
Using water  
 

Labouring in water can make contractions more bearable, just as 
having a bath helps to ease tummy ache or backache. A review 
found that using a birthing pool significantly reduced the amount 

of pain relieving drugs in labour that women used and the 
amount of pain that they reported feeling (Cluett et al 2002). 
Women who spent some time labouring in water were far less 
likely to need an epidural or spinal than women who spent all 

their labour on dry land.  
 

Midwifery skills  
 

A kind, competent midwife will keep you informed all the time 
about what is happening. If you want to use natural pain relief to 
cope with contractions, she'll help you, and if you choose an epi-
dural, she'll support you (NCCWCH 2007:92-3; 115).  
 

Aromatherapy 
 

Certain essential plant oils can be very helpful in labour and 
will not clash with homeopathy. As essential oils are very 
powerful, they need to be used very carefully and combined 
by an expert for use in labour. Never use essential oils neat 
on your skin unless specifically instructed to do so by an aro-
matherapist. 
 

The essential oils listed below can be used generally for la-
bour. You can use them for massage by mixing five or six 
drops in a little base oil such as almond oil. Alternatively they 
can be diluted with a few drops of water and used on an es-
sential oil burner. They can also be added to a cold water 
spray or a compress. 
You will probably find these basic aromatherapy essential oils 
at your local health food shop or natural remedy supplier. 
 

Essential oils for general use during labour 
Lavender  
Relaxing and soothing. Many women find this oil very helpful for 
pain relief, or to reduce nausea, to boost energy or to calm emo-

tions. 
Marjoram 
Relieves muscle pains such as backache. Also calms the mind and 
helps to change the energy in labour. 

Clary Sage  
A uterine tonic, relaxant and euphoric. This will encourage labour 
and stimulate contractions. Useful when contractions are weak 
or labour stops. Warming, relaxing, reduces panic. You can put a 
few drops on a tissue and inhale - a natural alternative to gas and 

air.     Caution : Do not use Clary Sage in pregnancy 
Jasmine, Neroli and Rose 
These essential oils are also excellent for use in labour, but as 
they are very costly it is better to use a labour blend that con-

tains them in the right quantities. 
 

Speak to your Pregnancy Massage practitioner if you would like 
further information 

A-Z of natural pain relief 

 

Here's an A to Z of ideas to help you cope with pain and feel in 
control of your labour:  

 

A: ask for information: the more you know, the more re-
laxed you'll feel  
B: breathe rhythmically, and relax as you breathe out  
C: cuddle your partner or birth companion  
D: drink sips of isotonic drinks or water in between con-
tractions  
E: eat carbohydrate-rich foods little and often if you feel 
hungry  
F: fan yourself with a small electric fan  
G: groan and moan: making a noise is a great coping strat-
egy!  
H: hold your partner's hand  
I: imagine your baby moving down through your pelvis 
with every contraction  
J: joke with your partner and your midwife; keep things in 
perspective!  
K: kisses (from your partner, mum, sister, friend)  
L: listen to music to help you relax  
M: move around to make yourself as comfortable as possi-
ble  
N: nestle down in a large pile of pillows or a huge bean 
bag  
O: open your pelvis as wide as possible to help your baby 
be born: kneel on one leg with the other out to the side  
P: think positively: "Each contraction brings me closer to 
the birth of my baby"  
Q: question what you don't understand; being frightened 
will make the pain worse  
R: rock your pelvis round and round and back and for-
wards with each contraction  
S: sigh out gently with every breath  
T: trust your body: you can give birth!  
U: understand the treatment being offered; understand-
ing what's happening helps you feel more motivated  
V: visit the toilet regularly; a full bladder will slow your la-
bour  
W: walk around to ease aches and pains and bring on con-
tractions  
X: more kisses!  
Y: yell, loud and long, and then try to get back into a good 
breathing pattern  
Z: zzzzzzz: doze off in between contractions  
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Resting  
 

In early labour, the best thing you can do to prepare 
yourself to cope with pain is to conserve your energy 
by resting. Make yourself as comfortable as possible 
in bed or on a chair. Tuck pillows all around yourself. 
Have a hot, sweet drink. Play some favourite music 
or put the TV on, and rest!  
 

