Doulas:

Guiding couples as they navigate
the transition to parenthood

It was

I was brought back by the sound of was thinking it may be time to go to the
close
to
3.00am.
Jen Jen emerging from her deep dozing in birth centre. I went in and chatted to Jen
had been labouring in the darkness between her contractions. Her sounds who had been sitting on the toilet for
of her bedroom for the past couple of were rhythmic and controlled, slow in- a couple of surges. I checked the toilet
hours. She had found a comfortable breaths and long audible exhales with and saw a bloody show (mucus plug) in
position and was sticking with it. Dave sounds to engage her senses and release there; a great confirmation labour was
was sitting beside her, massaging her the energy of life stirring inside her. I progressing well. Without too many
lower back with his strong hands during heard her climb the summit of her surge questions, I let her know it was her call
her contractions, and holding the heat and descend back into her rest phase. about when to make the move to the
Yes, I thought, she sounds like she is birth centre.
pack on in between.
I was in the kitchen reheating the finding her own path and is doing great!
Jen agreed and decided it was time.
I returned to their bedroom, Her contractions had moved up a notch
other heat packs. The house was so quiet.
I could hear the tick-tock of their large bringing with me some scented candles, with her changing positions and walking
wall clock overhead and the hum of the toasty heatpacks, a cup of tea for Dave, around so I suggested she try the
fridge. As I waited out the microwave’s some small snacks, some iced water shower. Jen stood in the shower, rocking
3 minute timer, I gazed at the random with a straw, and a cooled peppermint and moaning through her surges. I
collection of photos on the fridge tea for Jen. I lit the candles and found applied pressure to her lower back and
spanning their lives together that had Jen’s ‘birth playlist’ on the ipod. The sacrum area, reminding her to slow her
all lead to this very moment.
breathing down and to
‘After each surge, I gently praised Jen as
University graduation
rest against the wall in
gowned pride; their pet VKHZDVÀQGLQJKHUUK\WKPZLWKLQWKHSXVKLQJ between. I stayed with
dog; beaches, temples XUJHV,VPLOHGDW'DYHWROHWKLPNQRZDOOZDV her whilst Dave had
and treks of a South ZHOOIURPZKHUHZHVWRRGDQGEDE\LVYHU\FORVH· a quick snack then
East Asian odyssey; joy and laughter of room began to ooze the ambience of a went about organising things for the
an exquisitely beautiful wedding day, to birthing space with soft hues of candle move into the birth centre. He collected
the small fingers and toes of ultrasound light and soothing, almost entrancing Jen’s pillows, massage oil, music, labour
pictures. A sense of privilege came music playing softy.
snacks, affirmation cards, and the
I stroked Jen’s hair softly, moving a overnight bags and got them all in the
over me that I was with them, here in
their home at the threshold of such a few strains off her face and whispered car. He checked on the dog, locked up
significant life event - bringing their “you’re doing beautifully Jen, just the house and called the birth centre.
baby into their world and beginning the perfect.” I smiled at Dave, offering
“Shit Kristin, it’s getting really hard
rest of their lives as parents. Over the reassurance as well as praise for his now. I’m so tired! What if I’m not even
last four months we had met up a few invaluable support. He returned the dilating? Do you think I would be...?”
times, had numerous phone and email gesture. I left the room again as all was Jen said looking unsure and a little
conversations, and built a relationship of working well, knowing that intimacy defeated.
trust and respect that comes to fruition and privacy enhance labour and if either
“Yes, I can see you are working really
over the wondrous event of a baby’s of them needed me I was just in the hard now - and you’re doing a brilliant
birth. I wondered where the baby photos other room.
job! All you need to do is keep your
An hour or so, and a few check-ins rhythm with your breath - in and out
would fit amongst the collage of their
later, Dave came out to let me know Jen slowly - and use those sounds of yours,
lives so far in front of me...
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they seem to really help move and release things! Move your
body with that energy you are feeling, it’s a great release to
move. After all, that energy is you, its yours. You CAN do this
Jen, and I’m sure you are dilating. Bring in that big courage of
yours now. We are here for you and getting into that birth pool
is going to be so lovely.”
Confirming the power of positive language, with her next
surge she seemed to refocus on her body and moved through
her contractions with strength again. A little later I went on to
help Jen get dry, dressed and into the car. I got her comfortable
with pillows on the back seat, her heat pack and put an empty
plastic container close by; some women get very nauseous with
the car ride whilst in labour!
The day was just breaking. As I saw the sky and day stir
from its slumber, I thought of the magical sense of opportunity
that dawn brings. I followed Dave and Jen in my car and we
were soon at the birth centre. I helped Jen from the car whilst
Dave found a car park. Once inside and allocated a room, I
introduced myself to the midwife with a smile, “Hello, I’m
Kristin - birth support for Jen and Dave.” There was an
inflatable birth pool in her room so whilst this was getting
filled Jen continued to labour strongly, standing and leaning
on Dave for support.

