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About the Book

The most anticipated part of pregnancy is giving birth; yet most pregnancy books devote only a chapter or two to this miraculous event and the physical discomfort that accompanies it. Uniquely, Birth Skills concentrates solely on helping you, and your partner, manage the pain of childbirth – from the first contraction, throughout the labour to the actual birth itself.

Written by leading obstetric physiotherapist Juju Sundin, with Sarah Murdoch providing a mother’s point of view, this wonderful book tells you exactly how your body works in labour and clearly explains how you can use movement, breathing, vocalisation, visualisation and many other easy–to–follow techniques to alleviate pain.

Juju and Sarah’s sound advice makes Birth Skills an invaluable guide for all expectant parents.


About the Author

Juju Sundin is a physiotherapist and has her own private obstetric practice in Sydney, Australia. For 30 years she has worked creatively with pregnant couples to pioneer new ways of mastering labour pain and motivating them for their childbirth adventure. Her unique teaching style has attracted a wide audience of couples, whether birthing at home, hospital or birth centre. Her attitude to birth preparation includes seeing it as part of life in general, incorporating our own individual life skills as well as the newly learnt birth skills into one big whole.

Juju writes as though she is speaking to you in her classes and ignites a curiosity, an excitement, a wonder about putting all the birth skills into practice on the day and giving it a try, and just taking it contraction by contraction. Widely published in the UK, the US and Australia, Juju has chosen the most popular and successful tools and techniques from her classes to give you a book that can be used by every couple preparing for childbirth.

Her lessons in how to manage labour are greatly enhanced by Sarah’s delightful experiences during Juju’s classes and her reports of how she and her husband used the skills in childbirth.

Juju is the mother of Marina and Heidi.

Sarah Murdoch has achieved a successful career internationally as a model and actress. She has spent the past nine years committed to philanthropy, seeing her public persona as an opportunity to assist not-for-profit arts and charitable bodies. Among her many charitable associations, Sarah is Patron of the National Breast Cancer Foundation, the Ambassador for the Murdoch Childrens Research Institute and a director of the Australian Ballet.

Sarah has contributed to this book because she feels there is a significant need for more knowledge about labour and birth. While pregnant with her first son she attempted to find a source that could educate her about the physiology of labour and birth. Not finding anything satisfactory in a book she attended Juju Sundin’s birth skills classes. Sarah credits her incredible birth experiences to Juju’s skills and feels that this knowledge should be passed on to all women.

Sarah lives in Sydney, Australia, with her husband Lachlan and her two sons, Kalan and Aidan.
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As always, this book is dedicated to my
two beautiful children Marina and Heidi.

Juju

To my two miracles, Kalan and Aidan,
and to my husband, Lachlan. I am truly blessed.

Sarah


Art completes what nature cannot seem to finish.

Aristotle

The art of childbirth completes what nature started and creates new meanings over time.

Juju Sundin


Foreword
Dr Keith Hartman

Over the past 30 years it has been my privilege and pleasure to be involved with the births of about 7,000 babies. It has been a great joy to share the excitement of those women’s pregnancies and the exhilaration of their experience of birth. It has, however, been very obvious over that time that most women are really frightened of the prospect of labour.

Over the same period of time thousands of women have benefited from Juju Sundin’s antenatal classes. Juju is an extraordinary person who is passionate about her subject and gifted in her ability to educate and inspire confidence. My patients have frequently told me of feeling empowered by her classes.

Juju is probably our most experienced and respected obstetric physiotherapist. Her unique strategies for understanding, embracing and dealing with the pain of labour are scientifically based and continually being refined. These strategies certainly work extremely well for many women. However, Juju’s classes also educate women about all available options (including medical methods of pain relief) so that her clients do not feel locked into one approach to labour. She stresses that every person deals with pain differently and that no two labours are the same. Her classes include information about all the interventions that might prove necessary for the safety of the mother and her baby.

