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needed my husband there for moral support, but when it came
, right down 1o it, I needed to see the doula’s face and hear her
voice. She was the only one I responded to. We shared a bond. She
had been right there on that bed before me and had come through
it too. I trusted her, and she never let me down.

A MOTHER AND LA LECHE LEAGUE LEADER
QUOTED IN SPECIAL WOMEN
BY PoLLY PEREZ

Don’t Give Birth
Without A Doula!

IN RECENT YEARS, THE TrADITION OF HAVING A
doula in birth has been revived. Doula (pronounced doo™-la) is a
Greek word meaning “woman who serves” Doulas, themselves
mothers, are trained labor assistants who nurture and assist the
laboring and postpartum couple.

Along with nurturance and support, modern doulas offer
another important service. When procedures or drugs are being
considered, the doula helps parents become an active part of the
decision-making process by teaching them to ask the “right” ques-
tions. Without adding her own agenda, the skilled doula assists
parents in making informed decisions.

Women in labor tend to trust other women, especially those
who have given birth. When a father offers his laboring wife
empathy, it often feels hollow for her. But when a woman who has
experienced labor offers reassurance, it’s accepted.

A well-intentioned, compassionate father, who has never seen
intense labor pain, might encourage his wife to accept (or
request) pain medications or an epidural that she could do with-
out. At the time, the mother may be grateful. Later, however,
countless mothers have shared with me their regret, disappoint-
ment, or resentment that they didn’t get the encouragement they
needed to get through that tough point in labor.

Asking your husband to be your sole guide through labor is
like asking him to lead the way on a climb of Mt. Everest. He may
be smart and trustworthy, you may love him, but in the
Himalayas youw'd both be a lot better off with a Sherpa!

Don’t Give Birth Without A Doula!
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Douras HELr FaTHERS Too

I just want it to be my husband and me...
he’s been really involved.

—VICKY, PREGNANT MOM

k4

Why do we need a stranger at our birth?
P'm afraid I'll be left out. ‘

—ANTHONY, EXPECTANT FATHER

Imagine being in labor for twelve, sixteen, even twenty-four
hours making painfully slow progress. Long labors are exhaust-
ing...for everyone. They also create anxiety and raise doubts.

QuesTIon: If you brought along your husband or a girlfriend
who had never been at a birth, but had taken birthing classes,
how do you think he or she would respond to you saying, “I
can’t do this, do something!”

Answer: They’d probably gulp, look worried, and frantically
try to think of something helpful to say or do.

Thanks to doulas, we don’t have to put our partners in sit-
uations like this. Remember, throughout history, it’s been expe-
rienced mothers who have helped other mothers through
labor.
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WHAT HAPPENS WHEN DOULAS ASSIST
THE MOTHER AND FATHER?

NoTE To READER: Even if you have an aversion to statistics and
have developed an “T’ll skip the research” reflex, you'll find it
worthwhile to hang in there for the next few pages. I think you’ll
be amazed by how significant an impact doulas can have on birth
and the family.

A SUMMARY OF THE GROUNDBREAKING

HousToN STUDY

To investigate the impact of doulas, a large study was conducted
at Jefferson Davis Hospital in Houston, Texas (Kennell, et al,
1991)." All the mothers in the Houston study were healthy, first-
time mothers giving birth at term. There were 412 women ran-
domly assigned to one of two groups.

Birthing Through Pain
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The first group (212 mothers) were assigned an active doula,
whose support included touching, suggestions and verbal encour-
agement. The 200 mothers in the second group were assigned an
observing doula, who sat quietly in a corner taking notes through-
out labor, but did not touch or talk to the mother. The control
group consisted of 204 women who birthed at the hospital with-
out a doula. Their birth interventions and outcomes were com-
pared to those of the two doula-assisted groups. Table 37.1 sum-
marizes the results:

TABLE 3701

CoNTROL Doura Doura
(Observing (Active
(No Doula) = Sl

Length of labor (hrs) 0 8.4 7.4
Epidural 55% 23% 8%
Pitocin—to augment labor ~ 43% 32% 17%
Cesarean birth 18% 13% 8%
26% 21% 8%

Forceps

Douras STRENGTHEN FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS

In a study of 189 first-time mothers (Hofmeyer, et al, 1991;
Wolman, 1993) in Johannesburg, South Africa, researchers inves-
tigated how the presence of a doula influences a couple’s relation-
ship during and after a birth.

