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Upright positions and walking beneficial in first stage of labour 
 
Clinical question Are upright positions and walking beneficial in the first 

stage of labour? 

Bottom line Upright positions and walking are associated with a 
reduction in the length of the first stage of labour (by 
approximately one hour), and women randomised to 
upright positions may be less likely to have epidural 
analgesia (NNT* 19 [11 to 97]). There was little evidence 
of differences for other outcomes, including length of the 
second stage of labour, mode of delivery, use of opioid 
analgesia or mothers' and babies' wellbeing. *NNT = 
number needed to treat to benefit 1 individual (95% 
confidence intervals) 

Caveat Little information on maternal satisfaction or outcomes for 
babies was collected, and none of the studies compared 
different upright or recumbent positions. 

Context It is more common for women in the developed world, 
and those in low-income countries giving birth in health 
facilities, to labour in bed. There is no evidence this is 
associated with any advantage for women or babies, 
although it may be more convenient for staff. 
Observational studies have suggested, if women lie on 
their backs during labour, this may have adverse effects 
on uterine contractions and impede progress in labour.   

Cochrane Systematic 
Review 

Lawrence A et al. Maternal positions and mobility during 
first stage labour. Cochrane Reviews 2009, Issue 2. 
Article No. CD003934. DOI: 
10.1002/14651858.CD003934.pub2. This review 
contains 21 studies involving 3706 participants. 
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are funded by the New Zealand Guidelines Group. 
PEARLS provide guidance on whether a treatment is effective or ineffective. PEARLS are prepared as 
an educational resource and do not replace clinician judgement in the management of individual cases. 

View PEARLS online at: 
• www.cochraneprimarycare.org 