I find it interesting to reflect that when I was an obstetric registrar 30 years ago we had a few patients of various cultural backgrounds who were active and very noisy in labour. Their births were usually fast and straightforward and accompanied by tremendous emotional release. On the other hand most of our patients were expected to be much more passive. They were told to lie on the bed, not make a noise and to suffer the pain in silence, perhaps using some rehearsed breathing patterns for distraction from the pain. How pleasing it is that women are now being actively encouraged to express their feelings and reactions to labour in their own individual way. Mobility in labour certainly assists in the efficiency of uterine contractions. Vocalisation, visualisation, various distraction techniques and partner involvement all add to the positive experience of the process of childbirth.

Sarah Murdoch came to me as a patient and also attended Juju’s classes. Her beautifully written pieces for this book will prove not only very interesting but also extremely valuable to the reader. Sarah has very honestly expressed her own initial fear of labour and the knowledge and self-confidence she obtained from Juju’s tuition. I know she used the birth skills to great effect during her labour.

This excellent book will allow a much greater number of women to benefit from Juju Sundin’s experience and expertise. Even her infectious enthusiasm is evident from the practical and easily understood way it is written.

Juju and Sarah’s book should be read by anyone who believes that labour and childbirth are totally normal processes, which with education and support can be approached confidently and without fear. I congratulate them both on making such a valuable contribution to the preparation of women for birth – the most sublime and wondrous human experience.

Keith Hartman FRCOG, FRANZCOG

Visiting Specialist Obstetrician and Gynaecologist

Royal North Shore Hospital, Sydney

The Mater Hospital, North Sydney

North Shore Private Hospital, St Leonards


INTRODUCTION

Birth skills for life

Sarah and I would like to welcome you to our book, which is designed to help you to prepare for the one thing all women worry about when having a baby: the pain of childbirth. We are going to help you to learn how to minimise the pain and, in doing so, we will educate you and empower you, so you can help yourself get through it.

Whether you are expecting a short labour, a long labour, a pain-free labour, a natural labour, an epidural-assisted labour, a water birth or even a labour similar to your mother’s or sister’s, the skills in this book will help you. Whether you are looking forward to labour, are ambivalent about it or are dreading it, these skills will help you. Even if you have an unexpected caesarean on the day, the information within these covers will still help you. In fact, even if you don’t use our ideas for your childbirth, these techniques can be used as life skills. A number of my class participants have reported back to me about how they use the skills in other situations. One of my students told me she gives her 10-year-old daughter a stress ball to squeeze every time, say, a splinter needs to be taken out of her little foot! The technique works brilliantly, the mother said, and she learnt this skill in my classes over a decade ago.

Both Sarah and I have been through childbirth twice, but Sarah’s first child and my last child are 25 years apart! Our joint contributions bring to you both a theoretical and an experiential perspective. We have written this book to make a difference and we hope, with both our hearts, that it does make a difference for you.

An evolving practice

I conducted my first antenatal class at the Royal Hospital for Women in Sydney on the day man landed on the moon, Monday 21 July 1969. Since then, the design of my classes has evolved and adapted to the changing needs of the women who attend them. I have seen all the antenatal trends come and go and, while respecting them all, I have fine-tuned my physiotherapy practice to concentrate on one thing and one thing only: mastering the pain of labour. My classes are not based on trends, but on basic factual anatomy, physiology, neurophysiology and human behaviour. The evolution of my classes came about from years of me watching and learning and listening, of taking notice when someone told me something mundane or something out of the ordinary about childbirth, of being awed by women’s resilience during labour and never ridiculing any couple’s way of coping, but rather being inspired by them. All of them.

I remember teaching the class on that momentous day back in 1969 and asking the women (partners did not attend then) how they felt about labour pain. They all looked at each other, shrugged their shoulders and laughed. They were simply resigned to the belief that it was ‘just their lot to have to suffer the pain’, there was nothing they could do about it. But if I arrived at my birth skill class tonight and posed exactly the same question to the group, not one would shrug their shoulders and laugh. Not one! That is not to say that the women today, nearly 40 years later, don’t have a fear of the pain, but they are not prepared to be resigned to helplessness.

