Enhancing Your Partner’s Labor Environment

An aspect of a birthing woman’s well being that sometimes is overlooked is that her mind and body work together        to heighten her senses.  These perceptions can add to or detract from her comfort and well being, and therefore can even affect her labor progress.   Having the right environment relaxes the woman and makes her feel more in control, so her body then produces more endorphins.  The following suggestions can improve the environment at a hospital,      birth center or even a home birth.  It is important for the woman to know that corrections will be            quickly  made  according  to  her  needs  as  she  requests  or  as  labor  progresses.

OVERALL ENVIRONMENT

Privacy – Consider whether she would like the door closed or open.  If open, the doorway curtain can be closed.  Window shades and curtains can be closed or open according to her choice.  If she needs to use the bathroom give    her the option to be alone, with you or her doula.  A well-placed sheet or towel can preserve her sense of modesty during exams or while in a labor tub.
Minimal Traffic – The woman may choose to have family or close friends with her while she labors.  This is sometimes permitted unless it interferes with her ability to cope or with the staff’s ability to perform their duties.  It is usually best 
to keep company to a minimum as labor progresses, to aid in her concentration.  Children are sometimes permitted in the labor room, but it is best if another adult is present to personally take care of each child and remove the child from the room if necessary.

Mobility – The woman can aid her progress by remaining upright and mobile throughout labor.  Besides suggesting positions or movements, discuss with her how interventions can affect her ability to be out of bed.

Personal Items – If she has brought items from home, be prepared to offer them to her or use them.  These items 
may include a favorite pillow, a lotion or scent, a picture for a focal point, or lip balm.

Room Temperature – There is much that can be done to bring the temperature to her comfort.  Adjust the thermostat, open or close the door or window.  Use fans, hot packs, cold packs, warmed blankets and towels, cool cloths,  the shower,  an overhead warmer if available.

Creative Positioning – We can suggest many positions that will help a woman during different stages of labor          or during back labor.  There are also positions that can help her rest while upright or even while using the shower.      We make the recommendations, but we need to honor the woman’s preferences.  We also need to be flexible,          since something may be appropriate at the moment, but inappropriate ten minutes later.  Tell mom to be verbal with you, communicating honestly whether a suggestion is working or isn’t helping at all.

SOUND

Music – Know ahead of time whether a player is available at the hospital.  You may bring tapes and CD’s with you.  Keep in mind that as labor progresses the woman’s state of mind may change also.  Music that sounds great in early labor may not be appropriate later on when she needs to actively concentrate and relax between contractions.

Quiet Conversation – Those present during labor should keep conversation at a comfortable level.  The woman should be able to hear supportive words from you, her doula or other labor helpers.  Affirmations can be important to her at this time.  If she uses affirmations in her life, offer to find one especially appropriate for her.

Familiar voice/s – Your voice may be the one she wants to hear most often, or her doula’s (mother, sister or friend) voice may be the most comforting.  Her needs may change as labor progresses.

Vocalization – It can become difficult to tolerate a contraction in complete silence as a woman breathes.  This is not necessary, and making birth vocalizations can help her.  You or her doula can help her experiment with labor sounds.    It is generally agreed that high-pitched sounds signify resistance, and that low sounds or groans from deep in her throat can be beneficial to her.  If it helps, moan with her.  Parallel activities such as that are a great support.

Negatives – If certain sounds do bother her, you can remedy the situation.  She may be bothered by noises from other rooms, the television, or normal hospital sounds.  The solution may be as simple as closing a door.  Ask her to verbalize to you when needed.
SIGHT

Lighting – Rooms have a variety of lighting sources, and can be dimmed or intensified as necessary.  Even in the daytime, blinds, drapes or lights can be adjusted, as the birthing woman desires for concentration and relaxation.

Eye contact – Focusing her eyes toward a person or focal point during contractions can help coping and concentration.  Have the woman try keeping eye contact with her partner or with you during contractions. 
If she has been practicing with a focal point such as a photo, place it in a convenient spot for her to see.

Visualization – This type of guided imagery can be extremely helpful during contractions or between them.   You 
can suggest appropriate images during contractions to help her visualize what is happening inside her body.  You      may also quietly talk to her in between contractions, guiding her imagery to a place that is particularly restful for her.
Line of Sight – Sometimes an untidy room can interfere with comfort or concentration.  Straighten up the room        (or have a member of the birth team do so) during an appropriate moment, or simply move the personal items to a more convenient place for mom or the staff.

TASTE

Food – Most likely the woman will not be allowed to eat once she is admitted in the hospital.  Know the policy at your place of birth.  She may be allowed to have ice chips or fluids or light snacks, according to her caregiver.  If she has brought lollypops or Popsicles, place them in a freezer for her use during labor.  In most cases, a tray of food will be ordered for her after delivery, at any time of day.

Dry Mouth – Keep her supplied with ice chips, or give her a cold wet cloth for her face or mouth.  If she needs her lip balm, help her get it or ask the staff for something for her lips.
Vomiting – Although everyone doesn’t experience it, vomiting is a very normal part of labor.  Provide her with a toothbrush and mouthwash afterwards.

SMELL

Familiar Scents – Encourage the birthing woman to bring items with her that remind her of being at home.  This might include a favorite pillow, a robe, or even a particular air freshener or cologne.

Aromatherapy – You can bring with you cotton balls scented with a few drops of the essential oil that you feel will most benefit the woman.  Another method is to put the cotton ball in a small cup of hot water placed near the bed.  Lavender is most often suggested but certainly research and decide this yourself.  It is recommended that you don’t bring the bottle with you, as the oil is very concentrated and would cause a major problem if spilled.  Remember, though, that her senses will be greatly heightened, and she may choose not to confuse them with strong scents. 

Food – Other people in the room should consider the laboring mother’s situation.  She may be very hungry or may not want to smell food at all.  If you or a guest needs to eat, it should be done outside the room, away from the mother.

Childbirth Smells – During her labor and delivery she may detect the smell of blood or feces or vomit.  Assure her these are all a normal part of labor.  There is no need to be embarrassed, and the staff will take care of things quickly, maybe even before she realizes it.

TOUCH

Clothing – If the woman chooses to wear hospital gowns during labor, they are plentiful and always available.  They can be worn two at a time, one to cover the front and one to cover the back.  But she can certainly wear a T-shirt or other personal clothing.  Walking is wonderful for labor, and she may want to bring a robe for walking in the halls, although it is not usually necessary.  You should dress comfortably for what may be an extended period of time.        You can provide her with hospital slippers, or she may want to bring her own socks or slippers.
Showers or Tubs – Using the shower or tub during labor can be very beneficial.  Provide her with towels for the shower or tub, and a chair or birthing ball for the shower, if available.  Hospital towels are usually quite small and you will need a few of them at a time.  You can also bring her a heated blanket to dry with or cover herself.  Even a warm room can be chilly when her body is wet.
Exams – It is almost certain there will be at least one vaginal exam to determine progress in dilation.  If this is uncomfortable for the woman, help her concentrate on relaxing her pelvis and breathing deeply. 

Massage, etc. – For most women, touch is essential during labor. This may be in the form of massage, acupressure, stroking, effleurage, or even simply holding a hand.  You can perform all of these or instruct another member of the birth team.  There are methods of touch to comfort, to assure, to soothe, to counteract back labor, or to help her relax.  If the woman chooses not to be touched extensively, do respect her wishes.
Always remember that all those attending her needs should communicate with the birthing mother  before moving into her “ sacred” space.  Speak softly, suggest gently, and be sure to move according       to her needs.  Keep her comfort and empowerment foremost in your mind.
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