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Your birth plan communicates your preferences for labour, birth and the immediate postnatal period, to the midwives and doctors who may look after you. It is important to remember that a birth plan is a flexible document. It is a list of preferences, which your midwife will work with you to keep to. However, it is possible you may move away from
your original plan if your choices or circumstances change on the day; or for the safety of you and your baby. This is why it is a good idea to have a full understanding of all directions your labour might take, so that you can make informed choices ahead of time. Some of the topics you should research include: Where you want to give birth Who you
want to support you as a birth partner What pain relief options you might like to use - or not - including natural pain relief options like water and massage Different birth positions How you want your placenta delivered How you plan to feed your baby What happens if things don’t go to plan and you or your baby need a little more medical attention.
There is a lot to think about, and it can be a bit of a minefield knowing where to look for good quality information that will help you make positive, informed choices that best suit your individual circumstances. Firstly, speak with your community midwife and any friends who have recently given birth in the local area - they will be able to help you with
lots of the practical information. Find quality online sources of information. Some good examples include www.babycentre.co.uk or www.emmasdiary.co.uk and of course www.newlifeclasses.com! Finally, one of the best places to get the information you need to help you plan your birth preferences is by joining a local antenatal class. Ideally go for a
class which is midwife-led and focuses on delivering evidence-based information. Check our classes page to find a local antenatal class near you. This page includes links to our free antenatal course and digital antenatal courses for anyone living outside of Bristol or Bath. Alternatively, the NHS offer a few hours for free too, speak to your community
midwife for more information. Free download: Communicating your birth preferences booklet Download our free booklet, it includes: A pull-out birth plan template. A double page spread of birth positions for each stage of labour, including information about your breathing and the birth partners role for each position. A list of things to think about and
sources of high-quality information. Some things to think about when choosing your perfect birth partner (or two). Extra reading: Look after your emotional wellbeing too! Where a birth plan focusses on your physical and practical choices, a wellbeing plan focuses on your emotional health and wellbeing. Pregnancy is an emotional time - it can leave
you feeling anxious, unhappy and in some cases mentally unwell. It’s important to recognise your feelings and seek help early, if you need it. This plan helps you think about the support you may need to look after your mental health and wellbeing. Download: Tommy’s pregnancy and post-birth wellbeing plan If you like writing a journal, you may find
The Positive Planner a great way to keep on top of your wellbeing. It’s packed with iluustrations, inspirational quotes, art therapy and mindfulness activities as well as practical organisational tools that help you stay on top of day-to-day activities, like meal planning and making sure you're drinking enough water! Support organisations If you are
feeling anxious or mentally distressed, please don’t suffer in silence. You are definitely not alone, and there are amazing organisations who are on hand to support you, including: National PANDAS - The PANDAS Foundation offers specialist support for pre and postnatal depression. Their help line number is: 0843 289 8401. MIND - MIND is a mental
health charity. Their help line number is: 0330 123 3393. Bristol and Bath Bluebell - Bluebell is a local charity who supports both men and women suffering from anxiety and depression both in pregnancy and post-birth. In this article A birth plan is a way for you to communicate your wishes to the midwives and doctors who care for you in labour. It
tells them about the type of labour and birth you'd like to have, what you want to happen, and what you want to avoid (NHS 2018a). A birth plan is not set in stone. It needs to be flexible and acknowledge that things may not go according to plan (NHS 2018a). For example, you may plan to have a water birth, but find there's no birth pool available on




the day you go into labour (NHS 2018a). Or you may want to avoid an induction or c-section, only to find out that this is safer for your baby. Try to think of your birth plan more as a "birth wishlist". It lays down your hopes for the birth, and provides a useful guideline for your midwife or doctor. Researching a birth plan is also a great way to learn
more about what to expect on the day. But you and your birth partner should still prepare yourselves for the possibility that you may need or want to make some adjustments on the day (NHS 2018a). When the time comes, your midwife or obstetrician will recommend what they think is the best and safest option for you and your baby (NHS 2018a).