The women, randomly assigned to doula and no-doula groups,
reported no significant differences in satisfaction with their part-
ner before or during pregnancy. Immediately after giving birth,
however, only 30 percent of women in the no-doula group report-
ed their relationship with their partner was better, while 71 per-
cent of those who were attended by a doula felt their relationship
had improved. By six weeks postpartum, 85 percent of the moth-
ers in the doula group reported increased satisfaction with their
partners, compared to only 49 percent of the no-doula group.>

Mothering the mother and father in labor and early postpar-
tum apparently creates a desirable postpartum “halo effect.” With
the support of a skilled doula, couples experience emotional suc-
cess in birth, and feel mothered while learning to nurse and care
for their new baby. This kind of beginning gives new mothers and
fathers a foundation of confidence and good will to build on.
k2

Don’t Give Birth Without A Doula!

COMMENTS:

1. In the no-doula group
only 12 percent delivered
naturally (that is, without
anesthesia, medications, or
Jforceps), a striking contrast
to the 55% of doula-assisted
mothers who had natural
deliveries.

2. Even in those labors
where doulas were assigned
as “observers” meaning
they did not touch the
mother but stayed in a cor-
ner taking notes, labor out-
comes improved!
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s qnce helped a first-time

mother through labor. Near
- the end of labor, the mom

curled up into a squat

* _against q couch. It was

~ apparent she had reached
complete dilation and was
beginning to push. She told -

me she could not move to

the bed: I called the nurse,

wha called in the doctor.

- The young doctor walked
in and gasped when he.

took in the scene. He looked

_ over at the nurse and said

pleasantly, ‘We need to get .

her in the bed. We can’t

_ have her pushing on the

~ floor! I explained to the
“doctor that the mother had

just told me she couldn’t get

up and move to the bed
and that she wanted to
deliver her baby right
where she was.

The doctor looked at mie
with a worried expression

_ and said, ‘Well, I haven’t
ever delivered a baby like :
this—in a squat on the
floor” I answered softly,
“That’s okay because she

~ never has either.

We both smiled. He said -
‘Okay.’ And he got down on
his knees and attended the
birth. It was a beautiful
birth.”

—CAMERON BENJAMIN,
Certified Doula

210

The future well-being of your baby isn’t solely determined by
medical events surrounding its birth. Its life will be affected dra-
matically by the quality of its parents’ relationship, as well as their
perceptions of him or her. Doula-attended births enhance moth-
er-infant bonding, as described in the findings below.

Wolman found that when compared to the no-doula group,
mothers who were “mothered” by a doula through labor “were
more positive on all dimensions involving specialness, ease,
attractiveness and cleverness of their babies.” They believed they
were closer to their babies and felt they were adapting to mother-
hood better than did the control group. Doula-attended mothers
felt they could take care of their babies better than anyone else,
but no-doula mothers believed others could care for their babies
as well as they could.*

DOCTORS, NURSE-MIDWIVES, NURSES...
AND DOULAS

I couldn’t and wouldn’t practice obstetrics today without
doulas. They give me the confidence of knowing the laboring
mother is not frightened or alone, and is always in the capable
hands of a professional labor assistant. The quality and conti-
nuity of care should not be regarded as a “fringe benefit,” “an
extra,” but as an essential and irreplaceable part of the

birthing experience.

—HARLAN ELL1S, M.D.
QUOTED IN SPECIAL WOMEN
BY PoLLY PEREZ

New faces and frequent interruptions can disrupt concentration
in labor. During a hospital birth you can expect that at least six
unfamiliar people will come in and out of your labor room per-
forming various functions (lab techs, nurses, doctors, students, as
well as people from housekeeping and admitting). However,
despite these intrusions, the presence of your doula is the contin-
uous thread that you can hold on to throughout your labor.

Unlike nurses or midwives, doulas are not employees of the
hospital, and therefore have no other commitments during a
woman’s labor. This allows a doula to provide one-on-one, con-
tinuous labor support (without shift-changes) throughout labor
and early postpartum.

Many nurses and nurse-midwives wish they could provide
more personal bedside support, but hospitals have put too many

Birthing Through Pain