We now desire control over our experiences, much more so than our mothers and grandmothers did, and this is what drives most women to attend my classes. They want to know exactly what they can do during labour to handle the pain. They are seeking tools that will not go out the window on the day. Even though birth is not easy, mastering the pain is something that women can do with the skills in this book.

Choices in childbirth

I have a policy of supporting all methods of birth. I support all the women who pass through my practice no matter what sort of birth they have. I encourage them to make their own choices with their birth team, and that includes having the courage to choose an epidural if they need it, without feeling any sense of guilt. I think it’s great that drugs and the medical team are there if you need them – I needed them myself, as did Sarah, as have some of the other women who attended my classes – but I also think there is something to be gained from equipping yourselves (and I mean the woman and her partner here) with knowledge and skills to take on some or all of the adventure of childbirth.

Many of you will already be excited about working through childbirth. Your decision about the birth may have already been made. May I suggest you be open to the medical system if you need it; there is much that you can control on the day, but there are also things that you can’t. A healthy mother and baby is what childbirth is all about.

Having said that, I am asked over and over again why the rate of medication – from simple pain killers to epidurals and caesareans – during childbirth has gone through the roof. It has never been my style to critique doctors, hospitals or medical trends. I prefer to put passion and energy into trying to make a difference for women through my classes. I’m afraid, like it or not, it is we, the women, who are the ones asking for the drugs. It is as if we are so afraid of experiencing pain, we only feel calm and reassured when we know we can have it medically blocked out. We are so accomplished in our homes, hobbies, sports, relationships and careers, yet we are terrified of losing that same command in labour. So we, the women, are choosing drugs as a quick-fix, take-the-pain-away means of control.

Then again, many of our partners are also saying, ‘Look, why don’t you just have the drugs? It’s crazy to feel pain when you don’t have to!’ This is perhaps reasonable as they are usually baffled about how to help their partner cope during this intense and challenging experience. It is also often hard for the partners to simply understand the unconscious drive women have to experience childbirth. Gosh, we women don’t even understand it!

Having control is very much a part of our value system these days and we feel we must find a way to absolutely ensure we have it. An epidural will, in most cases, ensure you cannot feel the pain. And many women today are saying, ‘Well, if it’s so painful and so much trouble, why not just have a caesarean and be done with it?’ A fair question, but maybe it’s a bit like asking, ‘If children playing in muddy puddles create so much mess and trouble, why not just control the situation and keep all kids inside?’ The reality is that their play is about so much more than getting dirty. It’s about learning, creativity, discovery and a preparation for more profound things to come, just as childbirth is. Maybe it’s possible, with this in mind, to at least approach childbirth with an attitude of ‘giving it a try’.

But, hey, we live in a world of choice, so we can choose to do what we like, particularly when presented with something as challenging as childbirth. Are we, however, making informed and thoroughly researched choices for our childbirths, or is it our fear making the birthing decisions?

If you could learn some simple behavioural tools that will give you incredible control during labour (or at least part of it, knowing that medical backup is still available if you need it or choose it), would you be willing to give it a try? Would you think: ‘This sounds interesting; I’d be fascinated to learn more about controlling the pain during labour using my own resources. I can’t promise anything right now, but I just might give these methods a try on the day. I can always have the drugs if I need to’? Then…

Our book is for you

Sarah and I spent a year formulating this text to bring the birth skills classes to you. We want, through our text, to come right inside your home where you and your partner will probably be reading this book, so that we can enhance your antenatal education and make sure you both have the skills you need to work as a team during the birth of your child.

Yes, we wrote this book for your partners too. As supportive members of the birth team he (for practical reasons, we refer to your partner as ‘he’, and the baby as ‘she’, although we realise this is not always the case) can be inspired by the lessons as well. We want to provide both of you with lessons in self-reliance to better equip you on the day. And this book can be used in conjunction with what you are learning at your hospital or community antenatal classes as they are both valuable, different, compatible and complementary.

