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Patient Controlled 
Analgesia

Is pain relief important?
Yes, effective pain relief can assist 
your recovery, and decrease chances 
of complication such as leg clots and 
chest infections. Pain relief will make you 
comfortable and enable you to return to 
normal activities sooner. This is especially 
important for patients having major 
operations. Effective pain relief regimes 
will enable you to be more comfortable 
and discharged home sooner. 

Can I become addicted?
The risk of addiction is small if strong 
medications for pain relief are only taken 
for a short period of time. The risk of 
addiction increases the longer they are 
taken.

Remember:

It’s easier to control the pain than to allow 
the pain to increase and become severe. 
Use the PCA button earlier rather than later. 

Patient controlled analgesia means that 
the patient is the only person to push the 
button when pain relief is needed. If you 
cannot press your PCA button let your 
nurse know immediately.

Who is the Acute Pain 
Management Service?
The Acute Pain Management Service 
(APMS) is a division of the Anaesthetic 
Department. The team who will visit 
you will be an Anaesthetic Doctor and a 
Clinical Nurse. 

The APMS will assess how well your pain 
medication is working and whether you 
are experiencing any side effects. They will 
also make sure you are receiving simple 
pain relievers (paracetamol) as well, which 
helps your PCA work more effectively. 

This leaflet contains supplementary information only.

Acute Pain Management Service 
Wide Bay Hospital Health Service

www.health.qld.gov.au/widebay
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What is Patient Controlled Analgesia [PCA]?
PCA is an electronic pump which provides you with immediate pain medication by 
pushing a button. 

How does a PCA work?
A PCA pump is connected to your intravenous drip. When you have pain, you press the 
PCA button. You will immediately receive a dose of pain medication, but it may take 5 to 
10 minutes before you feel the full effect. 

The pump will then lockout any further attempts until a pre-programmed time has 
elapsed. This ensures you can’t give yourself too much medication. 

What pain medication is used in 
a PCA?
The medications most often used for 
PCA are morphine or fentanyl. These 
medications are called pain relievers or 
opioids.

Who gets a PCA?
The PCA is ordered by the treating 
anaesthetist, who will assess your need 
for pain relief and prescribe a PCA as part 
of a treatment plan. PCAs are used for 
moderate to severe pain. 

How long will I have a PCA?
A PCA is normally used for 1 to 3 days or 
until tablets can be swallowed. Your pain 
relief needs will be reviewed daily. 

How do I use the PCA pump?
Your nurse will show you how to use the 
pump.

When should I push the PCA button?
Press the button when you start to feel 
pain or before you do something that 
brings on pain or discomfort such as 
walking or performing hygiene cares. 

What if I am still having pain after I 
used the PCA button?
It may take 2 to 3 doses before the 
medication controls your pain. If you are 
having increasing pain, difficulty with deep 
breathing, coughing or movement, call the 
nurse. Your dose may need changing or 
you may require a combination of tablets 
and PCA.  

Do I need to have oxygen while on 
a PCA?
Yes, the medications in the PCA can make 
you drowsy and can drop your breathing 
rate. 

If I don’t have a PCA, how is the pain 
controlled?
Pain relief can be provided in several ways 
including tablets, infusions, injections 
or suppositories. Your doctor will decide 
what is best for you. 

What is the Pain Score?
You will be asked to score your pain 
following the Pain Rating Scale: Please 
familiarise yourself with this scale before 
your admission date. 

Are there any side effects?
Some known side effects are:

• Sedation (feeling sleepy)

• Respiratory depression (reduced 
breathing rate)

• Nausea and vomiting

• Dizziness

• Pruritus (itching)

• Constipation

These side effects are rarely an allergic 
reaction to the medication. Let your doctor 
or nurse know if you have any of the listed 
side effects. 

How can you help?
• Tell the doctor or nurse if the PCA 

doesn’t take the pain away or if the pain 
is getting worse. 

• Help the doctors and nurses measure 
pain on the 0 – 10 scale. You will be 
asked to score your pain at rest and on 
movement.

• Do not wait until the pain is unbearable 
before pushing the button.

• Press the button before you do anything 
you know will hurt.

• Remember it may take 5 to 10 minutes 
for the medication to take effect. 

• Ask the doctors or nurses questions 
about your PCA. 

Pain Rating Scale
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