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INTRODUCTION

	WHEN I BECAME PREGNANT with my daughter in the spring of 1973, I was twenty-two years old. I had graduated recently from Indiana University with a degree in psychology, but had not given much thought to motherhood. The pregnancy was unplanned; if anyone had asked me before that whether I wanted to have children someday, I would have replied with a definite no. The responsibilities of parenthood brought up fear; they were not part of my life plan. Once I learned that I was six weeks pregnant, however, I was surprised by unexpected feelings of attachment to the unborn child. My husband’s excitement about having a baby helped me decide to continue the pregnancy. I did not yet know the richness that this decision would bring to my future. Nor could I have imagined that I would look back on this period of pregnancy, childbirth, and new motherhood as a pivotal event of my life—the cornerstone of my professional, as well as personal, development.

	Early in my pregnancy I decided to give birth at home. I had discovered that in most American hospitals, fathers and friends were banned from the delivery room, and babies were whisked away to the nursery as soon as they emerged. Women whose physicians were acquainted with the work of natural-childbirth advocates such as Dick-Read, Lamaze, and Bradley were sometimes able to arrange for more humane conditions. Women who did not prepare for a natural childbirth or who had complications in labor risked having an emotionally ungratifying delivery.

	The medical community’s unsatisfactory response to women’s emotional needs during childbirth and women’s growing desire to take charge of their health care had generated a grassroots home-birth movement. Many women turned to lay midwives, who provided the emotional sensitivity that was lacking in traditional hospital settings. The research that would ultimately promote changes in and arrangements for maternity wards, including alternative birthing rooms where families could stay together during and after the birth, had not yet been conducted. Ultimately, I would become one of the researchers who would support consumer demands for changes in hospital 

	policy. But I chose to deliver my baby at home simply because I felt that separation from my husband and close women friends would have a negative effect on my labor. I wanted to be with my baby during the first hours of life. Even in my inexperience, I sensed that emotional variables could have an impact on my baby’s birth.

	I was fortunate to have received my prenatal care from lay midwives who prepared me for labor both physically and psychologically. Their gentle questions guided me to contemplation of this period of growth and change. My exploration of significant childhood memories and feelings helped me identify the kind of mother I wanted to be.

	The midwives also encouraged their patients to learn from each other. We waited for our prenatal appointments in the living room of an old Victorian house, the home of my midwife, Kate. Mothers who had recently given birth shared their experiences with those of us who were pregnant, imparting realistic information about childbirth. Their birth stories helped me develop resources that I brought to my own labor. Although I had attended Lamaze preparation classes where I’d seen movies of women giving birth, none of these films had the impact of one uncensored audiotape that I was lucky enough to hear while I waited for my last prenatal appointment.

	I will never forget Ann’s playing the audiotape of herself in labor, while she waited for her postpartum visit. The sounds of her wailing during a contraction resounded throughout the waiting area, as she nursed her two-week-old baby. I listened to this woman’s labor and at the same time watched her smile at her newborn. At once, both the reality of labor pain and the beauty of birth were communicated to me. The sounds of Ann’s labor provided me with a type of body education that my childbirth classes had lacked and readied me to meet my own labor without fear.

	My daughter’s birth was a very moving experience for me. It was a natural childbirth, and I delivered her at home after eight hours of active labor, during which I felt the power of the life force traveling through me. That feeling came again with the birth of my son three years later. Both times I felt lucky to be a woman. I was able to meet, and enjoy, this experience only because I integrated the emotional work of this period of my life into my preparation for childbirth.

	Wanting to share the richness of my own experience, I immersed myself in research on the safety of home delivery to see if my choice could be a viable one for other women. Lewis Mehl, M.D., Donald Creevy, M.D., Nancy Shaw, Ph.D., and I studied the outcomes of home births attended by Santa Cruz midwives in the early 1970s. Our initial research encouraged us to study prenatal care. This work led me to explore the way that emotional and psychological factors affect normal and healthy labors in any setting—home or hospital. Emotional factors proved second only to physical health and nutrition in importance for a normal labor and delivery.