Please read the next chapter carefully as it forms the basis of the book. Also pay attention to Sarah’s final chapter as it portrays what the rewards of childbirth are really all about. The chapters in between are your skill lessons, which are not complicated, and contain important information for your practice of the skills and further preparation for the birth. You will notice some repetition throughout. This is very much intended. Repetition is intrinsic to labour preparation and recall. Many of my students report back to me that they hear my voice during labour, telling them what to do, and this is because of the repetition. Our aim is for you to remember as much as possible from each chapter so that you are able to recall it when you are in labour and under stress.

Sarah and I will teach you the techniques that regrettably were not available for me when I had my children. They are techniques that Sarah and her husband used so magnificently during the births of their children. I hope you will try them too. I will teach you the individual techniques, explain their physiology and how each one works, and give you the process of how to use each skill, just as I have been instructing the couples in my classes for many years. Sarah will then take you on the same journey of learning that she took as a member of my birth skills classes when she attended during both of her pregnancies. You will be down on the floor with her, learning, laughing and launching into a new set of activities designed to assist you with your contractions. You will become familiar with the techniques from both a teacher’s perspective and a learner’s experience.

We will also introduce to you many of the other women from classes over the years and this will give you even more ideas about how labour and its pain can be managed in a multitude of ways. You will learn fascinating tools from each person. I never tire of hearing their feedback or reading their stories, and their contributions are a significant and valued part of my classes.

As always with my writing, I like to talk to you as though you are sitting or standing right in front of me in one of my classes. Sarah will talk to you as though you are positioned right next to her during each skills session. So please join us in this series of classes, learning the skills, chapter by chapter, and together let’s see if we can change the way you relate to labour pain. Let’s see if we can help you with some of the fear you might have, as well. And let’s see if we can get you and your partner ready for one of the most incredible adventures of a lifetime.


BIRTH SKILLS

Your education starts now

I guess the first question you want to ask us is, ‘Can you actually master labour pain?’ I could answer this for you but it is a question that I want you to answer. However, it is too early for you to do that just yet. It is a question you can address again at the end of the book, after you have learned all the skills. First we have some work to do.

Activity plus focus

There is no doubt that labour pain is a perplexing and challenging sensation. It is therefore valuable to work towards solutions that will help you to deal with it, rather than panicking and seeing it only as a problem. A degree of fear, panic and the resulting rise in stress hormones can be useful in labour, but if these three by-products of the pain overwhelm you they will present you with only one option: freezing. This frozen state only compounds the problem, as it creates more fear, more panic, more stress hormones, and ultimately more pain. It makes a solution much more difficult to achieve.

I know it may sound a bit of a cliché, but in childbirth knowledge really is power. In order to master labour pain you need to move from a state of fear, ignorance and anxiety towards focusing on conscious activities to apply to contractions. I specifically use the term ‘conscious activities’ because you will not only be applying pain-relieving activities to contractions, you will also be concentrating on them. This is an important part of the strategy. Activity plus focus. As you learn these skills, your fear will give way to confidence and courage. As you master these simple techniques you will be working towards a richer and more rewarding childbirth experience.


• You will learn what to do with the fear.

• You will learn what to do with the panic.

• You will learn what to do with the stress.

• You will learn what to do with the pain.



In my 30 years of teaching pain mastery techniques for childbirth, I have tried in my classes to integrate the concept of breaking down something that is frightening and seems too hard to deal with, into simple, learnable, achievable parts. It is all about action. Small action. Big action. It is about enlisting activities that align themselves with reducing pain, not increasing it. It is about what works in labour. It is about powerful, realistic resources and human potential. It is about turning ancient gifts into modern skills. It is about empowering you.

Sarah didn’t believe these skills would work for her at first. She arrived at my class a little apprehensive … but I will let her tell you about that.




Sarah’s story

I was about six months pregnant with my first child when my obstetrician, Keith Hartman, suggested I take Juju Sundin’s birth skills classes. Did I really need to see someone else about my labour? I already planned to take antenatal classes at the hospital I’d booked into for the delivery, The Mater Hospital in Sydney, and I had read countless textbooks about pregnancy and labour. I had seen drawings of a baby in the uterus and pictures of a baby being born. I knew childbirth was incredibly painful. I knew it could take a very long time. And that it is scary. Isn’t that all there was to know?