I fetched 3 jugs; one of water, one of ice and an empty one
for the birth pool. Soon after, Dave and I helped Jen into a
comfortable position on the floor, similar to that of home and
I began some pressure point techniques on her lower back and
sacral area. Dave stayed close, encouraging Jen with soft words,
kisses and physical contact. The midwife did a few checks
non-intrusively; the baby’s heart rate, Jen’s blood pressure and
temperature. Finally the pool was ready! Dave and I helped
Jen in. She moved around in the pool, almost in slow motion,
scoping her space and finding how her body fit amongst it. Jen’s
face and body softened and with an audible moan of relief that
we all seemed to feel, she softy said “Oh, that’s nice. Mmmmm,
so nice....”
Again she found comfort on her knees leaning on the strong
walls of the pool. I grabbed a bean bag for Dave to kneel on so
they could link arms and stay close. I leaned over the other
end of the pool, using most of my body weight to apply double
handed sacral pressure which Jen said really helped during
contractions. In between, I moved to the sides of the pool and
used long, firm strokes down either side of her lower back,
buttocks and hips using the massage oil, or I poured warm
water down her back using the empty jug. I poured some ice
into a cup for Dave to offer Jen to suck on, and also a cup with
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a straw for sips of water. A little while later I fetched a face cloth
to dunk in the jug of ice and showed Dave the areas that would
feel great being cooled down; her forehead, cheeks, front and
back of her neck. I went back to applying sacral pressure. I felt
there was a great harmony between Dave and I as we supported
Jen; he was a strong yet sensitive man.
Progressing beautifully, Jen soon hit what I like to call, ‘The
Gate of Doubt’. A point of real uncertainty, often with resistance,
confusion and the striking fear of the unknown; overwhelmed;
seemingly the last threshold to cross. Also known to many as
‘transition’. It’s a time of immense vulnerability; physical and
emotional. As the birthing mother, it’s almost impossible to
integrate anything and it’s often the peak time of birth support
from doulas, Dads and/or midwives. We had chatted about this
prior and I had also talked to Dave about some useful strategies
for support at this stage.
Jen shook her head. “Oh my god. I don’t know if I can do
this for much longer. How much longer? I just can’t. Please.
I can’t do this, they’re too close, it’s too much for me now, I
can’t.... I need something else...”
With some close physical contact from Dave, some key
encouraging words from myself and the midwife, Jen pushed
through her tears and her doubt, and refocused on what her
body was doing. With a new set of labour sensations to adjust
to, Jen began to instinctively push with her body’s second wind.
She gripped tightly onto Dave’s forearms, and fixed her teeth
onto the facecloth resting on the pool side. I moved close to Jen
whispering “Go with your body here Jen, it knows exactly what
to do - trust it. If you can add to the pushes yourself, then do.
Power down, baby down, all the way down.”
I moved back around the birth pool so I could begin the
pelvic press. A favourite of mine, it’s the simultaneous pushing
inwards and slightly upwards on either side on the hip bones
(the iliac crests) whilst Jen beared down. It requires some
decent strength but when timed well it opens up the pelvic
inlet a little more, offering more room for baby to descend, and
also relieves sacral-pelvic pressure for the woman.
After each surge, I gently praised Jen as she was finding
her rhythm within the pushing urges. I smiled at Dave to let
him know all was well from where we stood and baby is very
close. His face showed excitement, relief, anxiety and disbelief
all at once. Jen soon announces, almost with surprise “I can
feel it! The baby’s coming, oh, oh, oh..!” The midwife checked
again using her mirror under the water and confirmed the
good news. I encouraged Jen to listen in and connect with the

