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INTERVIEW WITH VIRGINIA CAMPBELLperspective

Virginia Campbell, NCT College Operations Manager, tells Julie 
Clayton about her career and research on yoga for pregnancy. 
Her recent paper1 explores what it is that teachers of yoga for 
pregnancy are trying to achieve. 
How did you become involved with 
NCT?
I joined with the birth of my first child in 
1989. I took maternity leave and hired a 
nanny so I could return to work. I didn’t really 
want to go back but knew we needed the 
money. When I had my daughter it was love 
at first sight and I desperately didn’t want 
somebody else to see her first steps, hear 
her first words. I just loved being a mother. 
I feel hugely lucky that I then got made 
redundant on my first day back - the money 
enabled me to stay at home. 

I trained as an NCT antenatal teacher and 
qualified in 1991, which allowed me to look 
after my daughter and earn some money at 
the same time. I became an assessor in 1997 
and a tutor in 2005 following the death of 
my local tutor Fiona Cowell. I was very fond 
of her.

How did you find being a tutor?
Being a tutor is such a privilege. It’s lovely to 
be able to work with the students who are so 
passionate and see them grow through the 
training. The reflective practice element of 
the course means that it is transformative 
for the students while they learn to work 
with parents. NCT practitioners are parent-
centred and non-judgemental. Part of 
being reflective means practitioners try to 
be aware of their biases and not put them 
across to parents. For example, if you are 
somebody who is passionate about natural 
birth you don’t walk into a group of parents 
and say, ‘Well I breastfed my baby and had 
a natural labour. That’s the best thing for 
everyone to do.’ As part of the training you 
work through your own experience and 
beliefs so that you can be parent-led and 
help parents to do whatever they want to 
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do - based on a background of research 
evidence, of course. I always feel proud being 
in a group of NCT students and practitioners, 
as they are amazing women who do so much 
for the parents they come into contact with.

What made you decide to teach yoga 
for pregnancy?
When I was expecting my second child 
I wanted to have a home birth. A lot of 
people said, ‘How brave. How can you do 
that?’ which was hard to hear as it felt like 
a criticism. I wanted people to just accept 
my choice as I knew it was the right one 
for my family and me. I went to a ‘yoga 
for pregnancy’ class (NCT didn’t do them 
then). When I said I was having a home 
birth everyone just said ‘OK’. It was lovely 
to be with a group of women who accepted 
who I was. I thought NCT should run yoga 
groups where women could prepare for the 
birth, as well as support each other and feel 
accepted. 

In 1992 the yoga teacher left for Australia 
and as I had already done yoga for about 
15 years I took over her class, combining 
yoga for pregnancy with a bit of NCT stuff 
about informed choice. It then took about 
five years to set up the first NCT yoga for 
pregnancy teacher training course, with 
Charlotte Whitehead who still tutors on it.

What did you feel was the benefit of 
yoga during pregnancy? 
Everything that comes from doing yoga. 
The fitness and flexibility, the relaxation and 
meditation and the mindfulness element. 
Finding that space to be quiet and still and 
[focus on] the physicality of birth. There is 
something lovely about having that time-out 
for you and the baby and thinking, “Wow I’m 
pregnant! Hello baby, we’re in this journey 
together! How do I feel about mothering and 
the birth?” It’s invaluable.

Why did you decide to do research on 
yoga for pregnancy?
When I was first teaching yoga for pregnancy 
I noticed that women who did the class 
tended to have easier births than the ones 
in my antenatal couples classes. It could 
be argued that women who go to yoga for 
pregnancy classes are more likely to have a 
nice birth, and that they also tended to feel 
better about the birth even if it didn’t go the 
way they’d hoped. Over 23 years about 2000 
women came to my yoga for pregnancy 
class. A high percentage had home births, 
and there were very low intervention rates. 

I’ve been trying to unpick the evidence for 
years. Although a randomised controlled trial 
would be the best form of evidence it’s very 
hard to do with yoga for pregnancy. But I was 
lucky to be able to apply to the University 
of Worcester to do a PhD research study on 
how yoga affected self-efficacy.

The question was, ‘Does yoga make a 
difference?’ Does it help women to have the 
birth that they would like to have? Or is it just 
that the women who tend to do yoga tend to 
have different labours?