Keith told me that his daughter had taken Juju’s classes and that she had had an incredible birth. Now I was intrigued. After reading all those books I certainly didn’t feel that I was in for an ‘incredible’ birth! Then, when I thought about it some more, I realised I didn’t actually know what I would be feeling and experiencing once I got into that labour room. What was the pain really like? As far as I knew it was so bad no one liked to talk about it. The books didn’t describe it. Women just looked away if I asked; it seemed to be some unspeakable horror. That was it, I decided, I was going to have an epidural. I mean, who gets their teeth pulled without anaesthetic? But Keith persisted. He assured me Juju’s classes were unlike any other antenatal class. He was so right.

Juju taught me about the true physiology of pain. By reading this book you will also learn about it – where the pain is, why you feel it, how your mind registers that pain, what your body does during labour, the hormones you will produce and how your baby is born.

I now know that if I hadn’t understood all this I wouldn’t have lasted very long once my labour pain started. I would have felt scared, unsure and probably would have lost control right away. Juju explained to me how, when you are threatened, there are over a thousand chemical reactions produced in your body. These mobilise the large muscle groups of your body with huge surges of energy so they are ready to help you to attack the situation. If nothing is done when this adrenalin starts pumping the levels will only increase, causing stress and eventually distress and lack of control. Being out of control was certainly not an experience I wanted in my labour.

These are not airy-fairy, hippie, all-natural birthing classes. Juju understands the need for epidurals, for caesareans, for medical intervention. What Juju gives you is the ability to understand your labour so you can make informed decisions throughout about how to cope with the pain. She always says that it doesn’t matter how your baby arrives so long as you felt you had some control. We hope these techniques get you the whole way through your labour without intervention but if not we hope you will be inspired by what you can do and in doing so revel in the knowledge that you tried.

This is why I became involved in Juju’s book. After my first son was born I thought back to the classes, to my labour and to the excitement, effort and adventure of giving birth to him. When Juju asked if I would be interested in giving a student’s perspective in her new book I jumped at the chance. I understood her passion for giving women options by teaching and helping them to dispel their fears of childbirth. I truly believe Juju’s birth skills are something every woman should take with her into childbirth.

I feel so lucky I learnt and understood Juju’s lessons. I understood what my body was physically doing throughout my labour and when you finish this book you will also have an understanding of the pain of labour, what it is and why you are feeling it. You will be in command of that pain because you are armed with methods that work to help you deal with it.

I hope you find these skills as invaluable as my husband and I have. Giving birth is a miracle. Good luck and enjoy the adventure.




Have you heard the one about instinct and control?

It never surprises me when women from my classes tell me, over and over again, that their instincts did not tell them what to do during their labours. We must recognise that even though our primitive ancestors may have had some very effective instinctive strategies for coping with labour pain, at this point in our history intellectual supremacy and socialisation have overridden them in our consciousness. These instinctive behaviours are still very much there but they just don’t seem to come naturally any more. Besides that, our sophisticated consciousness hungers for control over most situations in our lives, so we struggle for the elusive control over labour pain – just expecting it to happen – disappointed and angry when it doesn’t.

As I’ve said, control is a big part of our value system; conversely, we fiercely avoid loss of control. I guess this is related to the rules we have developed as a society, with our emphasis on order rather than chaos. More and more, our ability to tolerate anything that doesn’t absolutely suit us seems to be heading south fast. Is it not then unreasonable of us to have the expectation of an instinct suddenly appearing to direct and rescue us in labour and provide us with all the control we are seeking even though women have been having babies for thousands of years?

Instinct is not a commonly used resource in our day-to-day lives, therefore it is a little buried. Try to remember this as you practise the birth skills as they too will not be so familiar to you. But don’t worry, most women take a little time to feel comfortable with the skills (Sarah was also a little wary and hesitant at first but was thankful on the day). The aim is to help you to avoid the struggle between your need to have some control over the pain and your fear of losing it.