You can also change your mind about anything on your birth plan at any time (NHS 2018a). You don't have to write a birth plan, but if you do, your midwife will help you (NHS 2018a). If you're not sure about a certain procedure, or if you prefer to keep your options open, talk to your midwife and then write it down. Your birth plan is personal to you
and should reflect your wishes and preferences (NHS 2018a). You may want to add details about your medical history, but your midwife will have your maternity notes, so will be aware of your circumstances. It's worth taking into account what's available at your local hospital or birth centre (NHS 2018a) when you write your plan.Gather as much
information as you can before you start (Which nd): Join your local antenatal classes (NHS 2018b, Which nd). Your midwife should offer you free NHS classes (NHS 2018b), or there are also private classes available through the NCT. You can also sign up for BabyCentre's free online antenatal classes in our community.If you know anyone who's given
birth recently, ask them about their experiences (NHS 2018b, Which nd). If possible, talk to mums who have given birth in different places, such as a hospital, birth centre or at home. That way, you'll learn all about the different options, helping you work out what's best for you.Talk to your partner or the person who will be your birth partner (NHS
2018a). Make sure they fully understand the type of labour and birth you'd like to have. How do they see their role?Of course, you can also find out more about your options, and what to expect on the day, by reading all about labour and birth on BabyCentre. Once you've spoken to a few people and researched your choices, jot your birth wishes down
on a piece of paper, as they come to mind. You can tidy them up later. Your midwife may give you a special form for your birth plan, or there may be room in your maternity notes (NHS 2018a). Keep a copy of your birth plan with your maternity notes, and try to keep them nearby at all times in late pregnancy (NHS 2018a). That way, you'll know you
have them on hand when you go into labour. If you are having a planned c-section, you can still write a birth plan (Tommy's 2019). Even if you're planning on having a vaginal birth, it's a good idea to think about what might happen if a c-section ends up being the safest thing for your baby (Which nd). Read more about caesarean birth plans.It's
completely up to you how much information you want to include (Which nd). You could just jot down a few notes about the things that are most important to you, or put together a more detailed plan (Which nd). Ideally, aim for just one or two pages, but try not to worry if it does end up longer than this (Which nd). Here are some headings you could
use in your birth plan. Choose which ones which are important to you, and feel free to add extra headings for anything else that comes to mind. Where to give birth Your birth options will depend on what's available in your area, and how your pregnancy is going (NHS 2018a). In general, there are three main choices available: in hospitalat a birth
centreat home (NHS 2018a) Your midwife can give you more information about your options, and help you decide which is best for you (NHS 2018a). This birth choice tool can also help you find out what's available. Your birth partner Say who you want to have with you in labour. Do you want this person (or people) to stay with you all the time, or are
there certain procedures or stages when you'd prefer them to leave the room? Would you like to talk to your birth partner in private about any interventions that are suggested? And would you like your birth partner to stay with you if you need an assisted birth or a c-section (NHS 2018a)? Positions for labour and birth Mention which positions you
would like to use during labour and for your baby's birth. Also say how active you would like to be. Would you like to remain upright and mobile for as long as possible? Or perhaps you'd prefer to be upright in bed with your back propped up with pillows? Or you could specify that you want to lie on your side, be kneeling on all fours or standing or
squatting (NHS 2018a). Pain relief Say what kinds of pain relief you would like to use, if any, and in what order. For example, you may prefer to try gas and air before an epidural. As well as medical pain relief, you could also mention other therapies and techniques that are often used to help with labour pain, such as: It's also worth noting down if you
plan to use hypnobirthing techniques to help you cope with labour pains (Tommy's 2018). If there are any types of pain relief you'd prefer to avoid using, make sure you write them down, too. Speeding up labour If your labour slows down, or is proving to be very long, do you want your midwife to break your waters or give you hormones to speed it
up? Or would you prefer to wait and see what happens naturally (WHO 2014)? Birth pool If your hospital or midwife-led unit has a birth pool, or if you're hiring one to use at home, write down whether you want to use it for pain relief or to give birth in, or both (NHS 2018a). Other equipment Your hospital or birth centre may have wall bars, birth balls,
mats or beanbags for use during labour. Or you may need to bring equipment in from home. Make a note of the type of equipment you would like to use in your plan (NHS 2018a). Monitoring your baby's heart rate If your pregnancy is straightforward your midwife will monitor your baby's heartbeat about once every 15 minutes (then every five
minutes once you're in the pushing stage (Payne 2015)), using a handheld device (intermittent monitoring) (Which nd). If there are any concerns about your health or the health of your baby, you may be offered continuous monitoring at a hospital instead (Which nd). Talk to your midwife about which option is right for you, and note your decision in