	During the past two decades, medical researchers have documented how a woman’s emotional state influences her reproductive physiology. In 1979 Gershon Levinson and Sol Shnider at the University of California in San Francisco published findings that linked maternal fear to dysfunctional labor patterns. One year later, Roberto Sosa, M.D., and his associates published research in The New England Journal of Medicine suggesting that the presence of a person who offered emotional support to the mother decreased the length of labor and enhanced mother/infant bonding immediately after birth. This kind of research helped to humanize standard hospital procedures. Hospital birthing rooms that provided for labor and delivery in one place became increasingly available in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Women were permitted to have family members present during labor and to keep their babies with them after delivery. Family-centered birth became an option for women with low-risk pregnancies.

	An unfriendly setting and insufficient emotional support can cause anxiety during labor, as can unrealistic childbirth preparation and negative feelings about impending motherhood. If a woman is at ease with her ability to mother, her family relationships, and the anticipated change in her lifestyle, she will be able to turn her attention to preparation 

	for labor as childbirth approaches. Whether she readies herself for a natural birth or plans to use medication, she will need to develop skills for coping with pain. The more her expectation reflects the reality of birth, the less chance she will be shocked by an experience that is much harder and more intense than she had imagined.

	Medical research has shown that fear can affect labor by decreasing blood levels of oxytocin, the hormone that causes contractions. I have found that a realistic, body-centered preparation helps a woman to integrate the intensity of labor even before it occurs. Body-centered preparation allows a woman to anticipate her own physical and emotional response to labor, to master her fear, and thus to give herself greater potential for a smooth and uncomplicated childbirth.

	How a woman experiences childbirth may affect her confidence in the first days and weeks of mothering. Medical researchers John Kennell, Marshall Klaus, and M.A. Trause have shown that the hours and days immediately after birth are a sensitive period for mother/infant bonding. How the mother feels about her birth experience, no matter what course labor takes, may affect her relationship with her child. In my own clinical practice, I have observed that even years afterward women can reap psychological benefit from understanding their childbirth experience.

	This book represents a continuation of my efforts to make childbirth an empowering and positive experience for women everywhere. Giving birth is the beginning of a mother’s relationship with her child. It is also an opportunity for her personal growth.

	What You Will Learn

	Over the last seventeen years I have developed a method of childbirth preparation. It is a synthesis of my practical experience working with birthing mothers and their families and clinical research on how emotions affect labor. Giving birth is an experience carried not only into the first days of motherhood but also throughout life, having far-reaching effects on the mother’s self-esteem and confidence.

	This workbook, based on the method I use in my own practice, augments physical and psychological preparations for labor; helps you explore your personal history, feelings, and anxieties about childbirth; and equips you with skills that maximize your potential for normal delivery. It should be used in the order it is written, skipping those exercises that do not pertain to your situation. In this workbook you will learn how to confront your fears, heal your past, and prepare for the best labor possible. You will learn how to do the following:

	• Resolve emotional concerns about giving birth and becoming a mother. You will be able to identify childhood feelings about your parents that will help you to understand your own experience of giving birth and becoming a mother. The birth inventory in chapter 1 and the exercises in chapter 2 will help you confront fears, identify feelings, and achieve the self-knowledge so important to a calm and confident approach to labor.

	• Overcome fear caused by your own birth or your previous childbirths. Through the visualization exercises and journal writing described in chapters 3 and 4 you can begin to heal prior birth and childbirth experiences that adversely affect your attitude and expectations for the upcoming delivery. Chapter 4 will also help you counteract cultural influences that negatively affect your feelings about childbirth.

	• Prepare realistically for labor. The exercises in chapter 5 will prepare you for handling the different stages of labor. You will learn to let your body lead you into labor and to keep your mind from getting in the way with nonproductive anticipation. You will also learn how to develop attitudes and beliefs conducive to normal delivery. Exercises for increasing a couple’s communication to help deal with labor and a guide for including siblings at birth are found in chapter 6. Chapter 7 explains how to identify your individual coping style and presents new techniques for coping with the pain of labor.

	• Develop confidence in your ability to give birth and to mother your child. In chapter 8 you will be guided through a relaxation-and-birth visualization that addresses your unique concerns and situation. You will be given suggestions 

	for creating personalized imagery and messages that will strengthen your resources for handling labor. Birth visualization will also help you bond with your baby before he or she is born.

	• Maximize bonding with your baby immediately after birth and establish patterns for healthy family bonding. Chapter 9 gives suggestions for bonding with your new baby after delivery. Chapter 10 offers exercises for nurturing yourself and your relationship with your partner and establishing healthy family patterns for the year following the birth of your child.