Healthy pain, healthy responses

During the first stage of labour with each contraction of the uterus there is a small amount of dilation (or opening) of the cervix, rotation of the baby and descent of the baby down into the pelvis. In the second stage of labour the baby is moving through the birth canal towards your vaginal outlet and then into the outside world. The third stage, when the placenta is expelled from the uterus and delivered through the vagina, completes the birthing process. Early in the first stage of labour, as the pain is introducing itself to you, you will be able to manage it using fairly low-key behaviours. If this is during the night, try to go back to sleep or simply lie quietly to conserve your energy. If it is daytime, try to carry on as usual and simply relax during contractions.

At this time you are beginning the important work of closely relating to what your body is doing as it begins the magnificent work of childbirth. If you end up having an extended early phase (sometimes called pre-labour), with contractions starting and stopping or just not progressing, you must conserve as much energy as possible for the hours that lie ahead. For a small number of women it could be a day or two before established labour begins. As labour builds up and the pain increases you will have to quickly analyse the situation and make a decision about what you will do for each contraction. If you decide to continue with the journey and the challenge of childbirth using your own resources, you will be presented with the following choices as each contraction commences:


• 60 seconds of painful helplessness or

• 60 seconds of powerful action.



The first option may make it difficult for you to cope, making labour a real struggle; the other will help you avoid unnecessary pain – and the skills in this book will help you with that second choice.

Labour pain is healthy pain

As labour progresses and the pain really establishes its presence, there will be no time to make decisions about how you will handle each contraction: you will just have to go for it! Your responses will have to be instant with no fear, no inhibition, no uncertainty, no embarrassment. In order for this to be possible, it is essential you understand that labour pain is healthy pain. It is caused by the uterine muscle actually working. It is healthy working pain. That’s it! It is not caused by trauma, disease, illness, accident, etc. Even when the pain becomes enormous pain it is still only due to uterine muscle fatigue (called ischaemia). Nothing else. Just muscle tiredness. And because the pain is healthy pain you can be proactive, be powerful, be immersed in your birth skill.

Let me clarify here what ‘healthy pain’ and ‘sick pain’ behaviours are. If a pain is sick pain it is natural for you to just curl up and want it to go away and usually get medical help for it. If a pain is healthy pain, you can be proactive and do something about it yourself. More importantly, if any pain is healthy pain but you think it is sick pain, then no matter what you try to do it probably won’t work; you will just curl up as though it is sick pain. The downside of not understanding that the pain of labour is a healthy pain is that your ‘sick pain’ reflexes take over, and your fear/freeze reflex inhibits any form of coping.

A reflex occurs when it is unnecessary for a sensory impulse to reach the brain in order to trigger a response. Instead, the message travels to the spinal cord and a response is triggered. It bypasses your intellectual analysis because it needs to be a fast reaction. A typical reflex is when you quickly pull your hand away from a hot plate on a stove when you didn’t realise it was on. It is instantaneous, and is an inherited behaviour rather than a learnt one. You can imagine that if you do not understand the healthy nature of labour pain your fear/freeze reflex will inhibit any form of coping.

Saying to yourself ‘healthy pain’ like a mantra while in labour will help you really focus on it as a meaningful circumstance, and will help inhibit your brain’s unconscious scanner (the amygdala) from sending unhealthy pain alarm bells, which usually results in creating an anxiety state within you – something you want to avoid. The fact that labour pain is healthy pain is the very reason it is possible for you to cope – as long as you know what to do and try to use your intellect as well as your instinctive reflexes. Most women don’t understand this (I know Sarah didn’t initially).

You can see from the points in ‘Natural chemical help’ (see here) that you have so much going for you before you even start labour. Once you blend those physiological facts with the skills you will learn from this book, you have a greater chance of being absorbed in the task of labouring and using everything to your advantage. When you are functioning at your highest possible level during each contraction, your fear and anxiety will be barely detectable. Also, you may be interested to know that at the same time as your body is dealing with pain during birth, all systems and organ functions that provide no immediate contribution to the birth process are depressed or shut down, so that all possible energy can be exclusively reserved for the uterus and your pain-relieving activities.

