
Explaining risk can be a challenge when it comes to epidurals and general anaesthetic during pregnancy. 

There are many ways of trying to explain the likelihood of an event occurring in a certain circumstance. 

It is normal that you will have questions and concerns regarding the risk involved with the procedures 

that form part of your pregnancy journey.

The scale below can provide some clarity about the true risk and chances of something occurring. Though 

Risks of Regional Anaesthesia 
(Epidurals & Spinals) and General 
Anaesthesia Explained

Very Common
Around 1 in 10 chance – the number of people in your close family

Very Rare

Common
Around 1 in 100 chance – the number of people that might live on your street

Uncommon

Rare



Risks of Epidurals or Spinals for Birth

Very Common or Common

*Needing resite during labour as not 

Spinal

Epidural

1 in every 100 women*

Spinal

1 in every 100 - 200 women*

*subject to individual unit variation

1 in every 3 women

1 in every 5 women

1 in every 10 women 1 in every 20 women

Epidural

1 in every 50 women

Epidural

1 in every 20 women

Spinal

1 in every 50 women

Severe Headache



Abscess (infection) in the spine at 

1 in every

Haematoma (blood clot) in the spine 

1 in every

1 in every

Rare or Very Rare

1 in every

1 in every

1 in every

Nerve damage (for example 

1 in every *temporary



Awareness of 
procedure:

Stomach acid 
going into lungs:

• 1 in every 
1,000 women

10,000 women1 in every

Severe allergic reaction:

100,000 women1 in every

Brain damage or death:

Similar to the chance of a person being 

struck by lightning in their lifetime.
[2]

Similar to the chance of a person 

dying during a sky dive.
[3]

Risks of General Anaesthetic
during birth

Very Common or Common

Uncommon or Rare

Very Rare

Sore throat:

1 in every 2 women

Shivering:

1 in every 3 women

Muscle pain:

1 in every 3 women

Feeling sick:

1 in every 10 women

• 1 in every 
256 women

[1]

Damage to 
teeth:

• 1 in every 
4,500 women



For any procedure that is required during your pregnancy, remember that you are in safe hands. Medical 

staff are trained to the highest standards and know what to do when the unexpected happens. So even 

in the rare case of something out of the ordinary happening, they will know how best to deal with the 

situation at hand.

Interesting recent studies on this topic include:
• Midwifery care in labour guidance for all women in all settings; The Royal College of Midwives; 

November 2018

• Maternity Services survey 2018; CareQuality Commission; January 2019

• What matters to women during childbirth: A systematic qualitative review; Soo Downe, Kenneth 

Finlayson, Olufemi Oladapo, Mercedes Bonet, A. Metin Gülmezoglu; April 2018

• Saving Lives, Improving Mothers’ Care; National Perinatal Epidemiology Unit; October 2018
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*All statistics included are approximations and  will be refreshed at regular intervals as more literature is published.
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