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WHAT DOES BEING A ‘GOOD’ BIRTH PARTNER MEAN? 
 

97% of fathers now attend the birth of their children & often they can feel powerless & isolated as 
their wives & girlfriends occupy centre stage.  We’ve put together this guide to give you practical ideas 

of how to turn your simple partner into a fully-functioning Ultimate Birth Partner, with just a few 
minor tweaks & a shot of encouragement.  

 
 

Now, assuming most pregnant women reading this will be heterosexual & in a relationship with the 
baby’s father, at the risk of encountering the PC Police, we’re going to omit continual references to 
other types of partners – such as ‘same sex’, ‘mother’ or ‘friend’ – and generalise instead within a 

masculine arena. So, it is for this reason we’ve coined a new word in the English Language:  

ManDoula: n. meaning The Ultimate Male Birth Partner  
 

During your birth, your ManDoula will act as your supporter, protector and spokesperson (for when 
you can’t do it for yourself)  as well as extra eyes, ears, legs, arms & brain, so you can concentrate on 
the important act of giving birth.  The benefits to you as a couple are many – it provides vital support 
to the mother from someone she already has a strong bond of trust with; it may help you bond as a 

new family because your partner will feel that he played an important part of the birth of their child; it 
could be the first step as a functioning parent partnership; it’s free; and you know that he is ‘on your 

side’. The ‘trained’ Mandoula is able to offer help and suggestions on comfort measures such as 
breathing, relaxation, movement and positioning (if he has attended some antenatal classes and done 

some reading). However the Mandoula's most important role is to provide nurturing, continuous 
support and reassurance. Give your partner a copy of this essential ManDoula Manual & a copy of 

your birth plan to study and hopefully, on the day you will have the ultimate MANDOULA. 
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WHAT NOT TO DO 
 
Let’s start with the basics.  On the road to becoming a proficient ManDoula, there are some crimes 
which are considered so heinous in their nature, that if you dared to commit them when your partner 
is in labour, you’d be subjected to an automatic red card.  What? Actually ‘sent off’ to busy myself 
elsewhere? you may be asking, with an appealing thought entering your mind?  Well, technically ‘yes’, 
but we all know that it wouldn’t end there now would it?   
 
A Cardinal Sin during a woman’s labour would not only provoke an initial on-the-spot verbal attack, 
but just think of the repercussions in years to come? Think of the ongoing smouldering resentment -  
how many times could she regurgitate it as an ‘ammunition anecdote’ in the future? – think of the 
dinner parties, the Christmas table…….even the divorce.   
 
So, for an easier ride & to by-pass much wailing & gnashing of the teeth, here’s a list of the top 5 
things to avoid at all costs when your partner is birthing your offspring. 
 

1. NOT BEING THERE WHEN SHE NEEDS YOU 

This means you have to stay with your spouse at all times unless you need the toilet – and even 
then, you’d better make it a quick one - or unless she sends you away.  Take it as a compliment – 
your wife needs you – emotionally & physically.  She probably feels that she can’t do this without 
you, so the least you can do is share the experience with her & make sure you’re always there 
when needed. 
 
2. ANSWERING BACK 

Whether she asks you to fetch her a glass of water or to repaint the exterior of the house, for your 
own safety NEVER EVER say ‘no’ or even ‘are you sure?’.  Just DO AS YOU ARE TOLD. Remember, 
she’s hormonally charged & primed to go off at any minute, so for a smoother ride always, always 
reply ‘of course dear’ in the sweetest tone you can muster – and then GO & DO IT. 
 
3. TAKING THE OTHER SIDE 

Whether it’s a Doctor, a Midwife or the hospital porter, if she picks a fight, take her side & be 
prepared to fight to the death.  This one will set you up for life.  You may not agree with a jot of 
what she’s spouting, but you must publicly & vehemently defend her.  If you have issues with what 
she’s saying, take it up with her in private at a later date – right now she needs your FULL support. 
 
4. BEING ILL-PREPARED 

Your partner’s spent the last 9 months preparing for this birth, so you’d better make sure you at 
least appear to have done the same.  Do some reading, attend some classes, know some basic 
biology, as well as where she keeps the clean towels or where she’s packed the 
biscuits/nappies/knickers. 
 
5. MAKING INAPPROPRIATE COMMENTS 

Whether it’s a flirty jest with the midwife or an aside about the size of your wife’s arse, now is 
NOT the time to start cracking insensitive jokes.  Strictly edit everything that comes out of your 
mouth.  After the birth, your wife will remember every last detail and comments like’ it was dead 

easy’ or ‘it cant be that bad’ can land you in major trouble at a later date, as well as cause hurt and 
resentment. Think about what you’re going to say before you say it & make sure it’s hyper-
sensitive to the situation. 
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WHAT TO DO – THE BIRTH 
The best way to advise on this is to break it up into 2 sections; physically & emotionally.  There are 
multiple roles you’ll need to play, so here’s a practical guide to your many guises. 
 
