ï6 cm for prolonged labour

ïSingle orifice catheter



ÅBeilin 1995

ïMultiorifice catheter

ï100 women randomised 3,5 or 7 cm

ï10 mls 0.25% bupivacaine



5. Fix the catheter in the 
unflexed position

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Meerkat_feb_09.jpg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Meerkat_feb_09.jpg


Catheter gripped by
ligamentum flavum

Drawn in by 0.67-1.04 cm (Hamilton et al 1997)
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Fixing in flexed position pulls 
catheter out
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Methods of fixation: no consensus

ÅOAA approved survey 
2013

ï47% use fixation device

ïVariety of sterile 
dressings

ï39% only secured 
catheters in Meerkat 
position
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6. Consider Ultrasound

ÅDecrease number of 
attempts

ÅIncrease success rates 
of epidural space 
location

Å? Reduces subsequent 
failure rates



Å370 labouring 
mothers

ÅUS v no US prior to 
insertion

ÅAnaesthetists < 5 
epidurals

ÅSame investigator for 
all US

Ultrasound
(n=189)

Control
(n =181)

Failed 
epidural

3 (1.6%) 10 (5.5%) 

Failed early 
epidural

1 (0.5%) 6 (3.3%

Failed late 
epidural

2  (1.1%) 4 (2.1%)



7. Consider CSE

Epidural CSE

Van de Velde 2009



No difference in need for rescue 
analgesia


