
Among the most difficult experiences reported by 
support people, are observing the mother 
experience pain, and having a feeling of 

helplessness in regard to the appropriate action 
that might be taken

(Hanson, Hunter, Bormann, & Sobo, 2009). https://www.youtube.com/watch?v
=50Be0IzIlZA

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=50Be0IzIlZA


Objectives
This workshop covers the areas of:
• The role of the support person 

 review definition of a ‘support person’
 a brief look at the evidence

• Understanding labour and birth and the concept of working with 
pain
 what to say
 supporting decision-making
 breathing
 touch and massage
 positions

What about after the baby is born?
 support with breastfeeding and early parenting

How can we best support our emotional health and wellbeing during 
this time? 

 some tools to help both of you



A support person may not always be a partner

A support person may be someone else in a woman’s life.

For example a friend, sister, mother, mother-in-law or doula. A doula is 
a trained companion who is not a healthcare professional and who 
supports women through childbirth.

A support person should be someone who the woman feels completely 
comfortable with and who is able to be a calm and positive presence.



History of birth partners
Prior to the 1970’s, many hospitals excluded male partners from the labour room, as it 
was felt that he would ‘faint’ or ‘hinder’ the care that is required for the mother. In the 
1930’s, a British Obstetrician recognised the influence of the father on the mother’s 
birth outcomes, believing that male partners had an important role to play in achieving 
a natural childbirth. As a result, he began advocating for them to be present in the 
birthing room from the 1950s. More recently it has been recognised that a woman’s 
sense of trust and support from the father of the child during the labour and birth is 
important. They are able to provide the woman with emotional support, information 
about progress, advice about coping techniques, practical support and help her achieve 
her birth preferences. Today, the inclusion of fathers in maternity care has been 
associated with overall long-term health and social benefits to the mother, baby and 
family unit. Almost all fathers in industrialised countries are now present at the birth of 
their child(ren).



What difference can 
a support person 

make?



The research says…
• Women who have planned with and been supported by their 

partners/support person throughout pregnancy (eg. attending 
classes and helping prepare the birth plan) tend to go into labour 
with greater confidence and a sense of ‘safety’.

• Women who receive close support and care throughout labour are 
less likely to need pain relief, or have major interventions, such as 
caesarean sections, forceps or vacuum. 

• Women who are supported are more likely to be satisfied with their 
birth experience.

In short, the people surrounding a woman in labour can have a huge 
impact on how well the labour goes and how the woman feels about 
her birth.



Continuous one-on-one support for women in 
labour has been shown to shorten labours, 
increase likelihood for spontaneous vaginal birth, 
reduce likelihood for intrapartum analgesia, 
caesarians, instrumental births or negative 
feelings about birth experience

(Bohren, Hofmeyr ,  Sakala,  Fukuzawa,  & Cuthbert, 2017) 



Feeling safe through the concept of continuous support is 
a key element of caring for a woman in labour. 

This enhances their coping abilities and avoids feelings of 
loneliness and fear. 

(Van Der Gucht, & Lewis, 2015).



And it continues after birth…

• Women who have support from a person who understands and 
encourages the breastfeeding process are more likely to breastfeed 
their babies for longer.

• Frequent displays of affection, admiration and appreciation from a 
support person are protective of a woman’s mental health in the 
postnatal period.



As you can see, supporting women during 
labour, birth, and after baby is born is an 
important job!



But how?

1. Understand Labour

2. Understand pain

3. Know helpful strategies to work with pain

4. Recognise the importance of your role 



1. Understand labour

Support may include emotional support by providing 
continuous presence, reassurance and praise, and 
information about labour progress. It is important that 
the support person understand normal labour and birth 
and trusts the woman’s body and ability to birth.

Here’s a reminder about the stages of labour!

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w0iDfcAYZWc

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w0iDfcAYZWc


2. Understanding pain
Pain in labour is a NORMAL and NECESSARY part of the 
process. It lets the woman know labour is starting so she 
can alert supports and be in an environment that is safe. 
It stems from neural responses in the uterus as it 
contracts and the cervix as it thins and dilate. Pain also 
sends a signal to the baby to release hormones and 
prepare for the transition to the outside world.