	What You Will Need

	Many of the exercises in this workbook are meant to be shared with your partner or another supportive person. Sometimes you will merely want to express your feelings. At other times you may find it useful or necessary to ask someone to assist you. Include your partner as often as possible and adjust the exercises to your current family and support network, including as many people as you wish. Participation will help your partner grow into his role as father. (I have used the term partner rather than husband in order to cover all possible family constellations.)

	You will need a pen or pencil, a tape recorder for recording visualization sequences if you wish, and two blank sixty-minute audiocassettes to be used for the birth visualization in chapter 8 and other exercises. Comfortable clothing in which you can relax and lie down is also recommended.

	The best place to use the workbook is one in which you feel safe and free of inhibitions. An optimal setting feels nurturing to you in some way, is relatively quiet, and is conducive to relaxation and closing your eyes. You should arrange not to be interrupted during the exercises. Your environment should provide you with enough privacy that you and your partner can talk about personal and intimate feelings as they arise.

	The information and guided exercises in this workbook enhance your basic prenatal care by addressing your personal fears and anxieties. Doing these guided exercises is likely to help you experience a smooth labor. If medical 

	intervention is needed during labor, however, you will be better prepared to cope with and adapt to the situation at hand. The ability to manage anxiety in a stressful situation can contribute greatly to your own health and the health of your baby.

	In working through this book, you provide yourself an opportunity to strengthen your internal resources. The birth of your baby is the birth of your own motherhood. The baby now inside your womb will soon be cradled in your arms.

	1

	Your Birth Inventory

	If you have many painful feelings to work through, you may fear that doing so in pregnancy may harm your baby. Since these feelings exist inside you anyway, it will be a advantage to release them and clear the way for enjoyable motherhood. … When you give birth you will find it easier to let go if you are not attempting to control or suppress your feelings. …

	 

	
JANET BALASKAS

	Natural Pregnancy

	PREGNANCY IS AN EMOTIONAL period. You are pregnant not only with new life, but also with feelings, expectations, and desires. Bringing forth new life is full of healthy stress. Stress can become distress, however, if you do not receive emotional support through this transition. Hormonal changes help ready you for motherhood by making you more emotionally sensitive. Your emotional vulnerability is your ally in bringing your feelings to the surface.

	If you pay attention to the feelings generated during pregnancy and seek to understand and express your own needs throughout this transformative process, you will find yourself engaged in self-discovery. This is the emotional work of pregnancy. Your pregnancy provides you with new feelings and ideas about your future. It also brings up childhood memories. Exploring these feelings and memories readies you to greet your baby at birth. The emotional work of pregnancy nurtures the evolving new mother within you.

	The birth-preparation inventory is a personal catalog of your feelings about the upcoming birth, designed to stimulate awareness of any anxiety you have about childbirth. You may begin by writing the answers to the questions here in the workbook, or you may prefer to use a journal set aside for this purpose. Sharing your written answers with your partner or a special friend can be helpful. (Later exercises require that you share your experience with someone you trust.) Some of the questions involve research, such as asking your mother for details about your own birth or contacting someone else who has this information.

	You embark on an inward journey when you take time to reflect on your own birth, your previous childbirth experience, if any, and your hopes and expectations for this birth. Answering the questions in this chapter can increase self-awareness and deepen your resources for dealing with the life transition you are about to face. Such awareness will help you clarify your needs and maximize your benefit from the exercises in the rest of the workbook. Focusing on your emotional growth and change contributes to a smoother adjustment to labor and delivery.

	Occasionally women feel emotional discomfort as they answer these questions. In the unusual case that your feelings are particularly disturbing or remain strong even after the exercise, you may want to seek professional counseling or psychotherapy. A supportive professional can be a valuable aid when needed, and pregnancy is a fertile time for personal growth. Whatever benefits you at this time will directly affect the generations that follow you, just as prior generations have affected your own growth and development.

	Birth-Preparation Inventory

	1. Was this a planned pregnancy? ___________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________

	2. What was your initial response when you realized you were pregnant? Have there been any changes in your attitude or feelings since then? ______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________

	3. How has this pregnancy affected your relationships with your partner and other family members? _____________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________

	4. How will a baby fit into your current lifestyle and plans?

	 ______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________

	5. Will a baby alter your lifestyle significantly or change your long-term plans? If so, how? _______________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________

	6. What are your impressions and expectations of a newborn

	?

	 ______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________

	7. How will you and your partner share responsibility for the baby during the first year? _______________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________
______________________________________________
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