PHYSICALLY  

 
1. CHAUFFEUR – whether you’re having a home or a hospital birth, make sure that towards the 

end of the pregnancy, you keep a full tank of petrol at all times & you know the route to the 
hospital well.  Your partner will probably pack her own bag, but it’s up to you make sure it’s 
got everything in it & it’s with you in the car.  It’s also worth keeping the baby seat in the car 
for the last couple of weeks – you may only stay in the hospital a few hours after the birth & 
will be able to bring your baby straight home with you. If you are having a homebirth the same 
applies. In the unlikely event of a transfer to hospital in labour it is useful to have an ‘hospital 
bag’ packed as well with basics 
(Tip: pack a small bag for yourself – include items such as drinks, snacks, change for vending 

machines, i-pod, camera, photocopies of the Birth Plan & entertainment (see below)). 
 
2. TELECOMMUNICATIONS MANAGER – When your wife gets into the last 6 weeks of her 

pregnancy (so from around 34 weeks onwards) now is the time to get all the phone numbers 
sorted – the number to ring when she goes into labour, plus the numbers of all the family & 
friends you want to ring to announce the birth.  Keep the list by the main phone at home & 
also store them in your mobile – which, incidentally, you need to keep fully charged  & with 
you at all times. Think VERY carefully and discuss in detail with your partner if you are going to 
call anyone when the labour begins-it can be massively irritating for friends and family to be 
constantly phoning during labour whether at home or in the hospital. Distracting you both by 
asking ‘what’s happening’ every hour won’t make baby arrive quicker-you are there to devote 
yourself to the needs of your partner, not answer phone calls.   

 
3. CATERER – Whether at home or hospital, it’s up to your partner what she eats & drinks during 

her labour.  Water is obviously essential, but you may also want to provide fruit juices that are 
high in energy-giving sugar, such as grape.  Keep the fridge well-stocked, ready for use & also 
make sure your wife visits the loo for a pee at least every hour and a half.  And, if it’s a home 
birth, make sure your midwives know where the kettle, tea, coffee & cake are (note: most 
midwives love tea, cake & biscuits). 

 
4. ENTERTAINER –If your partner has  had an epidural & the labour is a long one, try to stimulate 

conversation –avoid football scores or the insurgence in Iraq – stick to a few lighter topics.  Do 
not ignore her by listening to the radio/i-pod, watching television, reading the paper or 
chatting on the phone to your mates or work. Ensure you have a good book & a couple of 
magazines packed in your kit in case she is happy to LET you read them. 
(Tip: A great topic to revisit is how you met & those first few wistful months you spent getting 

to know each other – points scored here could take you into triple figures). 

 
5. BIRTH POOL ATTENDANT– The Gold Standard in ManDoula support – here you can really 

come your own as you take up the mantle of Chief Erector, Filler, Heat Regulator & Siever.  If 
you’re going to enter the pool yourself, please ensure you wear a set of well-fitted swimming 
trunks to keep the beast firmly in its cage.  And do remember to empty & clean the pool soon 
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after the birth else you’ll encounter a public health hazard & one hell of a pong.  (Tip; Having 

fluffy towels & her dressing gown at the ready could take you into a different league). 

 
6. MASTER OF PARAPHENALIA – Whether it’s candles, music, birth ball, massage oil, essential 

oils, or a TENS machine, know where they are & how they work & offer to utilise them on a 
regular basis.  It’s also good to prepare a bowl of cold water with a flannel for copious brow-
mopping (especially appreciated if having a water birth). 

 
7 LUMP OF BEEF – She may want to hang off you, lean on you or even dance with you – do 

show willing & flair, even if she’s tipping the scales at 22 stone. (Tip: mind your back if she’s  

particularly weighty – keep it straight & take the strain in your knees) 

 

 
 
EMOTIONALLY  

 

Whilst she’s giving birth, you are your partner’s: 
 

1. PROTECTOR 

You’re a big strong man & your wife needs to feel safe against the sabre-toothed tiger lurking 
outside your cave – make her feel supremely secure with your macho physical presence.  Put your 
strong arms around her every now & then & let her know you’re willing to metaphorically bash 
anything with your club should needs be.  

 
2. ADVOCATOR – When your wife is in labour, she’ll need to concentrate fully on the job in order  
to get through each contraction without distraction.  One of your tasks is to make sure her birth 
plan is being followed correctly & all your wife’s wishes are being adhered to - unless it’s an 
emergency situation.  Know what she wants before she goes into labour & make sure you stand up 
for her if the need arises.  She may feel very isolated so she needs your full support. Remind 
anyone who may be present to not ask her questions, chat or explain anything during a 
contraction, she needs those around her to be quiet and calm and have minimal distraction - no 
matter how noisy she is. 

 
3. CHEERLEADER 

Tell her she’s doing a good job & tell this to her often.  Say you’re really proud of her & you think 
that what she’s doing is amazing - all of these will be true.  She’s effectively running a marathon – 
to get to the end, she needs someone running alongside her who’s telling her she can do it, not 
someone who puts doubts in her mind about her ability.  Always be positive & gently encourage 
her to keep going.  Also tell your wife that you love her on a regular basis – don’t be soppy, just 
mean it. Most women will say that they ‘can’t do it’ or can’t go on’ at some point - acknowledge 
how she feels and continue to support and encourage her. 