How would you define self-efficacy?
Self-efficacy is about helping people to 
behave in a way that will enable them to 
reach their goals. It’s about enabling them 
to start and then persist with the behaviours 
that will help them. For example if somebody 
wants to birth their baby naturally, it would 
help them if they felt more confident about 
how they manage the pain of contractions 
because then they would be more likely to 
start and persist with pain-management 
techniques. Or if they chose a birthplace 
where they are more likely to have their baby 
naturally, for example a midwife-led unit or at 
home. It may help them if they had a female 
birth attendant, a doula. It’s about giving 
everybody the best opportunity to have 
what they want to achieve. So does yoga 
affect women’s self-efficacy? Does it affect 
confidence? Does it affect women’s feeling 
of control, or where they choose to have 
their baby? 

This study was based on asking yoga for 
pregnancy teachers, ‘What are you aiming 
for?’ And ‘What do you think you are doing 
that might increase women’s self-efficacy?’ 
The second [ongoing] part of the study is 
speaking to women before they do yoga, and 
then after they have their babies, to ask what 
they felt the yoga did, if anything, to affect 
their self-efficacy.

What is grounded theory?
It’s a research methodology where you 
start from the ground and build up – you 
don’t start with a hypothesis but go in with 
a question and an open mind. You’re seeing 
what evolves from what people say. There’s 
a lot of debate about whether anyone can 
really go in with an open mind but I think 
that all the reflective practice in NCT allows 
you to acknowledge this and to be very open 
about your ‘place’ in the study. 

It’s probably the only time they get where 
they just nurture themselves… Those who 
have already got children; they admit 
they spend very little time thinking about 
the current pregnancy… It allows them to 
think about how their own body works, 
their own body’s needs...

[Give] them the space to be pregnant 
and to be with other pregnant women… 
Women need to get together and talk to 
other women and that’s how they learn 
about being a mother.
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I’m not pretending that I’m not a yoga 
teacher, but every conclusion in the study 
emerges from the interviews and quotes 
from the participants. Grounded theory 
methodology is strict about ensuring that 
other people are involved with creating the 
themes. All the yoga teachers were sent first 
drafts to ensure I was representing what 
they said honestly and fairly.   

Of the key themes in your study, 
how important is the sisterhood-like 
environment?
The teachers felt it was really important 
that the classes were women-only so that 
everyone had a shared experience. The 
teachers all taught NCT couples courses 
too and remarked on the difference in 
atmosphere in the yoga group. 

What about previous studies that 
have attempted to look at the effect 
of yoga on stress in pregnancy?
There are many trials that conclude that 
yoga is beneficial to things such as anxiety, 
perceived stress, depression and labour 
experience, but only about ten are robust, 
and even they are either very small or have 
other flaws. None of them has passed 
Cochrane review standards yet but most 
found that yoga does make a positive 
difference. The latest one by Newham et al2 
shows a reduction in anxiety and is one of 
the more robust quantitative trials. 

What’s next in your research?
Thanks to the three yoga teachers from 
the first part of the trial, I am speaking to 
22 women before and after they had their 
babies, using grounded theory analysis to 
see what they found most useful and how 
yoga has affected their self-efficacy, if at all.

Any surprises so far?
Yes. Coming through very strongly is how 
much they appreciate being taught the 
breathing and birth positions week after 
week, and also the time-out and relaxation. 
It could be simply that looking after 
themselves prepares them better for birth - 
they feel more relaxed and in the right frame 
of mind. But it’s still very early days. I expect 
to have the results available in 2016. 
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Findings 
There was considerable consistency 
in the teachers’ aims, the language 
they used in classes and in their 
thinking about class structure. Four 
main themes emerged: creating a 
sisterhood, modelling labour, building 
confidence and enhancing learning. 
Teachers see yoga for pregnancy 
as a multi-faceted, non-prescriptive 
intervention that enhances women’s 
physical, emotional and social 
readiness for labour and birth, and 
supports women to make their own 
decisions across the transition to 
parenthood. 

Conclusion 
Women’s self-efficacy for labour is 
complex and multi-factorial. This study 
offers insights into the factors which 
may be involved in increasing it. These 
include not only traditional elements 
of yoga such as postures, breathing 
and meditation, but also the creation 
of safe, women-only groups where 
anxieties, experiences and stories can 
be shared, and pain-coping techniques 
for labour learned and practised.

Maybe picture yourself in labour in 
this position with support around you; 
creating that stillness that we’ve got in 
the room today… Begin to think about 
what it might feel like to be in labour 
and those feelings of calm, of being in 
control and feeling empowered. 

NCT Four Nations Project

Did you know the NCT is currently 
consulting on how we can be more 
effective across the UK? 

If you would like to get involved 
contact Seana Talbot:  
s.talbot@usdt.co.uk 
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