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Abstract 

Water births have emerged as an increasingly popular method of childbirth, offering a natural and less medicalized approach to labor and delivery. 

This detailed review explores the multifaceted benefits and safety protocols associated with water births, emphasizing the critical role nursing 

professionals play in ensuring a safe and effective birthing process. Through a comprehensive analysis of current research, clinical practices, and 

established guidelines, this article underscores the importance of water births within nursing practice, aiming to provide healthcare professionals 

with a deeper understanding of how to support this birthing option while ensuring optimal maternal and neonatal outcomes. 
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Introduction 

Water birth refers to the process of giving birth in a tub or pool of warm 

water. The practice is based on the concept that laboring in water can 

create a more relaxing and less painful experience for the mother, 

while also offering a gentler entry into the world for the newborn. Over 

the past few decades, water birth has gained considerable popularity, 

especially among those seeking a natural childbirth experience with 

minimal medical intervention. 

The historical roots of water birth can be traced back to ancient times, 

with evidence suggesting that women in various cultures used water 

during labor to ease discomfort. However, it wasn't until the late 20th 

century that water birth began to gain recognition as a legitimate 

birthing method in modern obstetric care. Today, many birthing centers 

and hospitals offer water birth as an option, and there is a growing body 

of research supporting its benefits. 

Despite its increasing acceptance, water birth remains a subject of 

debate within the medical community, primarily due to concerns 

regarding safety for both mother and baby. This review aims to provide 

a comprehensive overview of water birth, examining its benefits, 

associated safety protocols, and the vital role of nursing professionals 

in facilitating a safe and positive birthing experience. 

 
Benefits of Water Births 

1. Pain Relief and Relaxation 

One of the most significant advantages of water birth is its potential to 

provide natural pain relief during labor. Warm water immersion can 

have a calming effect on the mother, reducing anxiety and promoting 

relaxation. The buoyancy of the water supports the mother's body, 

reducing the strain on muscles and joints, and allowing for greater 

freedom of movement. This can enable the mother to find more 

comfortable positions during labor, which can help alleviate pain. 

Numerous studies have demonstrated that water immersion during 

labor is associated with lower pain scores compared to land-based 

labor. For instance, Cluett and Burns (2009) conducted a Cochrane 

review that found that women who labored in water were less likely to 

require epidural or spinal analgesia compared to those who labored on 

land. The warm water stimulates the release of endorphins, the body's 

natural painkillers, which further contributes to pain reduction【1】. 

In addition to physical pain relief, water immersion can also reduce the 

psychological stress associated with labor. The soothing environment 

of the water can lower the production of stress hormones like 

adrenaline, which can interfere with the progress of labor. By 

promoting relaxation, water birth can help facilitate a smoother and 

more efficient labor process. 

2. Shorter Labor Duration 

Another notable benefit of water birth is its potential to shorten the 

duration of labor. The relaxation of the perineal muscles in warm water 

can lead to a more efficient labor process, with studies indicating a 

reduction in the length of both the first and second stages of labor. 

Garland and Jones (2000) found that women who labored in water had 

a shorter overall labor duration compared to those who labored on land

【2】. 

The reduction in labor duration is particularly significant during the first 

stage of labor, when the cervix dilates. The warm water helps relax the 

muscles around the cervix, potentially leading to faster dilation. 

Additionally, the buoyancy of the water allows the mother to change 

positions more easily, which can help with the descent of the baby 

through the birth canal. 
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This shortening of labor can have important implications for maternal 

and fetal outcomes. A shorter labor is associated with lower levels of 

maternal fatigue, reduced need for interventions such as oxytocin 

augmentation, and a decreased risk of complications such as fetal 

distress. 

3. Lower Rates of Interventions 

Water birth is associated with lower rates of medical interventions, 

such as the use of forceps, vacuum extraction, and epidural analgesia. 

The calming effects of water and the reduction in pain can decrease 

the need for pharmacological pain relief, allowing for a more natural 

birth process. Torkamani and Kiani (2018) conducted a systematic 

review that found water births were associated with lower rates of 

episiotomies and instrumental deliveries compared to traditional land 

births【3】. 

The reduction in interventions is partly due to the ability of water 

immersion to promote relaxation and facilitate a smoother labor 

process. When a mother is relaxed and able to cope with pain naturally, 

she is less likely to require interventions to manage pain or assist with 

delivery. This can result in a more positive birth experience and reduce 

the risk of complications associated with interventions. 