4.    PSYCHOLOGIST- some vitally important support tactics not to forget. 

               Make Eye Contact 

• look into her eyes, it will help her refocus  
• it will communicate caring, commitment and attention 
• follow her lead, if she is coping well with her eyes closed/looking away do not try to force eye 

contact-this ‘shutting off’ is normal in advanced labour 
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              Speak Gently  

• Praise her  without being patronizing   
• encourage her without shouting  
• use a firm, clear and gentle voice  
• tell her you love her   
• remind her the baby is coming and that she is ‘doing it’  
• repeat things as often as necessary; persevere  
• help her breathe in as relaxed a way as possible  
• do not talk to staff about her as if she was not there 
• remind her to rest/relax/sip water between contractions 
• don’t constantly ask her questions 

               Touch when necessary 

• use a firm touch to communicate confidence  
• stroke or massage when needed  
• hugging communicates love and commitment  
• touch can warm someone up who feels cold  
• do not take offence if she does not want you to touch her either 

 
 

WHAT TO DO – POSTNATALLY 
 
Your work doesn’t finish once the baby has arrived – but let’s face it, at least it wasn’t YOU who had to 
give birth.  Here’s how to score those extra points while your amazing wife spends time recovering.  
You will need to adopt the following roles;  (Tip: think concierge-meets-aupair) 

 
1. BOUNCER – It’s your job to regulate visitors & even turn them away if necessary.  Most new 

mothers just want to hang around in their pyjamas, cuddling, feeding & smiling at their baby.  
Don’t let anyone barge in & attempt to takeover – it’s your special time to get to know each 
other as a family, so you must be the voice of reason.   And don’t worry about feeding visitors 
or making them cups of tea – they’ll most likely be able to manage all that themselves & 
they’ll understand if you & your partner are pre-occupied at the moment.  In fact, just get 
your mother-in-law or other capable relative (one that you BOTH have invited rather than one 
who’s invited themselves) busy on the hospitality front so you can concentrate on the more 
important matters. Do not let visitors play ‘pass the parcel’ with your newborn the minute 
your partners back is turned as lifelong resentment may follow, as well as a miserable, 
fractious baby as soon as the visitors have left! You could consider setting one or two days 
only for visitors to come round-if they cant make those days then they will just have to wait 
for a week or two, real friends and caring families will understand this ‘babymoon’ if you 
explain why you need/want it. 

 
2. FEEDER – Between the breastfeeding, bouts of crying, nightshifts, visitors and absolute baby 

worship, at some point you & your partner have to eat.  If you haven’t impersonated Nigella 
Lawson before the birth & have endless rounds of scrummy offerings stacked in the freezer, 
just nip out & stock up on pasta or ready meals to get you through the first 3 days & think 
about better nutrition after that. 
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3. NAPPY CHANGER – If your partner is breastfeeding, then this is your golden opportunity for 
some quality bonding time.  Baby poo is yellow & actually quite sweet smelling, so there’s no 
need to start retching quite yet. Your partner will adore you for taking this chore upon 
yourself & your baby will eventually start to recognise this as your special time together – 
enjoy.  

 
 

4. LAUNDERETTE ATTENDANT & CHIEF IRONER – If you’re the sort of bloke who doesn’t know 
how the washing machine works; 1) shame on you & 2) you’d better start learning right now.  
After everything your wife’s just been through, taking charge of the washing & ironing for a 
few short weeks is the very least you can do.    

 
5. BIRTH REGISTERER (OPTIONAL) –  It’s not essential, as it’s a job you might like to do together, 

but within a few weeks of your baby’s birth, popping along to the registry office with the 
relevant documents is another job ticked off the list of new parenthood that you can on your 
way to the supermarket for more supplies.  Phone the office before you go as you may need 
to book an appointment – look them up in the phone book. 

 
6. COUNSELLOR – Whether your wife’s birth went like clockwork, or whether she had a more 

traumatic experience, many women find they will replay their birth over & over again in their 
minds & they may want to talk about it often.  If this happens, listen intently to what your wife 
has to say & sensitively share your own experience & feelings.  It’s fascinating to hear about 
your birth from your husband’s perspective & you’ll have a slightly different take on events 
which will be important for her to hear.  Talking things through may also help you come to 
terms with some aspects of the event – you may have had a rotten time yourself.  If you feel 
your wife needs some further help, please don’t hesitate to get in touch with either the Birth 
Trauma Association or the Birth Crisis Network – both of their websites & contact details can 
be found on the www.birthchoices.co.uk website in the Resources page. 

 
 
 
 

 
FINALLY 

Above all, if you want to succeed in the role of ManDoula, just keep imagining what it must be like for 
your wife & do your utmost to alleviate any potential problems before they become a crisis in your 

wife’s eyes.  Giving birth isn’t a walk in the park – for most women it’s extremely hard work & it takes 
an enormous toll on her body.  Support her fully at this time & your WHOLE family will benefit 

massively in the long term. 
 