Later on, you'll find it much easier to cope with pain-
ful contractions if you're not exhausted because you 
were rushing around in early labour.  
 

Changing position  
 

Unless you are really tired, try to avoid lying down 
on your back once your contractions are regular and 
painful. Your labour will be slower if you lie down 
and, the longer your labour lasts, the more tired 
you'll become. Try to remain upright (MIDIRS 
2008b), but choose whatever position feels most 
comfortable. Your midwife should encourage and 
help you (NCCWCH 2007). You could:  

 Stand up and lean on the bed or your partner. 

 Kneel down and lean on the seat of a chair.  

 Kneel with one leg raised to make lots of room in 
your pelvis for your baby to come out.  

 Get on all fours to help ease backache.  

 Sit for a while in a chair, then get up and walk 
around.  

 Rock your hips as much as you can to get your 
baby moving. 

Massage  
 

Massage can help you cope with labour pain and can 
also help to relieve anxiety (NCCWCH 2008:95). Tell 
your birth partner or midwife where you'd like to be 
massaged. You might like massage at the very base 
of your back during contractions. Or you might like 
your shoulders massaged in between contractions to 
help you relax. Give feedback when you can, so that 
you get the best out of it.  
 

A massage that starts slowly is best - frantic rubbing 
will make you feel panicky rather than relaxed! Firm 
pressure will help to stimulate your body to release 
endorphins, the "feel-good" hormones which make 
massage such a positive experience.  

Being supported  
 

A woman who has someone supportive with her 
during labour, to comfort and stay with her, gives 
birth more quickly and easily than if she doesn't 
have continuous support (NCCWCH 2007:73-4). The 
evidence is strongest for having another woman 
with you, such as a close friend relative or doula 
(Hodnettet al 2007; McGrath and Kennell 2008). Sur-
prisingly, there hasn't been much research on how 
much having your partner with you helps (NCCWCH 
2007:73).  
 

Think carefully about who you want to have with 
you during your labour and birth. You'll need some-
one who won't panic, who believes you can do it, 
and who is confident to talk to health professionals 
on your behalf. Your chosen birth partner may be 
your partner or husband, or it may be your sister or 
your mum or a good friend. Or you might like to 
choose two birth partners. It's up to you.  
 

Be aware, though, that some hospitals are reluctant 
to let you have two birth partners in the delivery 
room at the same time, because of lack of space. 
They may, however, agree to have one birth partner 
in the room at a time. Discuss this with your midwife 
and ask for your requests to be put in your notes 
well before your due date.  

Warmth  
 

People have used warmth to relax tense muscles for a 
long time and it can also be used to provide relief 
from labour pain (MIDIRS 2008a).  
 

Warm your back, tummy, or groin using a wheat bag 
or a hot water bottle. A wheat bag is a cloth bag filled 
with wheat husks which you heat up for a few min-
utes in the microwave; - they drape and shape them-
selves to you and will stay warm for an hour or more. 
You can buy them online or in pharmacies, and some 
hospitals sell them at antenatal clinics.  
 

If you're going to use a hot-water bottle, fill it with 
hot (but not boiling) water, and carefully wrap it in a 
towel or soft cover before using it.  
 

Don't forget that massage provides warmth as well. 
Having someone rub your back will warm your skin as 
well as stimulating your body to release natural pain-
killing substances. Using a birthing pool is another 
way to envelope yourself in all-encompassing warmth 
(Maude and Foureur 2007) – see below.  
 

When your baby's head is being born, a soft warm 
flannel or compress placed over your perineum (the 
tissue between the back of the vagina and the back 
passage) may make you feel more comfortable as the 
tissue stretches, although it won't necessarily prevent 
any tears to the area (NCCWCH 2007).  
 

Breathing  
 

Focusing on your breathing is a wonderful way of get-
ting through each contraction (NCCWCH 2007). Take a 
deep breath at the beginning of the contraction and, 
as you breathe out, re-lax. Then breathe in through 
your nose and breathe out through your mouth, keep-
ing your mouth and cheeks very soft.  
 

Don't worry too much about how deeply you're 
breathing, just keep a good rhythm going. Breathe in 
through your nose, and out through a soft mouth. 
And again. And again. Concentrate as hard as you can 
on your breathing as the contraction builds up, and as 
it fades away. When the contraction's over, re-lax.  


