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Abstract 

Continuous labor support has been proven to significantly improve birth outcomes, contributing to reduced intervention rates, 

increased maternal satisfaction, and overall positive experiences in childbirth. This article reviews the importance of continuous labor 

support, with a focus on comparing the roles of doulas and nurses in providing this support. The discussion includes an analysis of 

how these professionals influence maternal outcomes, their training and scope of practice, and the potential for collaboration between 

doulas and nurses to enhance the birthing experience. This review highlights the need for integrated care models that value both 

clinical expertise and emotional support. 
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Introduction 

Labor and childbirth are transformative experiences that require 

not only medical oversight but also continuous emotional and 

physical support. The significance of this support cannot be 

overstated, as it is closely linked to better birth outcomes, 

including lower cesarean section rates, shorter labor duration, 

and higher maternal satisfaction. The role of continuous labor 

support, traditionally provided by various individuals such as 

partners, family members, nurses, and doulas, has evolved 

significantly. In modern maternity care, the roles of doulas and 

nurses are particularly pivotal in providing this support, yet they 

differ in training, scope of practice, and approach. This article 

provides a comprehensive review of the importance of 

continuous labor support, with a detailed comparison of the roles 

of doulas and nurses. By examining these roles, the article aims 

to shed light on how each contributes to the birthing process and 

how collaboration between doulas and nurses can further 

enhance maternal and neonatal outcomes. 

Background: Understanding Continuous Labor Support 

Continuous labor support is defined as the consistent presence 

of a supportive individual throughout the labor and delivery 

process. This individual provides emotional reassurance, 

physical comfort, and information, helping the laboring woman 

navigate the challenges of childbirth. The concept of continuous 

labor support is not new; historically, women were surrounded 

by other women—family members, midwives, and community 

members—who provided support during childbirth. However, 

with the medicalization of childbirth in the 20th century, this 

support became less common, particularly in hospital settings. 

Research over the past few decades has reaffirmed the 

importance of continuous labor support. Studies have shown 

that women who receive continuous support during labor are 

more likely to have spontaneous vaginal births and are less likely 

to need pain medications or interventions such as epidurals, 

instrumental deliveries, or cesarean sections. Furthermore, 

continuous support has been associated with shorter labor 

duration, increased maternal satisfaction, and improved 

neonatal outcomes. Given these benefits, continuous labor 

support is now recognized as a critical component of evidence-

based maternity care. 

Role of the Doula in Continuous Labor Support 

Definition and Scope of Practice 

A doula is a trained, non-medical professional who provides 

continuous emotional, physical, and informational support to 

women during pregnancy, labor, and postpartum. Unlike nurses, 

doulas do not perform clinical tasks such as monitoring vital 

signs or administering medications. Instead, their role is 

centered on providing comfort measures (e.g., massage, 

breathing techniques), emotional reassurance, and advocacy for 

the mother’s birth plan. Doulas often begin their support during 
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pregnancy, helping women prepare for childbirth by providing 

information, addressing concerns, and assisting in the 

development of a birth plan. During labor, doulas provide 

continuous presence, offering comfort measures, encouraging 

labor progression, and helping the woman cope with pain. After 

the birth, doulas may offer postpartum support, including 

assistance with breastfeeding and newborn care. 

Training and Certification 

Doula training involves comprehensive education on childbirth, 

comfort techniques, emotional support, and advocacy. Training 

programs are offered by various organizations, such as DONA 

International, CAPPA (Childbirth and Postpartum Professional 

Association), and Lamaze International. These programs 

typically include a combination of classroom education, reading 

assignments, and hands-on experience. Some programs also 

require doulas to attend a certain number of births before they 

can be certified. Certification processes vary by organization but 

generally involve completing the required training, attending 

births, and passing an exam. Certification ensures that doulas 

have met the standards for providing high-quality support during 

childbirth. 