Don’t worry, you won’t be alone. Your partner will help you. Your midwife and doctor will support you. Your birthplace will be set up to encourage you to be a healthy human being with healthy human pain.

Natural chemical help

If you have ever wondered about your body’s ability to help you during labour, you will never be in doubt again after reading these important facts.


• When a sensation of threat or challenge occurs (such as a spider on your leg, an athlete starting a race, or a painful contraction in labour), over 1,000 chemical reactions are produced within your body and these create dramatic and potentially helpful changes in your behaviour instantly.

• Pain messages travel to your brain via your spinal cord, triggering pain-control impulses from the brain in the form of pain-killing chemicals, endorphins, which act to block further upward painful messages – fewer pain messages means you feel less pain.

• If you create intense competition between pain-free activities and pain, the sophisticated brain will pay attention to the dominance of the pain-free sensations.

• The speed at which pain-dulling messages travel along your nerves to your brain is up to 440 kilometres per hour – just one-hundredth of a second.

• The uptake receptors for endorphins reside in the nerve cells along pain pathways (this was discovered by Dr Candace Pert only in 1973), demonstrating endorphins are related to pain processing.

• Consciously mobilising appropriate skills during times of stress can dull the sensation of pain; that is, simple activities, such as sound and movement during labour, produce even more endorphins.

• If you bombard your nervous system with non-painful thoughts and physical and emotional actions, you can dull your pain further through distraction and redirected focus of attention.

• If you work off your excess adrenalin with sound and activity your oxytocin (a hormone that increases the efficiency of contractions during labour) will flow more proficiently.

• Your endorphin levels rise dramatically in the last trimester of pregnancy in readiness to help you with your labour pain and if you work off your excess stress level (adrenalin) during labour your endorphin levels will increase even more.



Knowledge is power

Women no longer learn about labour through observation. We no longer see our mothers, sisters, aunties, cousins or neighbours giving birth, and so we do not see or learn about how women cope with childbirth. Nor do our partners. Education, therefore, plays a vital role in learning how to create helpful responses during contractions. Helpful for your pain, helpful for your labour process, helpful for you and your partner. These responses need to be simple and doable so that the tasks are possible. They also need to make sense. I can assure you that education is not learning unless a connection is made – the ‘Oh! I see’, or ‘I get that now’, or ‘Yes, now that makes sense’.

If you are frightened of the pain of labour, pat yourself on the back as you are absolutely normal! Human beings have a very strong innate conditioning towards pleasure, but more importantly (also part of our survival reflex) a very powerful pulling away from pain. That is why we panic at the thought of having to face something that we would normally walk away from – too big, too painful, too hard, too frightening! Believe me, I was no different during my births! As well as that, we as women must recognise that we have become very competent in our working and career lives, and yet when we become pregnant we seem to have a big black hole of knowledge regarding labour itself. We have no idea of our capabilities and this is where the fear comes from. So you can see that we have both unconscious and conscious issues that contribute to our fear of childbirth.

Then there are the frightening stories of birth relayed by well-meaning friends and family members. Only this morning, I had a frightened woman on the phone telling me that her girlfriend had told her that labour pain was like the very severe pain of the kidney stones she had passed. Ouch! So already this woman has linked labour pain with sick pain. She was terrified. Fortunately we could talk it through. No one had told her that labour pain is healthy pain. At the beginning of this phone call she was terrified; at the end of it she was empowered.

Labour pain is not like kidney stone pain, or endometriosis pain, or migraine pain, or toothache pain. It is the healthy pain of a muscle working. The uterine muscle working.

Use your skills

Fear is a double-edged sword. Some fear and anxiety in labour can be useful as it will give you the energy and motivation to access helpful behaviours and take control. Excessive fear and panic will lead to distress and the kind of ‘frozen’ state that leads to helplessness and loss of control, therefore amplifying the very pain you are trying to master. You are going to learn what to do with the fear, the panic, the adrenalin and the pain with the skills in this book.