midwife’s voice with her last few pushes; to know when to bear
down and when to breath through. With an almighty groan
Jen birthed her baby’s head within one contraction! “Well done
Jen!” said the midwife, “your baby’s head is out...”
I smiled up at Dave after seeing the baby’s pretty little
face under the water. Big lips, eyes closed, peaceful, almost
unawares. I then motioned for him to take a peak at his baby
emerging. He excitedly stood up and looked into the water.
Overwhelmed with emotion, and always so beautiful to see in
fathers, he buried his teary face into the side of Jen’s neck and
whispered “Our baby is here! I love you, you’re amazing...”
Jen, still with her eyes tightly closed, took some depth,
focusing breaths. I moved in gently and whispered to her
“You can reach down and feel your baby’s head if you like...”
“Oh... my baby?” she replied. Almost in slow motion, her arm
lifted off the side of the birth pool and found its way down and
through the water to cup her baby’s head “Oh!....Oh my God!
My baby. Oh my baby....!”
“OK Jen, with the next one you can push right down into
your bottom and your baby will be here! This is it Jen, you’ll
have your baby with the next contraction...”
Jen listened intently and began to take a few deep breaths in
preparation for the next surge.
“OK. OK. OK, I can do this. Now. It’s coming...nowwwww....”
Her words dissolved into intense bearing down groans and her
baby emerged completely, sending Jen forward into Dave’s
chest from the force. The midwife gently turned the baby
around underwater, at the same time untangling the cord that
was loosely around its body. She then began to move the baby
forward through Jen’s legs. “Here comes your baby Jen, reach
down...” I said softly. Dave and Jen’s eyes widened. Together
they saw their baby surface from the subdued cocoon of the
water to the air and sounds of the world. Jen lifted her baby to
her chest at the same time Dave pronounced “It’s a little girl...!”
My eyes filled with tears, as I soaked in all the sights, sounds
and wondrous emotions that is Birth. I stepped back from Dave
and Jen and allowed them to fully embrace their baby with
privacy and silence. As a mother first and foremost, and as a
doula close second, I relished in the incredible moment of Life.
How privileged I was - again - to witness such an event. After a
brief moment I exhaled slowly, gathered my wits and grabbed
my camera and started to quietly capture the exhilaration and
joy surging through the room. My work as doula was far from
done, yet I felt a definite sense of accomplishment and gratitude
seeing a family form in front of my eyes.

Doulas:
Top 10 Questions
1. What is a doula?

A doula is an experienced companion who understands the emotional and physical
needs of a woman and her family throughout her pregnancy, labour, birth and early
postnatal period, and provides continuous support (non-medical) and care for a woman
throughout her whole experience.1 The word doula originates from the Ancient Greek
word meaning ‘woman servant’. Another translation is ‘to mother the mother’. Doulas
have extensive knowledge of the birth process, and essentially what is needed to allow the
woman’s birthing hormones to work in the most safe and effective way. They adapt their
care based on their client’s circumstances and preferences, and ensure they are always
aware of their choices. They also assist in the decision making process by providing
nonjudgemental, up-to-date, evidence based information for consideration by the couple.
They provide a source of consistent and continuous reassurance, comfort, encouragement
and respect. Although a complementary part of a couple’s care team, doulas do not give
medical advice or perform clinical tasks during labour such as monitoring baby’s heart
rate, performing vaginal exams, assessing baby’s position, taking blood pressure etc.
There are birth doulas and postnatal doulas. The role of a postnatal doula is mostly
nurturing and can involve support during the transitional period from hospital to home,
reassuring and supporting the mother, help with establishing feeding (breast/bottle), care
for older siblings, light housework, and/or preparing nutritious meals; helping mothers
and babies get off to the best possible start.1

2. Who has a doula?

Some couples have a doula with their first birth, and others with subsequent births.
There are various reasons why women/couples hire doulas. Some recognise they may
need extra support in an unfamiliar environment, and to help keep their birth preferences
at the forefront of the experience. Some feel they will benefit greatly from the continual
practical and emotional support, provided by a familiar face who understands their
personal needs and wishes. Some women who have been dissatisfied with a previous birth
experience, and wish to achieve a more positive experience, hire a doula for subsequent
births. Women without the desired support people available also hire doulas. Doulas
attend births at public and private hospitals, birth centres and homebirths.

3. When do you hire a doula?

The relationship with a doula usually begins months before the birth and extends into
the early weeks/months of the postnatal period. The earlier you hire a doula in pregnancy
the more time and opportunity you have to establish your personal needs, concerns and
preferences, whilst also developing a trusting and respectful relationship.

4. Are all doulas the same?

Some doulas have many years of experience, whilst some are starting out on their
journeys. Most doulas are mothers themselves; having personally travelled the various
pregnancy and birthing journeys, adding a degree of compassion and experience. There
is a sense of solidarity amongst doulas: a genuine concern for the couples to experience
the very best across the pregnancy and birthing journey.
Some doulas are also working or trained in other fields or have additional skills
they combine with their doula services. For example, some are childbirth educators,
hypnobirthing practitioners or even midwives. Some are also naturopaths, yoga teachers,
massage therapists, birth photographers, whilst some provide additional services to their
doula packages e.g. photography, placenta encapsulation, baby massage, blessingways or
a postnatal doula service too.