Impact on Birth Outcomes 

The presence of a doula during childbirth has been associated 

with numerous positive outcomes. Research consistently shows 

that women who have continuous support from a doula are less 

likely to require medical interventions such as epidurals, 

instrumental deliveries, or cesarean sections. A landmark study 

published in The Cochrane Library found that continuous 

support from a trained doula was associated with a 39% 

decrease in the likelihood of a cesarean section, a 15% increase 

in the likelihood of a spontaneous vaginal birth, and a 10% 

decrease in the use of pain medication. In addition to these 

clinical outcomes, the presence of a doula is also linked to higher 

levels of maternal satisfaction and lower rates of postpartum 

depression. Doulas help create a positive and empowering birth 

experience, which can have long-lasting effects on the mother's 

mental and emotional well-being. 

Doula's Unique Contributions to Labor Support 

Doulas bring a unique set of skills and qualities to labor support. 

Their primary focus on the emotional and physical comfort of the 

laboring woman allows them to be fully present and attentive, 

often providing a continuous presence that is not always 

possible for medical staff. Doulas are trained to recognize the 

emotional and psychological needs of women in labor and to 

respond with empathy and understanding. They provide 

encouragement, reassurance, and validation, helping women 

feel empowered and in control during childbirth. Doulas also play 

a key role in advocating for the mother’s preferences and helping 

her navigate the hospital environment. They can facilitate 

communication between the mother and medical staff, ensuring 

that the mother’s voice is heard and her wishes are respected. 

Role of the Nurse in Continuous Labor Support 

Definition and Scope of Practice 

Nurses, particularly labor and delivery nurses, are licensed 

healthcare professionals who play a crucial role in the care of 

laboring women. Their responsibilities extend beyond providing 

emotional and physical support to include monitoring maternal 

and fetal well-being, administering medications, assisting with 

medical procedures, and managing labor complications. Labor 

and delivery nurses are trained to assess the progress of labor, 

identify potential risks, and intervene when necessary to ensure 

the safety of both mother and baby. In addition to their clinical 

duties, nurses also provide education, support, and 

encouragement to women during labor. They help women 

understand the labor process, explain medical procedures, and 

offer guidance on pain management options. 

Training and Certification 

Nurses undergo extensive training in nursing programs, typically 

earning a Bachelor of Science in Nursing (BSN) degree before 

obtaining their nursing license. Labor and delivery nurses 

receive specialized training in obstetrics, either during their 

nursing education or through on-the-job training in labor and 

delivery units. They are certified through national boards such 

as the American Nurses Credentialing Center (ANCC) and may 

pursue additional certifications in obstetric care, such as the 

Inpatient Obstetric Nursing (RNC-OB) certification offered by the 

National Certification Corporation (NCC). This certification 

requires nurses to demonstrate their knowledge and expertise 

in the care of laboring women and newborns. Continuous 

professional development is also required to maintain 

certification, ensuring that nurses stay current with best 

practices in obstetric care. 

Impact on Birth Outcomes 

The role of the nurse in continuous labor support is multifaceted, 

encompassing both clinical and supportive care. Nurses are 

responsible for monitoring the health and progress of both the 

mother and the fetus, identifying any deviations from the normal 

labor process, and intervening when necessary. Their clinical 

expertise is essential in ensuring safe and healthy outcomes for 

both mother and baby. Studies have shown that the presence of 
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a dedicated labor and delivery nurse is associated with improved 

maternal and neonatal outcomes. For example, research has 

found that continuous nursing care during labor is linked to lower 

rates of cesarean sections and other interventions, as well as 

higher rates of vaginal births. However, the demands of clinical 

tasks can sometimes limit the amount of time nurses can spend 

providing continuous emotional support. This challenge 

highlights the importance of balancing clinical responsibilities 

with the need for continuous, compassionate care. 

Nurse’s Unique Contributions to Labor Support 

Nurses bring a unique combination of clinical expertise and 

supportive care to the labor and delivery process. Their ability to 

provide both medical and emotional support is critical in 

managing the complexities of childbirth. Nurses are trained to 

recognize and respond to the physiological and psychological 

needs of laboring women, offering comfort measures, 

reassurance, and guidance throughout the labor process. They 

also play a key role in ensuring that labor progresses safely and 

that any potential complications are identified and managed 

promptly. In addition to their clinical duties, nurses often serve 

as educators, helping women understand the labor process, 

their options for pain management, and the potential risks and 

benefits of various interventions. This dual role of clinician and 

supporter makes nurses an indispensable part of the labor 

support team. 