Additionally, the reduced need for interventions in water births aligns 

with the philosophy of midwifery-led care, which emphasizes the 

importance of supporting the natural processes of labor and minimizing 

unnecessary medical interventions. By reducing the use of 

interventions, water birth can contribute to a more physiological and 

empowering birth experience for the mother. 

4. Emotional Satisfaction and Empowerment 

Water birth is often described by mothers as an empowering 

experience that provides them with a greater sense of control over the 

birthing process. The ability to labor and deliver in water allows 

mothers to take an active role in their childbirth experience, choosing 

the positions that feel most comfortable and managing their pain 

naturally. 

Burns and Kitzinger (2013) highlighted the emotional benefits of water 

birth, noting that many women who choose this method report high 

levels of satisfaction with their birth experience【4】. The calm and 

supportive environment of a water birth can foster a positive emotional 

connection between the mother and her birth experience, which can 

have lasting effects on her mental health and well-being. 

Empowerment during childbirth is a key factor in promoting positive 

birth experiences and reducing the risk of postpartum depression. 

When mothers feel in control and supported during labor, they are 

more likely to have a positive perception of their birth experience. 

Water birth can contribute to this sense of empowerment by providing 

a natural and supportive environment for labor and delivery. 

5. Benefits for the Baby 

Water births are believed to offer several benefits for the newborn, 

primarily due to the gentle transition from the womb to the outside 

world. The warm water environment of a birth pool closely simulates 

the conditions of the amniotic sac, which can help reduce the shock of 

birth for the baby. This gentler transition may result in lower levels of 

stress for the newborn. 

Ros and Olivier (2016) conducted a systematic review that found water 

births were associated with lower Apgar scores compared to traditional 

births, suggesting that babies born in water may experience less 

immediate stress at birth【5】. Additionally, the warm water can help 

maintain the baby's body temperature, reducing the risk of 

hypothermia, which is a common concern in newborns immediately 

after birth. 

Water birth also promotes immediate skin-to-skin contact between the 

mother and baby, which is known to have numerous benefits, including 

enhanced bonding, improved breastfeeding initiation, and regulation of 

the baby's temperature and heart rate. The gentle and uninterrupted 

environment of a water birth can facilitate this important early contact 

between mother and baby. 

 
Safety Protocols for Water Births 

While water births offer numerous benefits, they must be conducted 

under strict safety protocols to ensure the well-being of both mother 

and baby. The following sections outline the key safety measures that 

should be in place during a water birth, with a focus on the role of 

nursing professionals in maintaining a safe environment. 

1. Screening and Eligibility Criteria 

Not all women are suitable candidates for water births, and thorough 

screening is essential to determine eligibility. Women with low-risk 

pregnancies and no history of complications such as pregnancy-

related hypertension, gestational diabetes, or preterm labor are 

typically considered good candidates for water births. 

The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) 

guidelines recommend that water births be offered to women with 

uncomplicated pregnancies who have reached full term (37 weeks or 

more)【6】. Additionally, women should have no contraindications to 

water immersion, such as active infections, significant bleeding, or a 

breech presentation. 

Pre-screening by a healthcare provider, usually a midwife or 

obstetrician, is necessary to assess the mother's health and ensure 

that she meets the criteria for a water birth. This screening process 

should include a thorough review of the mother's medical history, 

current pregnancy status, and any potential risk factors that could 

complicate a water birth. 

2. Infection Control 

Infection control is a critical aspect of water birth safety. The water in 

the birthing pool must be kept clean and at an appropriate temperature 

to minimize the risk of infection for both the mother and the newborn. 

Regular monitoring of the water's cleanliness and temperature is 
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essential, and the water should be changed if it becomes contaminated 

or if the labor is prolonged. 

The temperature of the water should be maintained between 36°C and 

37.5°C to ensure the comfort and safety of the mother and baby【7

】. Water that is too hot can cause maternal hyperthermia, which can 

lead to complications such as fetal tachycardia, while water that is too 

cold can increase the risk of hypothermia in the newborn. 

Nurses and midwives play a crucial role in maintaining infection control 

during water births. This includes ensuring that the birthing pool is 

thoroughly cleaned and disinfected before use, monitoring the water 

temperature throughout labor, and advising the mother to avoid using 

the pool if she has any open wounds or active infections. 

3. Fetal Monitoring 

Continuous or intermittent fetal monitoring is essential during water 

births to ensure the safety of the baby. Fetal heart rate monitoring can 

be conducted using waterproof Doppler devices, which allow for 

continuous monitoring without requiring the mother to leave the pool. 

This is crucial because any signs of fetal distress must be detected 

promptly to initiate appropriate interventions. 

The Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists (RCOG) 

recommends intermittent monitoring of the fetal heart rate every 15 

minutes during the first stage of labor and every 5 minutes during the 

second stage【8】. If any abnormalities are detected, such as a 

significant deviation in the fetal heart rate, the mother should be 

advised to leave the pool for further assessment and possible medical 

intervention. 

Nurses and midwives are responsible for conducting this monitoring 

and for being vigilant about any signs that may indicate the need for 

intervention. They should be trained in the use of waterproof Doppler 

devices and be prepared to act quickly if the fetal heart rate suggests 

distress. 

4. Maternal Monitoring and Support 

Monitoring the mother’s vital signs and overall well-being is another 

critical component of water birth safety. Nurses and midwives should 

regularly assess the mother’s blood pressure, pulse, and temperature 

throughout the labor process. They should also be attentive to signs of 

dehydration, exhaustion, or excessive bleeding, which could 

necessitate the mother leaving the water. 

Hydration is particularly important during water births, as the warm 

environment can lead to increased sweating. Mothers should be 

encouraged to drink fluids regularly, and nurses should monitor for any 

signs of dehydration. If dehydration is suspected, the mother may need 

to leave the water temporarily to rehydrate and rest. 

Additionally, nurses play a key role in providing emotional and physical 

support to the mother during a water birth. This includes offering 

reassurance, helping the mother find comfortable positions in the 

water, and providing guidance on breathing techniques. The presence 

of a supportive and knowledgeable healthcare professional can make 

a significant difference in the mother’s ability to cope with labor and 

achieve a positive birth experience. 

5. Managing the Delivery 

As the birth progresses, the role of the nurse or midwife becomes 

increasingly important in managing the delivery. While the mother is 

encouraged to deliver the baby in the water, healthcare professionals 

must be prepared to assist with the delivery and ensure that it proceeds 

safely. 

During the second stage of labor, when the mother begins to push, the 

nurse or midwife should monitor the progress of the baby’s descent 

and provide guidance on effective pushing techniques. The mother 

should be allowed to follow her body’s natural urges to push, which can 

be facilitated by the buoyancy of the water. 

The actual delivery of the baby in the water should be handled with 

care to avoid complications such as shoulder dystocia or umbilical cord 

entanglement. The baby should be brought to the surface of the water 

immediately after delivery to ensure that it begins breathing, and the 

nurse or midwife should be prepared to provide immediate neonatal 

care, including suctioning the baby’s mouth and nose if necessary. 

6. Immediate Postpartum Care 

Once the baby is delivered, immediate postpartum care is essential to 

ensure the health and safety of both the mother and the newborn. The 

baby should be placed skin-to-skin on the mother’s chest, and the 

nurse or midwife should monitor the baby’s vital signs, including 

temperature, heart rate, and respiratory rate. The Apgar score should 

be assessed at one and five minutes after birth. 

The mother should also be monitored closely for signs of postpartum 

hemorrhage or other complications. The third stage of labor, which 

involves the delivery of the placenta, can be managed in the water or 

on land, depending on the mother’s preference and the clinical 

situation. If the placenta is delivered in the water, it should be handled 

with care to prevent contamination of the water. 

Nurses and midwives should also provide guidance and support for the 

initiation of breastfeeding, which can begin immediately after birth if the 

mother and baby are stable. Early breastfeeding can help stimulate 

uterine contractions and reduce the risk of postpartum hemorrhage. 

 
Importance of Water Births in Nursing Practice 

1. Promoting Natural and Physiological Birth 

One of the core principles of midwifery and nursing care is to support 

and promote natural and physiological birth processes. Water births 

align with this philosophy by offering a less medicalized, more natural 

environment for labor and delivery. The role of nurses and midwives in 

facilitating water births is crucial in promoting a positive birth 

experience that respects the mother’s autonomy and preferences. 

By supporting water births, nurses can help reduce the need for 

medical interventions and create an environment that encourages the 

natural progression of labor. This approach not only enhances the 

mother’s birth experience but also aligns with evidence-based 



Brio Innovative Journal of Novel Research (BIJNR)              July - December   2024                      Issue:2                   Volume: 1 
 
 

 Copyright: Brio Innovative Journal of Novel Research (BIJNR)              Jul - Dec   2024                  Issue:2                  Volume: 1 

15 

practices that prioritize the safety and well-being of both mother and 

baby. 

2. Enhancing Maternal Satisfaction and Empowerment 

Maternal satisfaction is a key outcome in childbirth, and water births 

have been shown to contribute significantly to a positive birth 

experience. The ability to labor and deliver in water provides mothers 

with a greater sense of control over the birthing process, which can 

lead to higher levels of satisfaction and empowerment. 

