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Birth Supporters

By Maggie Howell

For thousands of years, women gave birth in their own surroundings, with one to one care by loving, experienced women.  

In the last 100 years, the culture of giving birth has changed dramatically, moving from home to hospitals, where women are no longer given one to one support. Instead they cared for by midwives with whom they often have no previous relationship.  Without doubt, this has had a profound impact on the level of confidence and often the birth outcome, that women experience.

Since the 1960s, it has become the norm that fathers are expected to be at the birth – regardless of whether they really want to, or arguably should be there.  For many, being present at the birth is a treasured and awe inspiring event. However, for some, birth can be a terrifying ordeal, which they feel obliged to attend, completely unsure of how they can help their partner, or how they will cope.  This may often lead them to seek additional medical intervention during labour, when it may not actually be necessary.

In recent years, mums have once again sought support from other women, including Doulas and independent midwives, who offer consistent one to one care, which has been clinically proven to reduce the level of intervention, shorten the length of labour and enable the women to have a better birth experience.

Planning ahead

When planning who to have at the birth, it is important that you remember, it is your birth and that you will benefit from feeling as relaxed and confident as possible. You have a choice, and being honest now, about who you want to support you will pay off many fold.

Step 1 - Think carefully about who, and what support you may need during the labour. 

Step 2 - Have an open and honest discussion with your partner about how you feel. 

If either of you have any concerns, then discuss alternative options such having a close friend, family member or Doula to provide additional support.

Step 3 - Discuss the kind of things you would, and would not like your partner to do, the kinds of intervention that you may or may not be open to and any fears or concerns that either of you have. By talking about these now, it will help with decision making and avoid any mis-understandings or underlying tension during the birth. 

Step 4 - Spend time together preparing for the birth by learning and practicing different techniques such as massage, visualisation, relaxation and breathing. Valuable advice and practical skills can also be gained from attending classes such as the NCT, active birth and antenatal yoga classes. 

Birth support

Physiologically a woman needs no “support” to give birth – her body is perfectly designed to birth her baby unassisted.  However, she can greatly benefit from emotional and practical support, especially when she has chosen to give birth away from familiar surroundings.  Key factors, which will help her relax and let go, are that she feels safe, unobserved, does not feel judged and has focused, continuous care.

Some women benefit from physical support such as massage or being held, while others may not want to be touched at all.  Some mothers gain tremendous encouragement from verbal support such as being told how well she is doing or focused counting through each contraction, while others will find that distracting.   

Her needs will also vary according to the different stages of labour. Often simply having someone present in the room is enough.  However, all women benefit from not having to make decisions or respond to questions, from minimal distractions and from being in an environment where she feels safe and at ease.  

A good birth partner does not seek to “coach” or tell her what to do, but is someone who quietly observes and pick up on her needs and emotions, giving her the encouragement as well as physical and mental support to help her relax and allow her body to birth her baby.  

Other support available

Many couples who realise that it is OK for the father not be the sole supporter and even not to be at the birth at all, are turning to professional birth supporters such as Doulas or independent midwives.  

Doulas

Doulas are experienced birth companions who offer emotional and practical support before, during and after birth. A couple will meet the Doula several times before labour in order to get to know each other and to discuss their hopes and concerns. The Doula will then be with you throughout the birth, giving you her constant and focused attention.  A Doula is also a great support for the father, should he choose to be present at the birth, as she can help with decision making and help him to care for his partner in the most effective way.

A Doula will charge between £300 - £500 for her services before and during the birth (regardless of how long the labour takes).  Many doulas offer a post natal service at an hourly rate, to help you care for your baby, provide support with breastfeeding and help keep the house in order. 

Independent Midwives

Women who are aware of the benefits of giving birth in the comfort of their own  home, and of having the constant one to one support of someone they have known throughout pregnancy, may choose to hire an independent midwife. 

Independent midwives are fully qualified midwives who have chosen to work outside the NHS, in order to provide continuity of care and to empower mothers to have a positive birth outcome.  An Independent midwife will charge approximately £2,500, which includes all antenatal and post natal care through to 28 days after the baby is born. 

For more information go to www.doula.org.uk, www.aim.co.uk www.natalhypnotherapy.co.uk 
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