Comparing Doula and Nurse Roles 

Emotional and Physical Support 

Both doulas and nurses provide essential emotional and 

physical support during labor, but their approaches differ 

significantly. Doulas are dedicated solely to the emotional and 

physical comfort of the laboring woman, allowing them to offer 

continuous, personalized support. Their role is to stay by the 

woman’s side throughout labor, offering comfort measures such 

as massage, breathing techniques, and encouragement. Doulas 

often build a close relationship with the mother during 

pregnancy, which enables them to provide highly individualized 

care during labor. This continuous presence and focus on the 

woman’s emotional well-being can create a sense of security 

and empowerment that is crucial during childbirth. 

Nurses, on the other hand, must balance their emotional support 

role with their clinical responsibilities. While nurses are trained 

to provide comfort measures and emotional reassurance, they 

are also responsible for monitoring the mother 

he Evolution of Labor Support 

The concept of labor support has evolved significantly over time. 

Historically, women were attended by female relatives, 

midwives, and community members who provided both practical 

and emotional support during childbirth. These practices were 

often characterized by a strong emphasis on continuous, 

personal care. However, with the rise of hospital births and the 

medicalization of childbirth in the 20th century, the focus shifted 

towards clinical management, and the continuous support 

provided by traditional caregivers was diminished. 

In recent decades, there has been a renewed emphasis on the 

importance of continuous labor support, driven by evidence 

demonstrating its benefits. The integration of doulas into hospital 

settings and the growing recognition of the need for emotional 

support have contributed to a more holistic approach to childbirth 

care. This shift reflects an understanding that effective labor 

support encompasses both medical expertise and personal, 

continuous care. 

Doula Support: A Closer Look 

Comprehensive Support During Labor 

Doulas provide a range of support services that are tailored to 

the individual needs of the laboring woman. This support 

includes: 

• Emotional Support: Doulas offer reassurance, 

encouragement, and a calming presence. They help 

women manage anxiety and fear by providing 

consistent emotional support throughout labor. 

• Physical Comfort Measures: Doulas use techniques 

such as massage, positioning, and breathing exercises 

to help alleviate discomfort and support labor progress. 

• Informational Support: Doulas educate women about 

the labor process, pain management options, and 

potential interventions, helping them make informed 

decisions about their care. 

The continuous presence of a doula allows for a personalized 

approach to labor support, which can be especially beneficial in 

high-stress or high-risk situations. Doulas are trained to adapt 

their support strategies based on the evolving needs of the 

laboring woman and her preferences. 

Case Studies and Evidence 

Several studies have highlighted the positive impact of doula 

support on birth outcomes. For instance, a study by Hodnett et 

al. (2013) found that women who received continuous support 

from a doula experienced fewer cesarean sections and greater 

satisfaction with their birth experience. Another study by Gruber 

et al. (2013) showed that doula support was associated with 
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higher rates of breastfeeding initiation and reduced rates of 

postpartum depression. 

Challenges and Considerations 

While doulas offer significant benefits, there are challenges to 

their integration into the maternity care system. Doulas are often 

not included in hospital protocols and may face limitations in 

access to medical information. Additionally, the cost of hiring a 

doula can be a barrier for some women, although some hospitals 

and insurance plans are beginning to cover doula services. 

Nursing Support: A Deeper Understanding 

Balancing Clinical and Emotional Care 

Nurses in labor and delivery units play a crucial role in providing 

both clinical and emotional support. Their responsibilities 

include: 

• Monitoring and Assessment: Nurses continuously 

monitor the mother’s and baby’s vital signs, assess 

labor progress, and identify any potential 

complications. 

• Pain Management: Nurses administer pain relief 

options, such as epidurals and analgesics, and provide 

guidance on non-pharmacological pain management 

techniques. 

• Labor Management: Nurses assist with labor 

interventions, such as induction or augmentation, and 

provide support during delivery. 

The dual role of nurses as both clinical caregivers and emotional 

supporters requires balancing these responsibilities effectively. 

