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TOPIC HIGHLIGHT

THE EVIDENCE
Water immersion for labour and/or birth can be a supportive 
low-cost, low-tech intervention that enhances women’s 
experiences of their labour and with positive outcome benefits. 
In a previous article,1 we highlighted the current evidence in 
favour of water immersion that demonstrated the positive 
impact upon women’s and birthing people’s physical and 
psychological outcomes, including; reducing pain perception, 
epidural use, labour duration and hospital transfers; enhancing 
mobility, freedom of movement, feelings of safety, privacy 
and positive experiences of labour and birth. Overall, water 
immersion enhances the neuroendocrinology of a normal 
physiological labour2 and is a helpful option for pain relief.3 

BARRIERS TO ACCESS
However, despite these benefits, access to birthing pools can be 
inconsistent.4 For example, birthing pools are much less likely 
to be used in obstetric units than freestanding birth centres or 
at home, for the same cohort of women.5 Issues of maternity 
professionals’ lack of exposure, competence and confidence to 
facilitating intrapartum care in the water are known barriers.1,4 
These barriers can be reflective of cultural biases, fear, and 
organisational restrictive policies6 – however, such concerns 
do not bear out in the evidence in favour of water immersion. 
As such, it is incumbent on maternity units to overcome these 
barriers to offer water immersion as a meaningful choice. 

IMPROVING ACCESS
Here are some tips to get you thinking about how to improve 
water access at your maternity unit:

•	Carry out a baseline audit to determine your current rates
of water use. You may need to adapt your data collection
to ensure you are collecting information for labour, birth
and/or placental birth as separate entities.

•	Then, consider adopting a ‘water champion’ approach.
Identify those experienced and passionate for water
facilitation who can be a source of expert knowledge and
support for others.

•	Raise the profile of water immersion to all staff and service
users; consider the use of an information board with
vibrant pictures and key facts.

•	Ensure the pool room is kept free and available for those
wishing to use the pool.

•	Offer training and update sessions to all maternity staff,
using online videos as resources, our previous articles and

the online estiMATE blood loss training tool to support 
education.7

•	Ensure water immersion is embedded into antenatal
classes and information sheets provided during the
antenatal period.

•	Consider hiring out birthing pools in the community to
reduce the cost for individuals.

•	Organise regular MDT meetings to raise awareness, share
positive stories, troubleshoot concerns and invite women
to speak about their waterbirths.

•	Where possible (and appropriate, with consent) invite
obstetricians and neonatologists to quietly observe a
waterbirth.

•	Ensure all staff are competent with intermittent
auscultation, usual labour care and how to manage
emergencies during a water birth.

•	Finally, continue to audit regularly to see how your
methods are working.

CONCLUSION
Water immersion for labour and birth can be hugely rewarding 
for women, birthing people and staff alike. However, it is 
essential that midwives seek out the opportunities to feel 
confident and competent in offering water intrapartum 
care. Moreover, hospitals from an organisational level must 
collectively support this choice so more people have access to 
this option. It is a vital component of respectful and dignified 
maternity care. TPM

MAKING WAVES
IMPROVING ACCESS TO WATER IMMERSION IN MATERNITY UNITS

REFERENCES
1. Feeley C, Burns E. Normal Birth 9. Optimising physiology:
Labouring in water and waterbirth. The Practising Midwife.
2021;24(5):18-25.
2. Benfield R, Hortobágyi T, Tanner C, Swanson M, Heitkemper
M, Newton E. The effects of hydrotherapy on anxiety, pain,
neuroendocrine responses, and contraction dynamics during labor.
Biol Res Nurs. 2010;12(1):28-36.
3. Feeley C, Cooper M, Burns E. A systematic meta-thematic
synthesis to examine the views and experiences of women
following water immersion during labour and waterbirth. J Adv
Nurse. 2021; Early view. Accessed March 22, 2021.
4. Russell K. Struggling to get into the pool room? A critical
discourse analysis of labor ward midwives’ experiences of water
birth. Int J Childbirth. 2011(1):52-60.
5. Birthplace in England Collaborative Group. Perinatal and
maternal outcomes by planned place of birth for healthy women
with low-risk pregnancies: The birthplace in England national
prospective cohort study. BMJ. 2011;343:d7400.
6. Plint E, Davis D. Sink or swim: Water immersion for labor and
birth in a tertiary maternity unit in Australia. Int J Childbirth.
2016;6(4):206-222
7. Burns E, Hunter L, Rodd Z, MacLeod M, Smith L. Developing
and evaluating an online learning tool to improve midwives’
accuracy of visual estimation of blood loss during waterbirth: An
experimental study. Midwifery. 2019;68:65-73.

> AUTHOR

Dr Claire Feeley
Midwife/Researcher
Twitter @DrFeeleyRM

https://twitter.com/DrFeeleyRM


CROYDE WATER BIRTH POOLS 

PRINCESS BIRTH 
POOL 

A smaller pool that is surprisingly 
spacious and perfect for rooms 

that are tight on space. 

VENUS BIRTH 
POOL 

A mid-sized pool with a bullnose 
design, wide rims and curvaceous 

finish. 

ACTIVE BIRTH 
POOL 

Our largest and most luxurious 
pool. With integrated seating 

areas and flagship design. 

QUALITY BY DESIGN 
All of our birth pools feature a unique keyhole shape 

so filling and drainage are in the same zone. This 
stops the filling spout from protruding into the pool 
and avoids the discomfort of kneeling on the plug. 

Manufactured from Ficore®, our pools are tactile and 
comforting to touch yet robust. Ficore® retains water 

temperature 7 times longer than other materials, 
reducing the amount of warm water top-ups required. 

All our birth pools include a lifetime guarantee. 

CONTACT US 

Tel: 01367 241194 

LIGHT & SOUND 
Optional multi-coloured LED lighting is available to 

help you personalise the colour of the water and 
make the pool look infinitely more inviting. This 
feature delivers the WOW factor for a fantastic 

looking birth room. 

Optional integrated Bluetooth is also available to play 
music through the walls of the pool. 

"Not only are they gloriously 
spacious and inviting, they 
are made to the highest 
specifications and considerations 
to maximise comfort and safety. 

"In short, they are second to none!" \� 
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