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WHAT IS A DOULA?  

A doula (pronounced doo-la) is a trained birth professional who provides non-medical 

support to women and their partners before, during and after labour and childbirth. 

 

She (usually she, though not always!) attends you from as early in your labour as you'd like 

and stays with you throughout labour and birth until you are settled with your newborn in 

your arms.  This is called 'continuous care' or 'continuity of care' and has been found to be a 

vital ingredient in happy, healthy labours, births and babies. 

 

The word doula is Greek, meaning 'woman who serves', and the role is as ancient as birth 

itself. 'Mothering the mother' is part of our innate birthing wisdom. A doula is 'with woman’ to 

witness, nurture and comfort her as she brings new life into the world. 

 

A doula knows birth to be a normal and natural event that has a deep and lasting impact on 

women's lives.  She is an advocate of the woman's own choices and experience. Your doula 

will never make decisions for you but empowers and supports the labour and birth options 

you choose for yourself. 
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WHAT DOES A DOULA DO? 
 

Every mother, pregnancy, family, labour and birth is different, and your doula will mix, match 

and personalise her care to meet your needs. 

 

In general, she will: 

 

• Be there. Presence is a doula super power—she will bring a vibe that is calm, positive 

and safe.  Birth is spiritual and doulas set up and hold your sacred space, encourage 

you, believe in you, and help you to birth your own way. 

 

• Educate and inform. Doulas are birth nerds that love to share information, 

evidence, products, practises, rituals and more and with mamas and papas to-be. If 

you are concerned or curious about anything, just ask—your doula has a library of 

resources to draw on to for your information and to support your decision-making.  

During labour she will advocate for your birth wishes and make sure you and your 

partner get what you need to make informed decisions. 

 

• Share tricks of the trade.  Hydrotherapy, ice packs, acupressure, labour positions, 

rebozos, mood changers, and more...your doula knows what works in labour and 

birth and can help you change it up as labour progresses.  

 

• Support your partner. Your doula honours and nurtures your bond with your 

partner and supports them to support you with information, guidance, reassurance, 

relaxation, refreshment and anything else they need. Many partners love to pick the 

brain of a doula to help them totally rock the birth partner role!  

 

• Offer an extra pair of hands. From parking cars to coffee runs to phoning family, 

your doula can do all the things your partner can't do because you need them at your 

side. Or your doula can be at your side while your partner makes him or herself 

useful...or takes a much-needed break. 

 

• Stay calm. While a doula cannot guarantee how your birth will turn out, her wisdom 

and emotional support is invaluable should something unexpected happen. Birth is 

never 100% safe, but a doula can support your emergency decision-making and help 

lessen birth trauma for both mothers and partners.  

 

Sometimes a doula will sit quietly in the corner as you labour well without her—it may look 

like she is doing 'nothing' but she is intensely present, engaged, holding your energetic space, 

and ready for anything. 

 

Sometimes a doula is right down in the labour trenches with you, breathing you through 

every breath, propping up your weary body with her own, and shining a light for your flagging 

spirit. 

 

Some doulas are comfort-measure specialists with added skills like massage, some offer 

more magic with herbal teas and crystals, and some especially love to look after your other 

kids, fill out your paperwork, and bring you Burger King. 

 

Choose a doula who makes you feel great about yourself and your birth, and she will know 

just what to do for you when the time comes.     
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I'VE GOT A MIDWIFE, DO I NEED A DOULA? 

 

No one knows what you need for your birth except you—though most women who have had 

a doula alongside their midwife highly value the additional support, as currently midwives and 

doulas have very different roles. 

 

Your midwife is your healthcare provider. Here in New Zealand we are lucky to have a 

midwife-led maternity system based on continuity of care. Every pregnant woman chooses a 

Lead Maternity Carer (LMC); this can be a doctor (family GP or private obstetrician) or a 

midwife (community or hospital based).  The doctor or midwife you choose becomes your 

LMC and looks after the health and wellbeing of you and your baby during pregnancy, birth 

and the postnatal period.  Midwives can offer and administer options for medical care if 

required (monitoring, exams, medications etc.). 