“…something that can be worked with, as 
opposed to something that is causing 

suffering…”



3. Helpful strategies to work with pain – hormones

Endorphins
Pain triggers the release of endorphins. Endorphins are released to reduce the 
perception of discomfort and the intensity of the pain being experienced. They provide 
both pain relief and ways for the body to adapt to stress. During labour, they also create 
an altered state of consciousness (they may make you not notice time passing!).

Endorphins are the body’s ‘natural opioids’ that continue to rise as contractions 
strengthen and labour progresses. The induce an altered state of consciousness, that 
some would describe as a ‘drugged like effect’ that assists with labour stress and pain, 
and allows for relaxation and recovery between contractions.

A calm and relaxed environment is needed for endorphin 
production.



3. Helpful strategies to work with pain – hormones

Oxytocin
Oxytocin is a hormone that has widespread effects on the brain and body. During 
pregnancy and childbirth, it is responsible for causing labour contractions and milk 
production.

Oxytocin also reduces stress by promoting calm, connection, healing, and growth; and by 
reducing activity in the sympathetic nervous system, which reduces fear, stress, and stress 
hormones, and increases sociability.

When women do not feel private, calm, safe, and undisturbed in labour, their body will 
trigger adrenaline release which activates their fight and flight response. This reduces the 
actions of endorphins and oxytocin.





Sally Pearson is one of Australia's greatest Olympians and the fourth fastest 100m hurdler in 
history. When Sally smashed the Olympic record in 2012, by looking at her face alone, you 
would have seen that she looked like she was pushing past her personal barriers, felt burning 
pain and was so exhausted running her event the very best she could. She ran for her life, 
giving it everything she had after years and years of training and preparation.

So would you be telling her: “Oh Sally, I wish I 
could help you, I wish I could make it stop. You 
deserve a break from all that pain, you’ve 
come so far, what will a little rest matter?”

Or would you say: “GO Sally!!! GO Sally!!! YOU 
CAN DO IT!!!!” 

What would Sally have preferred you to have 
said to her? The same applies in labour. She 
needs your enthusiasm and encouragement to 
help her cross the finish line.

Support role is both the coach and the 
cheerleader.

Another way to think about pain



Making the birth environment feel safe and inviting is an important way to promote 
the flow of endorphins and oxytocin. Take a moment now to have a discussion with 
your support person about how you could make the hospital room on the right more 
like the room on the left!



Creating a safe sanctuary for birth
Some ideas: lights, candles (battery operated), aromatherapy (oil diffuser, oil 
infused wheat pillows/heat packs), music, own clothes, blanket or pillow from 
home, pictures, meaningful words and phrases on the walls, familiar objects. 
Other ideas are: immersion in water, staying mobile and changing positions 
regularly, and using relaxation techniques.

The support person can be responsible for remembering to bring some of these 
things and for reminding the woman about the other strategies.



An exercise in managing discomfort and promoting 
endurance
You can do this activity now with your support person. One person put your hands in 
the air. The other person times 60 seconds (about the length of a contraction) without 
saying anything. 

Do this a second time, but this time the person timing the sixty seconds can describe 
their favourite place to the other person in detail (a beach, the feel of the sand under 
your feet, how the water looks, the feel of the water on your legs etc).

Was it easier to hold your arms in the air whilst being distracted and thinking of 
somewhere relaxing? You could substitute this with other distractions such as massage 
or listening to sixty seconds of your favourite song.



How can support people help with 
breathing?
When a woman is having strong contractions, it's not always easy for her to 
breathe rhythmically and relax every time she breathe out. She may also feel 
tired, and her labour seems endless. This is where the support of a birth partner 
is essential. Support people can help women control their breathing by:

• breathing with the woman – face the labouring woman, ask her to follow 
your breathing, take slow deep breaths;

• eye contact – this can be very calming;
• holding hands or the support person places his/her hands on woman’s 

shoulders.



Birth and Breathing
When you're having strong contractions your breathing 
may become shallow. This is normal.

When breathing becomes faster and faster and turns into 
‘panic breathing’ then this is less helpful.

