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The Use of TENS in Labor

What is TENS?

TENS (Transcutaneous electrical nerve stimulation) is a method of electrical stimulation used to provide a degree of symptomatic pain relief by specifically exciting sensory nerves. TENS units consist of a small machine with controls (about the size of a cell phone), connected by lead wires to electrode pads placed appropriately to alleviate various types of pain. TENS unit delivers a tingly, buzzing sensation to the area under the electrodes. It is thought that this sensation works in two ways to alleviate labor pain: it causes your body to release natural pain killers called endorphins, and it acts as a gateway, blocking deeper pain messages from traveling to your brain.

Does TENS have side effects? Can it cause problems for my baby?
TENS is non-invasive and has few side effects when compared with drug therapy. The most common complaint is an allergic type skin reaction (about 2% of patients) and this is almost always due to the material of the electrodes, the conductive gel or the tape employed to hold the electrodes in place.
Does TENS work?
TENS will not completely eradicate or take away labor pain in the way that an epidural does. Like hydrotherapy, relaxation and breathing techniques, and narcotic analgesia, TENS can lessen the pain and make it easier to tolerate. For women who want to make every effort to avoid pharmacologic pain relief (epidural or narcotic), TENS is an option that may help. Used in combination with other methods by a motivated woman, it is even more likely to do this. For women who are considering an epidural when labor is intense, TENS can be helpful to get through the labor until the time at which they decide to have or not have an epidural placed.  Interestingly, a Cochrane systematic review did find high-frequency TENS to also be helpful for dysmenorrhea or painful cramps with menstruation. See Proctor ML, Smith CA, Farquhar CM, Stones RW. The Cochrane Review. The Cochrane Library, Issue 4 2002. Oxford: Update Software. 

What do women who have used TENS during labor say?
Some typical comments: "I found TENS an absolute God-send and would use it again like a shot. It got me through most of my labour until transition without much else and I found it pleasant to use. I want one for period pain but they cost too much! :-( My friend used hers for post-Caesarean pain to great effect, and it's also good for coping with after-pains. Most of the women I've spoken to, who used it first time, say they would absolutely use it again."

"I was using a TENS unit for back pain while I was pregnant and decided to try it during labor. I had an unmedicated labor that lasted about 29 hours. Most of it wasn't so bad. I went into labor Saturday afternoon, put on the TENS until Sunday morning and wore it until I got to transition. At one point I figured it wasn't helping because I was still feeling the contractions and they were pretty tough but when I turned it off I *KNEW* it had been helping! The contractions were much stronger feeling and hurt more in my back when I turned it off. I turned it back on and left it until the tingling started to annoy me. At that point I was very near pushing and I don't think it would have helped much then. The pushing contractions were much stronger and were in a totally different place that the labor contractions. Anyway, I loved mine and I plan to use it again!"
How do I find a TENS unit to use during my labor?

Amma Prema has a TENS unit available for labor. Your doula has been trained in the use of TENS, and carries with her a small portable TENS unit in her doula bag to births. If you decide to take advantage of this tool, there is no additional cost, as it is included in the Labor and Sacred Birth package.
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