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calm, even when things went wrong. I had a
caesarean section which was not what I wanted
but I felt OK about it.’

Posture and practice contractions
YfP classes invite women to observe and work
with their breath in different ways: posture
work, pranayama (breathing exercises), practice
contractions, and relaxation.

Through posture work, women learn to use
their breath to work with their body. Some
postures are physically demanding, enabling
women to learn to use the breath to hold and
maintain the position – perfect for helping
women to learn how to use their breath to work
through the discomfort of labour contractions.

Practice contractions allow women to build up
a repertoire of breathing strategies to use
during labour. As Campbell has explained,
women appreciate having time to explore a
variety of techniques,5 so that during labour
they can respond flexibly depending on what
seems to work best:

‘I thought that I would use the counting breath
but do you know, it just didn’t work for me on
the day. Instead I ended up climbing up lots of
mountains!!!!!’

‘I like the counting breath in class but during
labour used the flower opening up visualisation.
I found I could imagine a flower a lot more easily
then numbers!’

It has been suggested that an inflexible
prescriptive model can cause stress and anxiety
rather than reducing it’.6,7 Regular practice is
also important. Women learn how to control
their breath instinctively, so that when it comes
to labour they can adapt it to help them cope
with whatever happens, whether getting
through a painful contraction or dealing with
an unplanned eventuality.8,9,10

Emotional Benefits
Affirmations – positive statements that,
repeated over and over, can help foster self-
worth and reduce stress – are an important part
of yoga practice. In YfP classes we practise

Antenatal teacher Sarah Oxley teaches NCT
Yoga for Pregnancy (YfP) classes. She looks
at the benefits yoga can offer and at the
impact the classes have had on her clients’
birth experience.

I have been running YfP sessions since 2009.
Most women start the classes no later than
their second trimester and attend for an
average of six-to-ten weeks. The sessions are
run as drop-ins, but women can book in blocks
of four classes if they wish. Most women
provide feedback by email after their babies are
born, and many women bring their babies to
class for a visit. I also use formal evaluations
periodically, and keep a reflective diary.

The feedback shows how the breathing and
relaxation techniques women have learnt in
class have helped them manage during labour.

Breathing
In yoga, breathing is used to calm and control
one’s mental and emotional state.1 Observant
breathing, which means focusing and tuning
into the breath and learning to control it,
promotes a relaxed body and mind, with the
inhalation providing essential oxygen and the
exhalation releasing tension.2 Getting through
labour is both a physical and mental feat, and a
woman’s perception and experience of pain is
greatly affected by her state of mind.3,4

The feedback from the women who have
attended the classes shows a consistent
appreciation of the value of the breathing
techniques they learnt. Most of these women
avoided medical forms of pain relief and had
straightforward births, but even for the minority
of women who had medical intervention, the
breathing helped them to stay calm and
relaxed:

‘I was able to focus and breathe through each
contraction and stay completely relaxed.’

‘I couldn’t have gone through labour without
the breathing. I was able to have a water birth
without drugs.’

‘I found that counting the length of my breath
both in and out really helped my contractions,
‘The breathing really helped me to stay relaxed,

Yoga preparation can help women
have a better birth

Working with parents

affirmations for labour11 such as 'My body can
do this’ or 'I can do this', which can sow mental
seeds of confidence and self-belief:

‘I kept saying to myself that each contraction
was a step closer to meeting my baby!’

‘I visualised the mountain, did some counting
and just kept saying to myself one less
contraction until I meet our baby!’

Since receiving positive feedback, I have
extended the use of affirmations not only for
practice contractions, but throughout
elements of the whole class, to give women
more ideas and a greater chance of finding one
that works for them on a personal level.

Yoga is the natural friend of women going
through childbirth, enabling them to prepare
both mentally and physically by reawakening
their natural instinct and reconnecting them
with their bodies. The use of breathing can relax
them and help them cope during the birth,
whatever the outcome.
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YfP classes

NCT’s YfP classes are run by qualified
teachers. To find out more about
becoming a YFP teacher, contact
Virginia Campbell at
nct@campbells79.freeserve.co.uk.


