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Abstract:   

Giving birth in the upright position holds several 

advantages over giving birth lying down.  These advantages 

include:  reduced duration of second stage of labor (less 

pushing time); a small reduction in assisted deliveries 

(deliveries that required the use of vacuum, forceps or c-

section); a reduction in episiotomies (an incision made to 

enlarge the birth opening); reduced reporting of severe 

pain during second stage of labor; and fewer abnormal fetal 

heart rate patterns.   

Despite these obvious benefits to giving birth in the 

upright position, there are also two significant 

disadvantages: increased episodes of blood loss greater 

than 500ml; and increased perineal trauma (unintended 

vaginal tears). 

Taken together, along with the mostly inconclusive 

nature of the research reviewed, the overall advice to 

women should be to give birth in whatever position is most 

comfortable to you.  The research seems to indicate this 

would the upright position for most women.  However, each 

woman is different and should be given the option of having 

her baby in whichever position she choose provided that it 

is medically safe for both the mother and the baby.  More 

research is needed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the 

Primary Care Clerkship at the University of Minnesota Medical 

School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is 

to present information on a medical topic in the format of a 

patient education handout.  It does not necessarily reflect the 

views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians 

and faculty.  These materials are provided for informational 

purposes only and are in no way intended to take the place of the 

advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider.  

The information provided may no longer be up to date since it has 

not been reviewed since the date of creation.  The information 

provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or 

disease, or as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of 

a medical emergency, immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 
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History of the Question: 
 Traditionally, women have given birth in upright positions like kneeling or  

standing.  However, in western societies, doctors have influenced nearly all women to 

give birth on their backs, sometimes with their legs up in stirrups (lithotomy position).  It 

was observed as early as 1882 that ’primitive’ women, not influenced by Western 

tradition, would try to avoid the lying down position and would be allowed to change 

position as and when they wished. 

 

Today, the majority of women in Western societies deliver in a lying down, semi-

recumbent or lithotomy position.  The claim by medical professionals is that the lying 

down position makes it easier for them to monitor the fetus and thus to ensure a safe 

birth.  For societies in which the majority of births take place within a medical facility, 

cultural norms have been influenced by the advance of medical technology such as fetal 

monitoring, intravenous therapy, pain control, and medical examinations.  During the 

second stage of labor (the time when the woman feels the urge to push), medical 

procedures have restricted options for positions assumed by women.  The influence of 

medical personnel and institutions over the positions adopted by women during labor and 

birth has been viewed as inconsiderate of women’s comfort, disempowering, abusive and 

humiliating.  

 

Upright Advantages: 
 

Several physiological advantages have been claimed for non-recumbent or upright 

labor: 

1. Being upright takes advantage of the effects of gravity.  

2. There is a decreased risk of compression of the abdominal vessels and 

improved acid-base outcomes in the newborns.  

3. Uterine contractions are stronger and more efficient.  

4. There is improved alignment of the fetus for passage through the pelvis 

(’drive angle’).  

5. There is radiological evidence of larger pelvic outlet diameters. 

 

The squatting position is usually seen as the most natural position and is often 

used by women if left alone to choose their own position for birth.  The major 

disadvantages of the squatting position for Western women is that they may not be 

physically able to remain squatting for a considerable length of time, and squatting may 

increase the risk of perineal trauma.  Consequently, the advent of a supported squatting 

position during delivery, either using a birthing cushion or stool has been an attractive 

option for many Western women wanting to give birth in the upright position.  

 

Lying Down Advantages: 



The lying down or semi-recumbent position for birth is the most commonly used 

birthing position in contemporary obstetric practice.  The main reasons for encouraging 

the lying down position are easy access to the woman’s abdomen for fetal monitoring and 

easy access to the woman’s perineum for assisted delivery.  Caregivers are most 

comfortable with the lying down position because this is the position in which they have 

usually been trained to conduct deliveries.  The lithotomy position with the woman’s legs 

fixed in stirrups is used in many institutions both for spontaneous and particularly for 

assisted vaginal deliveries.  The use of stirrups may be combined with lateral pelvic 

tilting and a semi-recumbent posture with the mother sitting up at about 45 degrees, to 

reduce vessel compression.  The McRoberts’ position, lying down with hyper-flexed 

thighs, was introduced to overcome shoulder dystocia (a condition where the baby’s 

shoulder can get stuck in the birth canal).  It has also been shown to increase the 

expulsive force in the second stage of labor.  

What the Research Shows: 

Giving birth in the upright position holds several advantages over giving birth 

lying down.  These advantages include:  reduced duration of second stage of labor (less 

pushing time); a small reduction in assisted deliveries (deliveries that required the use of 

vacuum, forceps or c-section); a reduction in episiotomies (an incision made to enlarge 

the birth opening); reduced reporting of severe pain during second stage of labor; and 

fewer abnormal fetal heart rate patterns.   

Despite these obvious benefits to giving birth in the upright position, there are 

also two significant disadvantages: increased episodes of blood loss greater than 500ml; 

and increased perineal trauma (unintended vaginal tears). 

Taken together, along with the mostly inconclusive nature of the research 

reviewed, the overall advice to women should be to give birth in whatever position is 

most comfortable to you.  The research seems to indicate this would the upright position 

for most women.  However, each woman is different and should be given the option of 

having her baby in whichever position she choose provided that it is medically safe for 

both the mother and the baby.  More research is needed. 
 


