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Virtual reality for pain relief in gynaecological care
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Hysteroscopy is integral to optimising the diagnosis
and treatment of intrauterine pathologies in
contemporary gynaecology. Indeed, the landscape of
surgical practice has been transformed by advances
in hysteroscopic surgical technologies. Common
interventions that were previously performed in the
operating room are now conducted in an outpatient
setting. This change in practice reduces the costs
and utilisation of scarce health care resources and
enhances safety, convenience, and efficiency of clinical
management.” However, despite these benefits,
procedures may fail and need to be discontinued
because of pain.

Pain transmission pathways are inherently complex
and susceptible to modulation through various
mechanisms. One such modulator is anxiety, which
can significantly alter the pain experience through
the activation of the amygdala. Extensive evidence
highlights the direct correlation between pre-
procedural anxiety and heightened pain perception,
as well as analgesic
Consequently, implementing relaxation strategies
aimed at reducing pre-procedural anxiety has been
shown to effectively mitigate perceived pain levels.
Additionally, targeted focus on specific tasks can direct
cerebral activity away from brain regions implicated in
pain processing, such as the thalamus and insula. This
approach, known as distraction, enables a reduction

increased consumption.

in perceived pain intensity despite the constancy of
the nociceptive stimulus.?2 The use of virtual reality
(VR) has emerged as a valuable tool in this context,
offering both relaxation and distraction mechanisms
that can effectively decrease patient discomfort
during gynaecological and obstetric procedures. By
immersing patients in controlled, engaging virtual
environments, VR not only fosters relaxation but also
provides cognitive distraction, thereby diminishing
the overall pain experience without pharmacological
intervention.?

A systematic review and meta-analysis evaluated the
efficacy of VR in reducing acute procedural pain across
various clinical settings.* The study synthesised data
from 20 studies involving 776 participants undergoing
various painful procedures, including burn wound
care, physiotherapy for
interventions, and minor surgical procedures. The
findings indicated that VR was particularly effective
in reducing pain during needle-related procedures
and physical therapy for burns, with a standardised
mean difference (MD) in pain score reduction of
-0.49 [95% confidence interval (Cl): -0.83 to -0.14,
P=0.006]. However, the effect of VR on other surgical
procedures was less pronounced, with high statistical
heterogeneity observed across studies. The authors
concluded that while VR showed potential as a non-
pharmacological intervention for pain management,
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further methodologically robust studies were needed to
confirm its efficacy and explore its cost-effectiveness in
clinical practice.*

A recent systematic review and meta-analysis has
evaluated the use of VR during hysteroscopy.® The study
synthesised data from six randomised controlled trials
(RCTs) involving a total of 457 patients. The primary
outcomes included pain and anxiety levels during
and after the hysteroscopy, assessed using the visual
analogue scale. The findings indicated a significant
reduction in pain scores during the procedure for the
VR group compared to standard care [MD: -1.43, 95%
Cl (-1.69, -1.16), P<0.001]. Additionally, anxiety levels
were significantly lower among patients receiving VR
intervention (P=0.01). Post-procedure pain scores also
decreased significantly in the VR group [MD: -1.52,
95% ClI (-1.78, -1.26), P<0.001]. Despite these promising
findings, the authors highlighted some limitations,
including heterogeneity in VR content, device types and
procedure duration and stated that further research with
a higher number of patients was needed to standardise
VR protocols and confirm its efficacy in broader clinical
settings.®

In this issue of Facts, Views & Vision, we publish two
studies evaluating the efficacy and acceptability of VR
in outpatient hysteroscopy. An RCT from ltaly showed
that the use of VR environments during outpatient
hysteroscopic  procedures
perceived pain and anxiety levels amongst the VR group
compared to controls,® in keeping with earlier RCTs.> A
real-world observational series also showed potential
efficacy, but uptake was relatively low, with only a third of
women offered VR willing to use it. Thus, the place for VR
within modern, outpatient hysteroscopic practice needs
defining, which procedures and which patients. It seems
clear that much remains to be done in pain perception
during outpatient hysteroscopy. Recent guidelines
state that information about treatment for pain should
be addressed with patients before the procedure.” VR
technologies provide patients with more options for pain
management during outpatient hysteroscopy.

significantly  reduced

We should also broaden our perspective beyond
outpatient hysteroscopy, considering the implementation
of VR in other areas of obstetrics and gynaecology.
Satisfactory outcomes have already been documented in
using VR for pain relief during the first stage of labour®
or in procedures such as amniocentesis’ albeit not
during intrauterine device placement.’® Thus, VR could

potentially complement existing pain control options
used in certain gynaecological and obstetric procedures,
widening its impact and utility within women'’s health care.

We are aware that technology is transforming our daily
lives, and the medical field is no exception. We have
already normalised the use of telemedicine tools and the
presence of surgical robots in our hospitals, maybe it is time
to embrace other technologies, such as VR, to enhance
patient care during outpatient, interventional procedures.
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