Try practise relaxation techniques during pregnancy. If 
you get used to these then you will more easily slip into 
them once you're in labour.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jiibODrgk2c

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jiibODrgk2c


What to say during labour and birth

https://youtu.be/DugH6BxEWeE

Verbal exchanges between you and your labouring partner will vary throughout the course of 
labour and birth. 

There may be times when she just can’t get enough of your verbal encouragements, and there 
may be other times when she will not want you to speak at all.

http://mail1.calvaryhealthcare.com.au:32224/?dmVyPTEuMDAxJiZiYzBiNTE4ZGUwYzM0YjlmOT01RDlFQUUzQl84ODI4Xzg1NTFfMSYmNTQwZWNmMzZmOTY5Y2VjPTEyMzImJnVybD1odHRwcyUzQSUyRiUyRnlvdXR1JTJFYmUlMkZEdWdINkJ4RVdlRQ==


Powerful positions

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yx-tA6v4Z0w

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yx-tA6v4Z0w


Massage

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-FFLWaU8uo4

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-FFLWaU8uo4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-FFLWaU8uo4


Simple tools can help:



When massaging, think about 
acupressure points
• Acupressure is a non-invasive technique based on traditional Chinese medicine

• It’s easy to learn 

• Not fully understood how it works but, thought to provide pain relief by stimulating the 
release of endorphins, by pressure on or near nerve pathways

• Many women have found it very helpful during labour

•Here is a link to some images of how to use acupressure during pregnancy and labour

https://acupuncture.rhizome.net.nz/media/cms_page_media/151/Acupressure%20works
hop%20handout%20.pdf

https://acupuncture.rhizome.net.nz/media/cms_page_media/151/Acupressure%20workshop%20handout%20.pdf


Know birth preferences and supporting decision making

An important role for the support person is to know the woman’s birth preferences and 
be her voice if she is unable to speak up. 

Women may need support to make decisions in labour. You don’t need to be an expert in 
midwifery or obstetric care when making decisions. Asking the following questions might 
help you to make decisions (eg. about medications, inductions of labour, epidurals, 
forceps, vacuums, caesareans):

1. Is this an emergency, or do we have time to talk about it?

2. What might the benefits be if we do this?

3. What would the risks be?

4. What other procedures might I/she need if we do this?

5. What else could we try first?

6. What might happen if we wait an hour or two, and decide then?

7. What might happen if we didn’t do the procedure?

Feel free to print these questions out and bring them with you!



Confidence, Connection, Comfort
Feeling safe through the concept of having continuous support available during 
labour is important to women.

This enhances coping abilities and avoids the feelings of loneliness and fear that 
can sometimes arise in labour.

A positive outlook and acceptance of pain has been shown in many studies to 
have beneficial implications on a woman's coping ability. 

The following is a video of a water birth. You may have already watched it if you 
have done the Labour and Birth workshop online. The woman in this video is 
receiving lots of beautiful support.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=42EiiZ9a4nY

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=42EiiZ9a4nY


Ongoing support during early 
parenting

“If it wasn’t for his support, I would probably have given 
up breastfeeding.”

Ruth (first time mother)

https://raisingchildren.net.au/grown-ups/fathers/getting-involved/dads-help-with-babies

https://raisingchildren.net.au/grown-ups/fathers/getting-involved/dads-help-with-babies


Keeping well throughout the journey

When you feel well and content you are better 
able to manage change, maintain happy 

relationships, communicate your feelings and 
really enjoy the journey.

What can help you feel ‘well’ and ‘content’?





How will you nourish your:

Mind (eg. read, connect, join a parent group)

Body (eg. healthy food, exercise, prioritise sleep)

Heart (eg. make time for your relationship)

Spirit (eg. meditate, spend time in nature)



Click on the pictures for more 
information about looking after 

your emotional wellbeing…

https://healthyfamilies.beyondblue.org.au/pregnancy-and-new-parents/dadvice-for-new-dads
http://www.mindthebump.org.au/
https://www.headspace.com/
https://healthyfamilies.beyondblue.org.au/pregnancy-and-new-parents/becoming-a-parent-what-to-expect
https://www.mumspace.com.au/


Best wishes and thank you

Being the support person for a women on the journey to 
motherhood is a wonderful experience, a great honour 

and a particularly personal journey for you.


