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                                 Labour 

Early labour can take up to 24 hours or longer. Rest (sleep is even better) is essential to promote a normal process. Early labour may begin with menstrual-like cramps and increase in intensity slowly. Contractions may begin as irregular in length or frequency. For some women, their early labour begins as intense labour, and becomes stronger from there. During early labour, the contractions cause your cervix to get thinner (effacement) and to dilate to 4 cm. Early labour will continue at its own pace even if you attempt to speed it up. Walking often makes the contractions come more frequently but they are often milder, so walk for comfort or pleasure but don't exhaust yourself trying to speed things up.

Early labour may be preceded or start with the passing of your mucous plug. It may be clear, or blood tinged. The mucous plug has been providing extra protection to your cervix, much like a seal. The mucous plug may be passed hours or days prior to the onset of labour.

As early labour can last many hours it is very important to focus as much as possible on GETTING ENOUGH REST. Women who are unable to get enough sleep or REST in the days and nights preceding true labour risk being exhausted before active labour begins.

We recommend in early labour to live your life as normally as possible. This means if it is 3 am, try and go back to sleep. If contractions wake you, try and have a warm bath. Remember that the better rested you are, the better you will cope and work with your labour once it becomes active. 

If it is daytime, try and distract yourself. Go for a walk, watch some television, rent a video, listen to music - anything that will help keep you feeling relaxed and positive. If you are tired, have a nap. Make sure to eat lightly, and to drink adequate fluids. We suggest at least 8 oz. of fluid (alternate between water and juice, if you wish) each hour. If you want to time contractions, time a few every few hours but if they are more than five minutes apart and not lasting at least 45-60 seconds consistently, then stop. This will only increase the focus on contractions, and drain you.
When to call your midwife

When contractions are 4 minutes apart, lasting 60 seconds, and this has gone on for more than an hour you may wish to page your midwife. If you are coping well it is not necessary to call your midwife. Five minute apart contractions can last for many hours and the contractions typically become closer together (ie 3 minutes apart, lasting a minute) and stronger when the labour is active. Be sure you are timing contractions correctly. They are timed from the beginning of one contraction to the beginning of the next one. 
It is important to pay attention to the intensity of the contractions as well as the timing. 

If this is your first baby: contractions that are five minutes apart, not getting closer together, stronger and longer and that you are coping with (with slow deep breathing and focused attention), are likely EARLY LABOUR. If you are coping well with 5 minute apart contractions, it is not necessary to page your midwife. You should page your midwife if you are having a hard time coping with contractions, regardless of the pattern.

If you have had a baby before: you may cope well even with very intense 5 minute apart contractions. You should page your midwife after an hour of regular intense contractions that are 5 minutes apart that last 45-60 seconds. Page right away if contractions are intense and less than 5 minutes apart. you should page your midiwfe if you are having a hard time coping with contractions, regardless of the pattern.

PRE-LABOUR, EARLY LABOUR & ACTIVE LABOUR

	Findings
	Pre-Labour 
(or False Labour)
	True/Early 
Labour
	Active Labour

	Emotions
	Excited, eager
	Apprehensive, may be anxious
	Focused, very intense

	Uterine Contractions
	Irregular, usually no pattern. If pattern present it does not progress (see notes below)
	Regular PATTERN begins to develop

( frequency (every 4 min)

( duration (x 20-60 sec) AND

( intensity (mild then moderate)
	(( frequency (every 4 min)

(( duration (x 45 - 60 sec)

(( intensity (strong)

	Bath/

Sedation
	Both will usually stop or decrease the contractions
	Will NOT stop the contractions, but may help relax you, allowing you to rest before active labour.
	

	Suggestions
	- Time contractions only 1/2 hour. If in early labour, stop timing contractions until you feel a significant change in pattern/strength

- Hot bath x 45 min

- Drink lots of water. Keeping well hydrated may help as dehydration can increase symptoms and discomfort

- Not the time for pacing

- TRY to sleep or rest if it is nighttime, or you are tired. Do not exhaust yourself.
	- Time ctxs only 1/2 hour. If in early labour it is time for REST & DISTRACTION.
- Go about your normal activities (rest at night, usual events in day). Tylenol and Gravol can help you get much needed rest for the upcoming hard work of active labour. 

- Eat if you are hungry

- Drink lots of water, and if not eating have occasional sweet drinks or/snacks.

- Start timing ctxs again when you feel a significant change in pattern and/or strength. 

- See pre-labour rand early labour narrative for information on when to call your midwife. 
	- Your midwife will be in attendance and will give you suggestions.
- Soaking in the tub or a shower can significantly increase your ability to cope with the pain.

- Drink one cup (8 oz) of fluid every hour.

- Empty your bladder at least once every two hours.

- Have something sweet to eat or drink every hour or so.

	Notes
	Some women have several bouts of pre-labour and contractions may be regular but they DO NOT PROGRESS, they do not get longer, stronger, or closer together over time. In this situation, you may have some dilation and effacement which will mean there is less work to do when you are in early labour.
Pre-labour may promote descent or help baby get into a better position for labour.
	Early labour can be difficult to distinguish from pre-labour.
You will know it is early labour if it progresses: the contractions get longer, stronger, and closer together.


Early labour can take 24 hours or longer, we cannot stress enough the IMPORTANCE OF GETTING REST.
	Dilation from 4 cm to 10 cm can take approximately 12 hours if it is your first baby or 6 hours if you've had a baby before.
Some women have a very fast labour even with a first baby; typically in these situations there is no early labour and contractions are frequent and very intense from the beginning.
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