your birth plan (NHS 2018a) Episiotomy If you're at risk of experiencing a severe tear as your baby is born, your midwife can make a small cut in the skin around your vagina (episiotomy), to reduce further tearing (NHS 2018a, Which nd). Episiotomies are also sometimes used if your baby is in distress and needs to be born quickly (NHS 2018a). Talk
to your midwife about whether you're happy to have an episiotomy if necessary, or you'd rather try to avoid one if at all possible (Which nd). Cord clamping After your baby is born, the umbilical cord will need to be clamped and cut. This used to happen immediately after the birth, but these days it's recommended to wait at least one to five minutes,
or until the cord stops pulsing (delayed cord clamping) (Tommy's 2017). This allows more blood to flow to your baby, giving him extra iron and boosting his immune system (Tommy's 2017). You can also say whether you'd like your partner to cut the cord (Which nd). Third stage (delivery of the placenta) Once your baby is born, your midwife may offer
you an injection to speed up the delivery of the placenta, particularly if you're in a hospital (NCT 2018). This is called a managed third stage. You can choose to have the injection no matter where you give birth, or you may prefer to have a natural (physiological) third stage without drugs (NCT 2018). Talk to your midwife about which option might be
right for you, and write your choice in your birth plan (NHS 2018a). Skin-to-skin contact You may wish for your baby to be placed directly onto your tummy after the birth, so you can see and touch him straight away. Not only is this great for bonding, but it can also help to calm your baby, regulating his heart rate, breathing and temperature (Unicef
nd). However, some women prefer for a midwife to clean their baby and wrap him in a blanket before meeting him for the first time (NHS 2018a). Feeding your baby Be clear about whether you want to breastfeed or formula-feed, or both (NHS 2018a). If you do plan to breastfeed, you could add whether you'd like help getting things started (Which
nd). Also be clear about whether your breastfed baby is allowed to have any bottles of formula. If you definitely don't want him to have formula, say so (Which nd). Vitamin K Once your baby is born, your midwife will offer to give him an injection of vitamin K. This vitamin is important for blood clotting. All babies are born with low levels of vitamin K
and some babies don't have enough to help their blood clot (NHS 2018a). That’s why doctors recommend that all newborn babies have the injection. If you don't want your baby to have the injection, it’s possible for him to have vitamin K by mouth instead, though he'll need more doses (Tommy's 2019). Medical professional training In some cases, you
may be asked whether you're happy to have a trainee midwife, doctor or nurse observe your labour (NHS 2018a). This is an essential part of their training, and they'll always be supervised by a more senior member of staff, but you're completely free to say in your birth plan if you don't want them to attend when you give birth (NHS 2018a).You may
have special requirements that you want to mention in your birth plan. If you have a disability, write about the help you'll need in labour (NHS 2018a). Say whether there is any special equipment that would assist you. If English isn't your first language and you need an interpreter, say so. Also let your midwife know if you need a sign language
interpreter (NHS 2018a). Include any religious requirements, such as customs you'd like to be carried out when your baby is born (NHS 2018a). Or you might require a special diet during your hospital stay (NHS 2018a). Write all of these things down. Health professionals are committed to being culturally sensitive and treating you as an
individual.Show your birth plan to your midwife and ask her to go through it with you (NHS 2018a) during one of your antenatal appointments. Your 36-week appointment is often the ideal time for this. Discussing your plan with your midwife will give you the chance to ask questions and find out more about what will happen when you go into labour.
Also, by listening to your preferences, your midwife will get to know you better and understand what's important to you (NHS 2018a). Be sure to go through your plan with your birth partner, too (Tommy's 2019). When you're in labour, your midwife might not have time to read your birth plan very thoroughly (Which nd). If your birth partner knows
your wishes, he can advocate for you and help you get the birth experience you want (Tommy's 2019). Though a birth plan is helpful, labour and birth are unpredictable. Your midwife or doctor may need to recommend a different course of action at any time, which may not be what you had originally hoped for. But any changes will always be in the
best interests of you and your baby (NHS 2018a). More on preparing for labour NCT. 2018. Third stage of labour: delivering the placenta and clamping the umbilical cord. NCT, Labour & birth. www.nct.org.uk [Accessed June 2019] NHS. 2018a. How to make a birth plan. NHS, Health A-Z. www.nhs.uk [Accessed July 2019] NHS. 2018b. Antenatal
classes. NHS, Health A-Z. www.nhs.uk [Accessed July 2019] Payne J. 2015. Intrapartum fetal monitoring. Patient, Professional Articles. patient.info [Accessed July 2019] Tommy's. 2017. Delayed cord clamping. Tommy's, Pregnancy information. www.tommys.org [Accessed December 2019] Tommy's. 2018. Hypnobirthing. Tommy's, Pregnancy
information. www.tommys.org [Accessed July 2019] Tommy's. 2019. Making your birth plan. Tommy's, Pregnancy information. www.tommys.org [Accessed July 2019] Unicef. nd. Skin-to-skin contact. United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund, The Baby Friendly Initiative. www.unicef.org.uk [Accessed July 2019] Which. nd. Your birth
plan. Which? Birth Choice. www.which.co.uk [Accessed July 2019] WHO. 2014. WHO recommendations for augmentation of labour. Word Health Organisation. www.who.int [Accessed July 2019] Show references Hide references
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