Coping with labour today is being able to use your intelligence, not just relying on your instinct to just kick in. We will expose you to a rich resource of ideas, knowledge, thoughts, insights, action plans, encouragement and inspiring ways to approach childbirth. You will develop the concept of empowerment that will take you way beyond your day-to-day capabilities. I remember all too well the days of rigid breathing exercises and passive relaxation techniques for labour. I also remember how they zapped women’s energy, lengthened their labours and led so quickly to a loss of control. Women frequently said, ‘Everything I learned went out the window as soon as I went into labour.’ Birth skills will not. They are practical and they are potent.

Does this mean every woman who attends my classes has a drug-free birth? Of course not. There are never any guarantees. Besides that, it’s not the aim of birth skills. Maybe you will have a drug-free birth and maybe you won’t. No one can possibly know that until the day. Birth skills are about having some control, some command, so that you can look back on the experience and say, ‘We did our best and we feel inspired by what we did!’

Childbirth is an intensely personal experience for you and your partner. Although you will both be immersed in it when it happens, it is only you, the woman, who will feel the physical pain (your partner may feel it on an emotional level, though). That is why the major learning impact needs to be on you – your skills, your knowledge, your wisdom, your ability. This focus on you, the woman learning the skills, in no way diminishes the role of your partner. Actually it enhances it, as each of you will understand exactly what your individual roles are. As you continue with your learning, try to make sense of what birth skills are all about. Rather than having a black hole of awareness, these skills are about understanding what is going on in the inner world of your labouring body.

Birth skills are about managing the pain sensation that accompanies each contraction and also about managing yourself: after all, the pain doesn’t mind if you lose control – only you do! You need to accept that with contractions there will be some pain, but only a small part of you will actually be in pain each time a contraction comes (the low to mid abdomen, or the low back or the outside of the thighs during the first stage of labour; in the second stage of labour primarily in the vaginal outlet as the baby crowns). The rest of you is pain free! When you go into labour, you will know how to recruit some or all of these pain-free parts of yourself to help you manage the part of you that is in pain. Let’s be more specific. Your head is not in pain, nor are your eyes, your ears, your nose, mouth, lungs, hands, back, chest, legs, nor your feet, nor most of the skin on your body. You are going to use all these pain-free parts to help you manage the small part of your body that will be in pain.

For most women in most labours, only the contraction part has pain: the time in between will be pain free. So, for example, in a 12-hour labour, perhaps only a total of four contraction hours of it will have really challenging pain. Maybe less. We tend to ‘forget’ about the pain-free periods in between the contractions. These are an important part of labour and you will use them to do nothing except rest until the next contraction.

Here is something else to ponder before you go any further. It is something I mention in class all the time:

We all have the potential to experience unbelievable pain in labour, but we also have the potential to produce behaviours and actions that can reduce it.

This needs to be part of your belief system. I am going to remind you yet again: your physiology is ‘for you’, not ‘against you’.

And finally …

If you think labour is only about having a baby and enduring pain, then you are wrong. Labour is about having a baby, it is about having pain, but is also about that rite of passage in which you have the opportunity to mobilise your skills in order to be in command of something that might otherwise seem too big to handle. This is what most women approaching childbirth do not know. Sarah’s final chapter, ‘The bigger picture’, will help you to fully comprehend this. There is no doubt that a sense of mastery during the experience of childbirth can offset the negative aspects of the stress.

You will have to accept that you have no direct control over the contractions or the level of pain, so don’t waste time on trying to control what you can’t; instead put 120 per cent of your energy into what you can control. You absolutely can have control over:


• what you do with your legs and hands

• what you do with your breath and sound

• what you do with your eyes and ears

• what you do with your nose and skin

• what you do with your thoughts and words

• how you use the muscles needed to push out your baby.



This is what birth skills are all about. You will learn how to reshape some of your behaviours, the ones you do have control over, the ones that are entirely appropriate for labour pain management, so that you can, with your partner, and your astounding capabilities, master your own pain. Never underestimate your own power.

Your first skill in mastering labour pain is ‘Movement’.




End of sample
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