5. How much is a doula?

The cost of a standard doula package around Australia varies from $500 to $1,200. This
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Ways in which a Doula can support the mother during labour
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interviewed after the births of their babies, fathers uniformly
liked having a doula and did not feel that she interfered with
their role. They reported that not only did doulas help them
help the mums, but many of the doula’s support actions were
directed personally at them.2

‘standard’ package often includes two or three prenatal visits,
labour/birth support and one or two postnatal visits. The price
range mostly depends on their level of training, experience
and any other qualifications or skills that they incorporate into
their work. For instance, trainee doulas are often on the lower
end of the price range, whilst those that incorporate more
services into their package are on the higher end. You may
be able to hire a doula just for the labour/birth only, although
most couples prefer to have established a relationship (and its
many benefits) with their doula beforehand.
I often liken hiring of a doula as one of life’s great
investments. Most are willing to invest in their wedding day,
and employing the services of a doula comes at a very small
fraction of the cost! This is one of the most important, if not
THE most important days of a couple’s life, and the experience
and outcome is significant to all involved.

6. What can I expect from a doula?

Within the prenatal visits doulas provide many various

aspects of birth education e.g. active birthing principles and
positions, relaxation techniques, pain management strategies,
partner’s role, how to keep labour safe and effective, medical
interventions, what may be expected of them at their place of
birth and to also work on their birth preferences (‘birth plan’).
Once labour has begun most doulas go to the couple’s
home and stay with them during the early phases of labour. If
they have already gone to hospital they will meet them there.
Throughout labour a doula aids the couple by offering physical,
emotional and practical support. She may help with creating
a tranquil environment with low lighting and calming music;
suggest positive labour positions, guide with visualisations,
assist with pain management or give guidance to the Dad if
need be. She may assist with heatpacks, massage, water therapy,
encouraging words and reassurance, and drinks/food for both
parents. Her presence also allows the Dad to rest or sleep if
the labour is long. She provides information about the birth
process, the medical assistance that is available or has been
offered, and the less invasive or natural alternatives. She often
helps facilitate good communication between the couple and
the careproviders and is there for them to talk things over
with, provide information for decision making, and ultimately
support and respect any choices they make. A doula is still active
in her role if an induction or epidural takes place or a caesarean
is required, adapting her tasks within these circumstances.
A doula’s role is often versatile, and she can accommodate
the couple’s needs at any time, e.g. offering continuous
involvement or respectful privacy. A doula stays with the
couple throughout the length of the labour and birth, and for
the first couple of hours after the birth. Here she can continue to
create the intimate space for bonding, assist with breastfeeding
and any other practical tasks. Most doulas leave once everyone
is settled and happy, and the family is ready for some private
time.

7. What about the Dad?

A common misconception is that a doula displaces the
Dad. The support that partners bring to the birth is something
very unique and that something cannot be replicated. Doulas
often work alongside, and interchangeably with the Dads, and
typically enhance and complement his role. Doulas also adapt
to his needs and wishes throughout and can offer guidance and
reassurance when appropriate, e.g. suggesting certain massage
techniques or positions, and share in the practical tasks.
Having an extra support person in the room can certainly
take the pressure off the Dad and can allow him to participate
fully, at his own comfort level, in the often intensely emotional
experience of seeing his baby come into the world. When
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8. What effect does the presence of a doula have on the
mother?

Women’s strongest feelings (in terms of their birthings),
positive and negative, focus on the way they were treated by
their caregivers.3 Extensive studies have also shown that when
a doula is present during and after childbirth, women report
greater satisfaction with their birth experience, make more
positive assessments of their babies, reduced chance of maternal
fever and infection, have fewer caesareans and requests for
medical intervention, and less postnatal depression. Mothers
also feel more secure, more in control, have reduced levels of
anxiety, reduced maternal bleeding following birth and have a
higher regard and increased sensitivity towards their babies.
They are more affectionate to their babies in postnatal period
and there is an increased chance of successful breastfeeding.4

9. Where can I find a doula?

There are online national directories of doulas throughout
Australia (e.g. www.findadoula.com or www.australiandoulas.
com.au or www.birthafloat.com) that allow you to read over
profiles and/or find direct links to the doula’s website. It is
best to create a shortlist of doulas that you feel drawn to for
one reason or another and make a point of contact through
a phone call or email. The next step is meeting in person, this
is usually an informal get together that ideally both partners
attend. Here you can ask the doula any questions about her
services and perhaps more importantly, see if you are a good
match personally. It is advised you meet with a few doulas until
you both feel you have found the right one for you.

Placenta Capsules-
“an idea that’s easy to swallow”.

10. How do I become a doula?

There are various organisations around Australia and
internationally, that offer birth doula and postnatal doula
training. Some are face-to-face training whilst others are by
correspondence. These include:
www.australiandoulas.com.au
www.australiandoulacollege.com.au
www.birthingwisdom.com.au
www.birtharts.com

Placenta  Encapsulation
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