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Practical Evidence About Real Life Situations

Warm compresses and massage reduce perineal trauma

Clinical question
How effective are perineal techniques during the second stage of
labour in reducing the incidence of perineal trauma?

Bottom line

Compared with hands off or no warm compresses, warm com-
presses and perineal massage reduced third-degree tears (involv-
ing the anal sphincter complex) and fourth-degree tears (involving
the anal sphincter complex and anal epithelium). Compresses
also reduced pain and urinary incontinence. Hands off (or poised)
versus hands on showed no effect on third-degree and fourth-
degree tears but hands off reduced the episiotomy rate. The
procedures were cheap and acceptable to women and midwives.

Caveat

The studies showed considerable clinical variation, and the
terms “hands on”, “hands off”, “standard care” and “perineal
support” meant different things and were not always defined
sufficiently. The methodological quality of the studies also varied.
The question of how to prevent tears is complicated and involves
many other factors (eg, birth position, speed of birth, individual
women’s tissue), in addition to the perineal techniques that were
evaluated in the review.

Context

Most vaginal births are associated with some form of trauma to
the genital tract. The morbidity associated with perineal trauma

is significant, especially for third-degree and fourth-degree tears.
Different perineal techniques are used to prevent perineal trauma,
including perineal massage, warm compresses and perineal
management techniques.
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This review contains 8 studies involving 11,651 participants.
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PEARLS are succinct summaries of Cochrane Systematic Reviews
for primary care practitioners — developed by the Cochrane Primary
Care Field, New Zealand Branch of the Australasian Cochrane
Centre at the Department of General Practice and Primary Health
Care, University of Auckland and funded by the New Zealand
Guidelines Group. New Zealanders can access the Cochrane
Library free via www.nzgg.org.nz

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.nzdoctor.co.nz;
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