O birth options

A helpful pair of female
hands during labour, at the
birth and to help with your
newbormn is what having

a doula is about, explains
Bronwyn McNulty

hances are if vou're pregnant
Cm have children, vou've heard

the term “doula” bandied about,
The word, of Greek origin, refers to a
trained laywoman who assists a woman
through labour and, afterwards, with her
newborn. So how do vou know if you
need — or want — a doula at vour labour?

Lisa Chalmers is a trained doula and

the founder of Perth-based Australian
Doulas (www.australiandoulas.com.au).
She says the concept of a female birth
assistant is nothing new: women have
been helping other women through
childbirth for as long as we have
been having babies. Doulas are not
medically trained but instead specialise
in supporting labouring women and
their partners. “That includes emotional
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Doula Cathy with baby Dlivia, whose parents
she supported as she came into the world

support, massage, offering suggestions
for coping with labour, natural pain
relief ideas, and trying to create a safe
environment for a woman to have her
labour,” the mother-of-four says.

“Ohur view is that keeping things quiet
and the lights dim, gently encouraging
awoman and keeping her moving will
be conducive to a good labour.”

Do | need a doula?

Doula converts

Tahnee and

Michael with

baby Olivia

Studies have found that if vou want
to reduce your likelihood of having a
caesarean, shorten your labour, avoid
epidural anaesthesia and increase your
chances of trouble-free breastfeeding,
having a doula is a good idea.

Also, having a doula has been found to
reduce the incidence of foetal distress.

“Early benefits include reductions in
state anxiety scores, positive feelings
about the birth experience and increased
rates of breastfeeding initiation,”
researchers reported in a 1999 US study.
“Later postpartum benefits include
decreased symptoms of depression,
improved self-esteem, exclusive
breastfeeding, and increased sensitivity
of the mother to her child’s needs.”

Hospitals are generally receptive to
women bringing doulas with them into
labour and birthing suites, although
some are concerned by not knowing
exactly what is expected of a doula.

“We have heard of one hospital that is
reconsidering its viewpoint on doulas,”
Lisa says. “A couple of hospitals in
Ireland have actually banned them.”

Dr Andrew Child, head of obstetrics at
Svdney's Roval Prince Alfred Hospital,
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