 

Your doula is your physical, emotional, and spiritual support. A doula has no other priority 

than to care for you, comfort you and encourage you for the entire duration of your labour 

and birth.  Doulas offer and carry out options for non-medical care (education, comfort 

measures, encouragement, advocacy, errands, information etc.) 

 

It's true that many midwives sometimes perform 

duties that cross over into doula territory.  On one 

hand this is exactly as it should be. Birth is an 

organic event that is best approached fluidly and 

empathically.  Kindness, comfort and emotional 

support are everybody's job at a birth.  

 

But...midwives already have a full-time job at a 

birth.  This means every midwife must balance her 

(legal and professional) duty as your primary 

healthcare provider with the other support 

measures she knows you need or would benefit 

from.  Every midwife walks this line the best she 

can given her own philosophy, experiences and 

the professional priorities arising from the 

circumstances of each unique birth. 

 

This is a long way to say that while midwives 

deeply recognise the need for women to have an 

unconditionally safe, trusting and supportive 

person to care for, comfort and advocate for them 

during labour and birth, midwives themselves are 

not always in a position to be that person for you, 

nor is that their (professional) job description. 

 

Birth can be long, intense and unpredictable. In some places it is still common to have many 

birth attendants, some acting as midwives, some as doulas, and sometimes sharing both 

roles.  Together midwives and doulas serve labouring women to support optimal labour and 

birth. 

 

It's also worth noting that most midwives will not be able to attend your birth until you are in 

clearly established active labour, while a doula can be with you at home right from early or 

pre-labour if needed and stay until you are settled after the birth. 
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CAN MY PARTNER BE MY DOULA? 
 

Your baby's other parent is your baby's other parent, not a doula.  While they will not be 

physically birthing your baby, your birth is also one of the most momentous occasions of their 

life. He or she will naturally have overwhelming feelings and needs of their own during the 

process that may or may not affect the level of doula-type support they can offer. Many 

couples birth together beautifully without outside support!  Others invite a doula to support 

the whole birthing family so each person can bring their best to meeting their new baby. 

 

Very practically, it can be difficult for your partner to take breaks, eat etc. if they are your one-

and-only support person. It can also bring your partner peace of mind to have someone 

present who knows labour and birth and can help them navigate new or challenging 

situations.   

 

 

A doula does not replace your partner or chosen birth partner, but supports your partner to 

better support you in meeting your baby together. 

 
 

CAN MY FRIEND/RELATIVE BE MY DOULA? 
 
In theory, YES! In an ideal world we all 

would have the skills of a doula, and every 

birthing person could choose their birth 

support team from those nearest and 

dearest in their lives.  

 

If you have a friend or relative who you 

would love at your birth, ask yourself (and 

perhaps them) if they could offer the kind 

of support you are looking for.  Share 

with them what a doula is and does.  You 

are looking for someone who can care for 

you unconditionally whatever labour 

brings and be calm, non-judgemental, 

and comfortable in intense and intimate 

situations. It helps if they have the kind of 

life where it is easy for them to be on call (worrying whether or not your emotional support 

person can make it to your birth is incredibly counter-productive). 

 

Your Mum, Dad, sister, auntie, nana, friend and other people who make you feel safe, loved 

and supported are awesome to have at your birth. Some of these people may serve you well 

in the doula role—you know who those people are.  The others will (and should!) show up as 

your Mum, Dad, sister, auntie, nana or friend.  Because they love you, they may not always be 

impartial. They may not always be calm. They may have their own ideas about your decisions. 

 

Keep in mind that along with emotional support, a professional doula also brings a deep 

practical knowledge of birth, labouring women and the maternity system, as well as the skills 

to navigate and advocate for you should your birth plan veer off track.  This can make them 

incredibly valuable to both you and the rest of your birth team. 
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IS A DOULA JUST FOR HIPPES WHO HOMEBIRTH? 
 

