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The Pitfalls of Going with the Flow in Birth
Melissa Bruijin and Debby Gould
Pathways #40, page 6

Talking Points
 Starts with a personal story of Kelly, whose birth plan was to “go with the flow,” ending up on
the operating table having a c-section and wondering how her “plan” led to this?
 Bruijin, with Gould, wrote this article to inform women of the ways “going with the flow” can
mean giving over trust and decision-making control to your caregiver, whose interests lie in
more than one camp - yours, the baby’s, but also the hospitals and their own time. But when
women decide to “go with the flow,” Bruijin and Gould ask “Just whose flow are you going
with?” (7)
 Women assume that the shared desirable outcome is “healthy baby, healthy mother.” But what
does “healthy” mean to each party? For the hospital, it may mean that both mother and baby
are alive and (relatively) physically un-harmed. But this outcome often does not consider the
mental or emotional well-being of the mother. A mother’s emotional responses to child birth
“can spill over and impact how women parent, how they relate with their partners, and even
how they feel about themselves.” (8)
 Gould tells us that it is possible to support a woman in childbirth “so she feels mentally healthy
afterwards, without compromising safety in any way.” (9) To do this, we (parents, care givers,
institutions) need to “enable women (with support and information) to be involved in the
decision-making in their births and acknowledg[e] women’s expert insights into their own
bodies.” (9)
 Does birth matter? The answer is a resounding YES! “The feelings we bring home about birth
can affect our experiences of parenting our new babies.” Confidence, joy and strength can help
establish bonding, whereas fear, isolation and confusion can make bonding difficult, and leave
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women having a sense of failure. Having an informed role in the decisions of birth creates
better emotional and physical outcomes for all.
Bruijin and Gould are NOT advising women to ignore the advice of their care giver! Gould
suggests just to “look further afield for birthing information and knowledge” than the hospital
antenatal class.
A proven successful way to ensure that the mother’s needs are met is to have birth support by
someone who not only understands the physiological and emotional needs of the mother, but
also how the health system works. Doulas can fill both needs.
“Research indicates that continuous caregiver support during childbirth has a number of
benefits, including a ‘reduction of the need for medical intervention.., a tendency for shorter
labors, and a reduction of negative feelings about one’s childbirth experience.” (11)
Obstetricians and midwives often cannot be continuous caregivers because of organizational
and institutional limitations.
Most importantly – be involved in the decision-making process. Know which questions to ask,
so you can assess the situation. To do this, use the acronym “B.R.A.N.” to obtain the
information YOU need to make better, more informed decisions:
o Benefits: What are the Benefits of this intervention?
o Risks: What are the Risks of this intervention?
o Alternatives: Are there any Alternatives to this procedure?
o Nothing: What would happen if we did Nothing? (Or, do we have to act Now?)
Women’s personal stories about traumatic or negative births are the reasons Gould and Bruijin
started Birthtalk.org. Many women realize only AFTER their births that they did not feel
informed, or part of the decision-making process. Regret often comes not from the events of
birth, but by not feeling apart of the process, or feeling that they were intentionally uninformed.
The goal, for Bruijin and Gould is not merely “alive mother and baby,” but “empowered healthy
mother and healthy baby.” (12)

Resources
Full references for each article are available at http://pathwaystofamilywellness.org/references.html
All of our Pathways articles are now archived by topic. You can access all of our previous articles on Pregnancy and
Birth Here: pathwaystofamilywellness.org/labels/pregnancy-and-birth.html

Birthtalk - birthtalk.org
Take a survey on your own birth experience and see hospital intervention rates thebirthsurvey.org
Another resource for checking the intervention and c-section rates in your area www.cesareanrates.com/hospital-level-cesarean-rates
Resources for a Healthy Pregnancy and Birth:www.makinmiracles.com/resources.html

The Essential Ingredient: Doula is a documentary produced by DONA International in 2010 featuring
commentary by all of DONA International's esteemed founders and some of its celebrated past
presidents speaking on the origin and rationale of doula support. Watch the Essential Ingredient here!
(http://youtu.be/u792CxDT7cE)
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