“What is a Doula”
            by Rachel Carton
The word “doula” comes from ancient Greek and is now used to refer to “a woman 

experienced in childbirth who provides continuous physical, emotional, and

 informational support to the mother before, during, and just after childbirth.”  Research 

studies have found that when doulas attend births, labors are shorter by 25%,  there are 

fewer complications, and there is a decrease in need of pitocin induction and 

augmentation by 40%, a decreased cesarean rate by 50%, reduced need for pain 

medications by 30%,  decreased need for forceps by 40%, and decreased request of 

epidurals by 60%.  Babies are also healthier and they breastfeed more easily.

A doula recognizes birth as a key life experience and understands the physiology of birth 

and the emotional needs for the woman in labor.  She will assist a pregnant woman in 

preparing for and carrying out her plans for birth.  The doula stays by the side of the 

woman throughout labor providing emotional support, practical comfort measures, an 

objective viewpoint, and information to aid decision-making.  She acts as a liaison 

between the laboring woman, her partner, and clinical care providers. The doula 

perceives her role as nurturing and protecting the woman’s memory of her birth.  The 

doula does not replace the woman’s partner or clinical care providers, she is an added 

member of the birthing team.

The Purpose and Value of Labor Support

Birth is a major event in a mother’s life.  Since birth creates memories that impact 

parents, especially mothers, for a lifetime, it is important to ensure that this event is 

positive for the entire family.  It is imperative that women have a healthy, educated view 

of childbirth.  Education and a positive birth experience can change a woman’s 

perception and false beliefs about childbirth and can bring instead a factual understanding 

of how her body functions in labor and delivery.  Warm memories of her being nurtured 

and protected during what is normally considered a vulnerable and frightening period can 

be facilitated by the presence of a caring, knowledgeable doula.

The primary purpose behind providing labor support is for the physical and emotional 

comfort of the mother.  Physical comfort measures used by a competent doula not only 

relieve painful sensations, but are useful as distraction methods.

A woman should feel free of expectations, of herself or of others.  The doula gives the    

mothers a sense of trusting their own bodies to be able to physically birth their baby.  The 

doula facilitates communication between caregivers and parents so the parents can fully 

understand different medical procedures being offered and their options concerning them.   

A doula’s serene and knowledgeable spirit gives a consoling sense of peace to the 

birthing parents. 
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