Nurses play a vital role in supporting this empowerment by providing 

education, guidance, and emotional support throughout the water birth 

process. By fostering a supportive and respectful environment, nurses 

can help mothers feel more confident and capable during labor, which 

can have lasting positive effects on their mental health and well-being. 

3. Reducing the Risk of Birth Trauma and Interventions 

Water births have been associated with lower rates of birth trauma and 

medical interventions, which are important considerations in nursing 

practice. The reduction in interventions, such as episiotomies and 

instrumental deliveries, contributes to better outcomes for both mother 

and baby and reduces the risk of complications associated with these 

procedures. 

Nurses are instrumental in facilitating a safe and effective water birth 

by adhering to safety protocols, monitoring the mother and baby, and 

providing the necessary support to minimize the need for interventions. 

By doing so, they can help reduce the risk of birth trauma and promote 

a more positive and physiological birth experience. 

4. Professional Development and Training 

As water births become more popular, it is essential for nursing 

professionals to receive appropriate training and education in water 

birth practices. This includes understanding the benefits and risks of 

water births, mastering the necessary skills for monitoring and 

managing labor in water, and staying updated on the latest guidelines 

and evidence-based practices. 

Continuing education and professional development opportunities in 

water birth care can enhance the competency and confidence of 

nurses in supporting this birthing option. By staying informed and 

skilled in water birth practices, nurses can provide high-quality care 

that meets the needs and preferences of the mothers they serve. 

5. Addressing Cultural and Individual Preferences 

Water births offer a birthing option that aligns with the cultural and 

individual preferences of many women. In some cultures, water is seen 

as a sacred and healing element, and water births may hold special 

significance. By offering and supporting water births, nurses can 

provide culturally sensitive care that respects and honors the beliefs 

and preferences of diverse populations. 

Nurses should be aware of the cultural contexts in which water births 

are preferred and be prepared to offer this option as part of a 

comprehensive and culturally competent approach to maternity care. 

This includes understanding the specific needs and concerns of 

different cultural groups and providing care that is respectful, inclusive, 

and responsive to those needs. 

 
Challenges and Considerations 

1. Potential Risks and Complications 

While water births offer numerous benefits, they are not without risks. 

Potential complications include infection, umbilical cord accidents, and 

difficulties in managing shoulder dystocia in water. It is crucial for 

nurses and midwives to be aware of these risks and to have 

contingency plans in place to address any complications that may 

arise. 

A thorough understanding of the risks associated with water births 

allows healthcare professionals to make informed decisions and take 

appropriate actions to mitigate these risks. This includes being 

prepared to transition to land-based care if necessary and ensuring 

that emergency interventions can be carried out swiftly if needed. 

2. Inconsistent Guidelines and Practices 

One of the challenges associated with water births is the inconsistency 

in guidelines and practices across different healthcare settings. While 

some hospitals and birthing centers have well-established protocols for 

water births, others may lack clear guidelines or have varying 

standards of care. 

Nurses and midwives should advocate for the development and 

implementation of standardized guidelines for water births in their 

practice settings. This includes collaborating with other healthcare 

professionals to establish evidence-based protocols that ensure the 

safety and well-being of both mother and baby during water births. 

3. Resource Availability and Accessibility 

Access to water birth facilities may be limited in some areas, 

particularly in low-resource settings. The availability of birthing pools, 

trained staff, and appropriate equipment is essential for the safe 

conduct of water births. In settings where resources are limited, it may 

be challenging to offer water births as an option for all women who 

desire it. 

Nurses and midwives can play a role in advocating for increased 

access to water birth facilities and resources in their communities. This 

includes working with healthcare administrators and policymakers to 

prioritize the availability of water birth options and to ensure that all 

women have access to safe and supportive birthing environments. 

 
Conclusion 

Water births represent a valuable option for women seeking a natural 

and less medicalized approach to childbirth. The benefits of water 

births, including pain relief, reduced intervention rates, and enhanced 

maternal satisfaction, make them an important consideration in 

maternity care. However, the safety of water births depends on the 

implementation of strict protocols and the expertise of nursing 

professionals who are trained to manage the unique challenges 

associated with labor and delivery in water. 
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As the popularity of water births continues to grow, it is essential for 

nurses and midwives to be well-prepared and knowledgeable about 

this birthing option. Through continued education, adherence to safety 

guidelines, and a commitment to providing personalized and culturally 

sensitive care, nursing professionals can play a crucial role in 

supporting positive birth experiences and ensuring the safety and well-

being of both mothers and babies during water births. 
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