Nurses must manage their time and prioritize tasks while 

providing compassionate care. Their ability to offer emotional 

support can be constrained by the demands of their clinical 

duties. 

Case Studies and Evidence 

Research has shown that continuous nursing care during labor 

is associated with improved outcomes. A study by McGrath and 

Kennell (2008) found that women who had continuous care from 

a nurse experienced lower rates of cesarean sections and higher 

rates of spontaneous vaginal births. Another study by Lunda et 

al. (2018) highlighted the positive impact of continuous nursing 

support on maternal satisfaction and overall birth experience. 

Challenges and Considerations 

Nurses face several challenges in providing continuous labor 

support. High patient-to-nurse ratios, busy labor units, and the 

need to manage multiple patients can limit the amount of time 

nurses can spend with each laboring woman. Additionally, the 

increasing complexity of childbirth and the need for specialized 

interventions can further strain nursing resources. 

Synergy Between Doulas and Nurses 

Complementary Roles 

The roles of doulas and nurses are complementary, and their 

collaboration can enhance the labor experience. Doulas provide 

dedicated emotional and physical support, while nurses offer 

essential clinical care. Together, they can address both the 

emotional and medical needs of the laboring woman, leading to 

a more holistic and supportive birth experience. 

Effective Collaboration 

Successful collaboration between doulas and nurses involves 

clear communication and mutual respect. Doulas and nurses 

should discuss their roles and responsibilities at the start of labor 

to ensure that they work together effectively. This collaboration 

can involve: 

• Sharing Information: Doulas and nurses should 

exchange information about the laboring woman’s 

preferences, birth plan, and any concerns or issues that 

arise. 

• Coordinating Care: Both doulas and nurses should 

coordinate their efforts to provide comprehensive care, 

integrating emotional support with clinical 

management. 

• Supporting Each Other: Doulas and nurses should 

support each other’s roles, recognizing the value of 

both clinical expertise and emotional support in 

enhancing the labor experience. 

Models of Integrated Care 

Some hospitals and birthing centers have implemented models 

of integrated care that include both doulas and nurses. These 

models often involve formal doula programs, where doulas are 

part of the care team and work collaboratively with nurses and 

other healthcare professionals. In these settings, the benefits of 

combining doula support with nursing care can be maximized, 

leading to improved outcomes and greater satisfaction for 

laboring women. 

Implications for Practice and Policy 

Recommendations for Healthcare Providers 

Healthcare providers should consider the following 

recommendations to enhance labor support: 

• Integrate Doulas into Care Teams: Hospitals and 

birthing centers should explore ways to integrate 

doulas into care teams, recognizing the value of their 
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support and ensuring effective collaboration with 

nurses. 

• Promote Training and Certification: Providers 

should support the training and certification of both 

doulas and nurses, ensuring that they have the skills 

and knowledge needed to provide high-quality labor 

support. 

• Address Barriers to Access: Efforts should be made 

to address barriers to accessing doula services, 

including financial constraints and limited availability. 

Insurance coverage and public funding for doula 

services can help make these services more 

accessible. 

Future Research Directions 

Future research should focus on further exploring the impact of 

doula and nurse support on birth outcomes and maternal 

satisfaction. Studies could examine: 

• Comparative Effectiveness: Research comparing 

different models of continuous support, including 

combinations of doulas and nurses, to determine the 

most effective approaches. 

• Long-Term Outcomes: Studies exploring the long-

term effects of continuous labor support on maternal 

and neonatal health, including postpartum mental 

health and breastfeeding success. 

• Implementation Strategies: Research on strategies 

for implementing and integrating doula services into 

various maternity care settings, including challenges 

and best practices. 

Conclusion 

Continuous labor support is a crucial element of positive 

childbirth experiences and improved outcomes. The roles of 

doulas and nurses are both essential, with doulas providing 

dedicated emotional and physical support and nurses offering 

critical clinical care. Understanding and valuing the unique 

contributions of each role, as well as fostering collaboration 

between doulas and nurses, can lead to a more comprehensive 

and supportive labor experience. By integrating both roles into 

the care model, healthcare providers can enhance the overall 

quality of maternity care, improve outcomes, and support the 

well-being of laboring women. 
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