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DESCRIPTION

Episiotomy is a surgical procedure performed during childbirth
to widen the vaginal opening by making an incision in the
perineum, the area between the vaginal opening and the anus.
Historically, episiotomies were routinely performed to expedite
the delivery process and prevent severe vaginal tears. However,
evolving medical guidelines and research have led to more
nuanced approaches regarding its use. Understanding the impact
of episiotomy on labor and delivery involves examining its
indications, potential benefits and risks, and its influence on
maternal and neonatal outcomes.

Historical context and indications

Episiotomy was once a common practice in obstetrics, with many
healthcare providers performing it as a standard procedure
during vaginal deliveries. The rationale behind this was to
reduce the risk of severe perineal tears and facilitate a quicker
delivery, particularly in cases of obstructed labor, fetal distress, or
when using forceps or vacuum extraction.

Indications for episiotomy

Fetal distress: In cases where there is evidence of fetal distress
and a need for rapid delivery, an episiotomy may be performed
to expedite the process and reduce the risk of complications for
the baby. This is often done when there is a need to use forceps
or a vacuum extractor to assist with delivery.

Shoulder dystocia: When the baby's shoulders become stuck
during delivery (shoulder dystocia), an episiotomy can help
create additional space to facilitate the maneuvering of the baby
and reduce the risk of injury.

Risk of severe perineal tears: In certain situations, such as with
a large baby or when the vaginal tissue is thought to be
particularly fragile, an episiotomy may be performed to prevent
more severe, unpredictable tears that could result in greater long-
term complications.

Instrumental deliveries: When the use of instruments like
forceps or a vacuum extractor is necessary, an episiotomy may be

performed to provide better access and reduce the risk of severe
tearing.

Risks and complications

Despite the potential benefits, episiotomy carries risks and
complications that must be carefully considered:

Infection: Any surgical incision carries the risk of infection. The
risk of infection in the perineal area can impact postpartum
recovery and may require additional medical intervention.

Increased pain: Women who undergo episiotomy often
experience significant pain during the postpartum period. This
pain can be exacerbated by the healing process and may impact
the ability to perform daily activities.

Extended recovery time: The recovery period following an
episiotomy can be longer compared to natural tears, with women
possibly experiencing discomfort and difficulty in resuming
normal activities.

Potential for more severe tears: Although designed to prevent

severe tearing, episiotomy can sometimes result in more
significant injury if the incision is extensive or if the repair is

complicated.

Pelvic floor dysfunction: There is some evidence suggesting that
episiotomy may contribute to long-term pelvic floor dysfunction,
which can affect urinary and fecal continence and sexual
function.

Scarring: Scarring from an episiotomy can affect the elasticity
and strength of the vaginal tissue, potentially impacting future
deliveries and sexual health.

Modern approaches and guidelines

Over the past few decades, medical research has shifted the
approach to episiotomy, emphasizing more selective use based on
specific clinical indications rather than routine application.
Guidelines from organizations such as the American College of
Obstetricians and Gynecologists (ACOG) and the Royal College
of Obstetricians and Gynecologists (RCOG) now recommend
episiotomy only when absolutely necessary.
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Preventive measures: To reduce the need for episiotomy,
healthcare providers may employ preventive measures such as
perineal massage during pregnancy, controlled delivery
techniques, and the use of warm compresses during the pushing
stage of labor. These measures aim to increase the elasticity of
the perineal tissue and reduce the likelihood of tearing.

Modern obstetric care emphasizes
patient-centered approaches, including informed consent and
shared decision-making. Women are encouraged to discuss their
preferences and concerns about episiotomy with their healthcare
providers, allowing for personalized care plans that align with
their needs and values.

Patient-centered care:

Evidence-based practice: Ongoing research continues to evaluate
the outcomes of episiotomy and its impact on maternal and neonatal
health. Evidence-based practice ensures that recommendations and
guidelines are continually updated based on the latest scientific
findings, aiming to optimize patient outcomes.

Postpartum recovery and care

Recovery from an episiotomy involves specific care and attention to
ensure proper healing and to manage any associated discomfort:
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Pain management: Pain relief is an important aspect of
postpartum care following an episiotomy. This may include
medications, topical treatments, and comfort measures such as
sitz baths.

Wound care: Proper wound care is essential to prevent infection
and promote healing. Women are advised on how to keep the
area clean and dry, and they may receive instructions on
monitoring for signs of infection.

Pelvic floor exercises: Pelvic floor exercises, such as Kegel
exercises, can help strengthen the pelvic muscles and improve
recovery after an episiotomy. These exercises can also support
overall pelvic health and function.

CONCLUSION

Episiotomy is a procedure with both benefits and risks that must
be carefully considered in the context of labor and delivery.
While it can be a lifesaving intervention in specific situations, its
routine use has become less common due to evidence showing
that it may not always provide the intended benefits and can be
associated with complications.
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