
Breathing Techniques for Labour 
 

 

What is the difference between breathing and over-breathing?  
When you are tense and frightened, your breathing becomes shallow and rapid. 
Your shoulders are pulled up towards your ears and your neck and shoulder 
muscles feel tight and rigid. If you move into a state of panic, you start over-
breathing, sucking the air into your lungs and breathing out in short, sharp gasps.           
You feel light-headed and out of control. Pins and needles start in your fingers and your mouth 
feels numb.  

All these are common reactions to very stressful or frightening situations. They're normal, but the 
body can't continue in this state for long with becoming exhausted. In labour, your aim is to 
conserve your energy as much as possible. You also want to give your baby plenty of oxygen to 
help him cope with the stress of being born. Panic breathing cuts down on the amount of oxygen 
you take in for yourself and for your baby.  

 
Notice your breathing 
 
Close your eyes for a moment now and focus on your breathing.  Notice how rhythmical it is. You breathe in, 
then there's a slight pause before you breathe out. Your out-breath matches your in-breath in length and 
depth. You pause slightly before your lungs draw the next breath in.  
In labour, you want to keep your breathing rhythmical. Don't let the in-breath become longer than the out-
breath. If anything, your out-breath should be longer than your in-breath. It's inevitable that when you are 
having very strong contractions, your breathing will become shallower. There's nothing wrong with this as 
long as your breathing doesn't start to get faster and faster and turn into panic breathing.  
 
Simple breathing techniques 

  
• Think of the word 'RELAX'. It has two syllables, 'RE' and 'LAX'. Now try this exercise. As you 
breathe in, think 'RE' to yourself, and as you breathe out, think 'LAX'. Don't let your mind wander 
away from repeating the word 'RELAX' in tune with your breathing. When you breathe out, try to let 
go of any tensions in your body. Focus on the muscles you know always become tense when you're 
stressed. Remember, every time you breathe out: '...LAAAAAX'. The out breath is the one to focus 
on -- the in-breath takes care of itself!  

• Or you can try counted breathing. As you breathe in, count slowly up to three or four (or whatever 
number seems comfortable for you) and as you breathe out, count to three or four again. You might 
find that it's more comfortable to breathe in to a count of three and out to a count of four.  

• Try breathing in through your nose and out through your mouth. Keep your mouth very soft as you 
sigh the breath out. In through your nose, and out through your mouth. Many women also find it 
helpful to make a sound on the out-breath, such as 'Oooooooh' or 'Aaaaaah'. In between 
contractions, have sips of water to prevent your mouth from becoming dry.  

 
Support with breathing  
 
It can be very hard to keep your breathing rhythmical and to relax 
every time you breathe out when you're having painful contractions, 
you're tired and labour seems to be endless. This is where the 
support of your birth companion is essential. He can help you keep 
your breathing steady by breathing with you. You need to be in eye-
contact with him, and he should hold your hands or place his hands 
on your shoulders, leaning gently on them. Then you can follow his 
pattern of breathing as he breathes in through his nose and blows 
out softly into your face. Practise this during pregnancy. It feels 
strange to begin with and both of you may be rather self-conscious. 
However, co-breathing is wonderful when you're in labour and you 
think you just can't go on any more. 
 



 
 
 

Specific massage techniques for labour 
 
How does massage help relieve pain?  
Massage stimulates the body to release endorphins which are natural pain-killing and mood-lifting 
hormones. In labour, massage is important because it brings you close to the person who is caring 
for you, be this your midwife or your birth companion.  The touch of someone who loves you and 
wants to help you is very empowering when you're coping with contractions and are perhaps tired 
and frightened. 
 
These massage techniques used during the first stage of labour are specifically designed to 
support the woman with her breathing during contractions. 

 
Circular hip massage 
This massage is good for women experiencing back pain during their 
labour. Women may be more able to regulate their breathing by 
focusing on the upward and downward strokes of the massage. This 
can help with relaxation. 
 
Either the woman kneels on the floor (or bed) leaning over a chair or 
against the head of the bed (or wall) and is supported by cushions or 
pillows. She can also be on all fours. 
 
Two hands are placed on either side of the spine in the sacral region with the hands pointing in an 
upward direction. This massage should never be done directly over the spine (Fig 1 & 2). 

 
 
 
When the contraction starts the woman breathes in 
audibly and the masseur’s hands go up to waist level as 
she leans forward.   
 
 
 
 

On the out breath, fingers on both hands turn 
inwards and elbows turn outwards to massage 
outwards across the back to the hips (Fig. 3). The 
hands then move smoothly down the sides of the  
hips until they arrive at the starting  position. (Fig. 
4). These movements continue throughout the 
contraction. 
 
Whole back massage 
At the end of the contraction the masseur continues up the back (on either side of the spine) to the 
upper back, around the shoulders and down each side of the body to the starting point (Fig. 5).  
This stroke is performed more slowly and gently, as it is not following any breathing pattern but 
rather aiding deeper relaxation.  
 
Upper back/shoulder massage  
This massage can be performed to facilitate breathing and 
relaxation. The same technique is used as for the circular hip 
massage, but using the upper back (Fig. 6). 
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Sacral pressure massage for labour 
This massage can be used in combination with the circular hip massage at the end of the 
contraction. The masseur uses the palm of the hand over the sacral area and massages firmly (Fig. 
7). The hand not being used to massage is supporting the woman either on the hip or shoulder 
(whichever feels more comfortable).  Some women find this massage very helpful if there is intense 
backache 

 
 
Foot massage  
Many people who say that they can't tolerate having their feet touched nonetheless enjoy firm, 
rhythmical foot massage. The massage does need to be firm, however, or it will be unbearably 
ticklish. If you find yourself sitting down or in bed for long periods of your labour, foot massage is 
ideal. Your partner can simply stroke your feet firmly from ankle to toes, or make circles with his 
thumbs all over the soles of your feet. You may find that your feet become very cold in labour, and 
a foot massage will help to warm them up.  
 
 
Hand massage  
If you have had an epidural and are lying in bed, shoulder or back massage is almost impossible. 
And if you can't feel your feet, there's no point in your partner offering you a foot massage. In these 
circumstances, hand massage is very soothing. Your birth companion can simply stroke each hand 
in turn, first on the back, then on the palm, sweeping firmly down from your wrist to your fingertips. 
He can make small circles all over your palm, and gently pull each finger in turn to release the 
tension. This is a lovely way of being close to each other and making your labour special. 
 
 
Be aware that… 
The massage techniques described here encourage women and their partners to play a more 
active part in the birthing experience. Some women find massage so helpful that they want their 
partners to keep rubbing their backs for hours on end! However, some women simply cannot bear 
to be touched when they are having contractions. The contractions are so strong that even the 
slightest extra stimulus is more than they can cope with. Birth companions need to be aware of 
these different reactions and respond accordingly.  
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