No way, man!  While women who prefer to birth physiologically (traditionally called "natural" 

birth) are more likely to already understand the role of a doula in supporting healthy birth, 

every labouring woman can benefit from a doula—those birthing in a hospital setting 

perhaps most of all. 

 

When you choose to birth in a hospital you are birthing in a medical environment that is 

extremely risk-averse and policy-driven.  Hospital professionals are used to dealing with 

worst-case scenarios and their systems and processes are built to cope with this and the 

running of a large government-funded institution, along with what is best for you and your 

baby.  While everybody does their very best to meet women's needs under these 

circumstances, women who birth in hospital, whether or not their birth was complicated, 

often feel they and their partners are not as well supported as they could be. 

 

In hospital, a doula can: help turn your delivery suite into a comforting birth nest, run errands 

for you and your partner, stay overnight with you in the women's ward if your partner is not 

allowed, help you advocate for your birth plan if it goes against hospital policy, offer broader 

information when making difficult decisions, and provide a constant and familiar source of 

comfort and care when hospital care providers must change shift. 

 

More than that, your doula is not part of the hospital or maternity system, and stays human, 

empathic and connected to you and your partner no matter what is happening around or to 

you. 

 

Even belly-birthers (women who have emergency or planned caesareans) can turn a major 

surgical procedure into a beautiful and fulfilling birth experience with the help of a doula (or 

without!  Google "gentle caesarean" to find out more.) 
 

A note on "natural" birth:  all birth is natural because humans are natural.  What is usually 

meant by "natural" is whether a birth is physiological (allowing your body's organic processes 

to manage labour and birth) or medically assisted (using drugs and other interventions to 

manage labour and birth).   

 

What is right for you is whatever makes 

you personally feel safe and surrounded 

by the people and processes you trust. If 

you're not sure what your options are, 

reading up on evidence-based birth can 

help you discover the best decisions for 

your family.   

 

Start at evidencebasedbirth.com and 

sarahbuckley.com 
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WHAT QUALIFICATIONS DOES A DOULA HAVE? 
 

Doulas do not have to be certified or licensed to practise professionally, but most do undergo 

training and/or certification before taking on paying families. 

 

DONA International is the world's first, largest and leading doula organisation, credited with 

turning doula into an accredited profession, though there are many other well-respected 

doula programmes including CAPPA Worldwide, Australian Doula College, Birthing from 

Within, and Birth Works Inc. 

 

There are also doulas that forgo formal certification in favour of a more spiritual and 

traditionally-based approach, and organisations that offer a more holistic curriculum to birth 

workers such as Indie Birth and The Matrona. 

 

Training usually involves workshops and up to two years of home study, required reading, 

assignments and documented attendance at several births. 

 

These organisations promote high-quality birth and postpartum support and set ethical and 

evidence-based standards of practise for doulas worldwide. 

 

 

 
WHAT IS THE EVIDENCE FOR DOULA-ASSISTED BIRTH? 
 

Compared to national averages, the research indicates families who have doulas have: 

 

• Shorter labours 

• Fewer medical interventions 

• Lower caesarean rates 

• Healthier babies 

• Happier mothers 

• More positive birth experiences 

 

There are no documented negative outcomes associated with doula-assisted labour and 

birth. 

 

LEARN MORE: 
 

Evidence Based Birth:  The Evidence for Doulas 

https://evidencebasedbirth.com/the-evidence-for-doulas/ 

 

The Journal of Perinatal Education: Continuous Labour Support 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1595190/ 

 

Ausmed: The Midwife and the Doula: the Case for Continuous Care in Labour 

https://www.ausmed.com/articles/midwife-and-doula/ 

 

The Journal of Perinatal Education: Women's Perceptions of Their Doula Support 

 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1804309/ 
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