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Patient Controlled Analgesia (PCA) for 

Pain Management

General Knowledge for PCA

Objectives
After completing this class, the student will:
• Understand what PCA is and why it is used
• Be able to identify indications and contraindications for PCA
• Be knowledgeable of the advantages and disadvantages of PCA
• Be able to differentiate the methods of administration for PCA
• Know the proper procedure for the administration of PCA, including documentation
• Be aware of possible complications that can arise while a patient is receiving PCA
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General Knowledge for PCA

Definitions

• Patient Controlled Analgesia – The inability to feel pain as controlled by a patient.
• Absolute contraindications – a situation which makes a particular treatment or procedure 

absolutely inadvisable.
• Relative contraindications – a situation in which caution should be used when two drugs or 

procedures are used together.
• Vaso-occlusive pain crisis – occurs when sickled red blood cells block blood flow to the point 

that tissues become deprived of oxygen.
• Complex regional pain syndrome – Chronic arm or leg pain developing after injury, surgery, 

stroke, or heart attack.

General Knowledge for PCA

What is patient-controlled analgesia?
Patient-controlled analgesia, or PCA, is a treatment method which involves the use of a patient-
controlled pump to efficiently deliver pain relief intravenously or transdermally at a patient's 
preferred dose and schedule.

Who needs patient-controlled analgesia?
Patients suffering from acute, chronic, and postoperative pain who are unable to tolerate oral 
medications. PCA is particularly useful for patient’s who’s pain fluctuates, causing 
predetermined dosing to put stress on the nursing staff responsible for caring for the patient.
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Patient controlled analgesia pumps are indicated for managing pain in:

• Patients who suffer from acute pain for whom there is inadequate pain control from the 
initial opioid administration, as can be caused by:

• Vaso-occlusive pain crisis

• Trauma

• Pancreatitis

• Burns

• Patients with chronic illnesses suffering from lower levels of constant chronic pain, the most 
common examples of which being: 

• Metastatic cancer

• Phantom limb syndrome

• Complex regional pain syndrome

• PCA pumps are also indicated for post operational patients due to the superior pain control 
compared to scheduled nursing dosing.

General Knowledge for PCA

Absolute contraindications to PCA

• The patient is unable to understand the concept behind PCA

• Systemic infection, or infections at the preferred site of PCA placement

• Allergic reactions to the selected medication

• Burns or trauma on the area of PCA placement

Relative contraindications to PCA

• Chronic renal failure

• The patient is on antithrombotic therapy

• The patient has a documented bleeding disorder

• Sleep apnea

5

6



4/28/2022

4

General Knowledge for PCA

Advantages of patient-controlled analgesia

• More effective at pain control than non-patient controlled opioid injections.

• Results in higher patient satisfaction.

• Preferred by nurses because it allows for a reduction in their workload.

• Enables patients to be in more control over their pain.

Disadvantages of patient-controlled analgesia

• Less cost-effective than traditional dosing.

• Does not affect the average length of stay for patients.

• Results in higher opioid consumption than traditional dosing.

General Knowledge for PCA

Complications associated with the use of PCA pumps
• Runaway pumps are a result of a mechanical error in which a pump malfunctions and 

delivers doses at incorrect intervals and amounts. 

• Failure to use an anti-reflux valve can result in refluxed medication into the fluid infusion 
line. This medication could then all be delivered to the patient at once if the intravenous line 
is flushed, resulting in an overdose. 

• If the cassette containing the medication is damaged or incorrectly placed into the PCA 
machine, it could potentially empty by gravity and administer the entire cassette of 
medication to the patient at once.

• PCA by proxy is when someone besides the patient is pressing the button to administer a 
dose because they believe the patient is in pain and needs it. 
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Complications associated with the use of PCA pumps (cont’d)
Other Complications of PCA include:

• Infection

• Catheter dislodgement

• Medication leakage

• Skin irritation

• Allergic reaction

Side effects of PCA administration can be related to the medications or the delivery device used 
and include nausea and vomiting, constipation, urinary retention, pruritus, and respiratory 
depression.
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