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The r e a s o n s women and t h e i r mates 
choose a p a r t i c u l a r mode o f c h i l d b i r t h 
and t h e r e l a t i v e advantages and d i s a d 
v a n tages o f home b i r t h s v e r s u s h o s p i t a l 
b i r t h s has r e c e n t l y begun t o a t t r a c t 
t h e a t t e n t i o n o f a v a r i e t y o f r e s e a r c h 
e r s . The predominant N o r t h A m e r i c a n 
p a t t e r n (the d o c t o r - i n - h o s p i t a l system) 
i s u n i q u e among i n d u s t r i a l s o c i e t i e s , 
and i n r e c e n t y e a r s has been c r i t i c i z e d 
f r o m b o t h t h e m e d i c a l and f e m i n i s t 
p o i n t s o f v i e w . C r i t i c s have n o t e d 
t h a t r a t e s o f i n f a n t m o r t a l i t y a r e 
s i g n i f i c a n t l y l o w e r i n such c o u n t r i e s 
as G r e a t B r i t a i n and H o l l a n d , where a 
m a j o r i t y o f mothers g i v e b i r t h a t home 
a s s i s t e d by mi d w i v e s . ( H a i r e ; 1972) 

Our own p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t was i n t h e 

e f f e c t s o f b i r t h s e t t i n g on t h e p a r 
e n t s ' e x p e r i e n c e o f c h i l d b i r t h as w e l l 
as t h e i r l a t e r a d j u s t m e n t t o p a r e n t 
hood. I n t h i s c o n t e x t , S h e i l a 
K i t z i n g e r , a B r i t i s h s o c i a l a n t h r o 
p o l o g i s t and c h i l d b i r t h e d u c a t o r , 
d e s c r i b e s a home b i r t h i n t h e f o l l o w 
i n g t e r m s : 

. , . t h e mother i s i n t h e s e c u r 
i t y o f an en v i r o n m e n t w i t h w h i c h 
she i s f a m i l i a r and w h i c h she 
l i k e s . The whole p r o c e s s seems 
more n a t u r a l t h a n i t can i n h o s 
p i t a l and she i s f a r l e s s l i k e l y 
t o be f r i g h t e n e d . ( K i t z i n g e r ; 
1972:45) 

The women we i n t e r v i e w e d who had home 
b i r t h s and t h e n a r r a t i o n s we r e a d o f 
home b i r t h s a l l d e s c r i b e d t h e e v e n t i n 



v e r y p o w e r f u l t e r m s . As we r e a d and 
t a l k e d , we came t o s u s p e c t t h a t power 
i s a key v a r i a b l e i n u n d e r s t a n d i n g 
home and h o s p i t a l b i r t h s . I t i s n o t 
t h e s e t t i n g p e r se t h a t a f f e c t s a 
woman's e x p e r i e n c e o f b i r t h b u t 
r a t h e r t h e amount o f power o r c o n t r o l 
o v e r t h e e v e n t t h a t t h e woman and h e r 
mate can e x e r t i n each s e t t i n g . 

The most s u g g e s t i v e r e s e a r c h on t h e 
s u b j e c t o f c h i l d b i r t h i s a r e c e n t 
a n a l y s i s o f t h e s o c i a l meaning o f 
t h e N o r t h A m e r i c a n d o c t o r - i n - h o s p i t a l 
m a t e r n i t y h e a l t h c a r e system. (Shaw; 
1974) T h i s a n a l y s i s o f t h e i n s t i t u 
t i o n a l p r o c e s s i n g o f m a t e r n i t y p a t i e n t s 
was b a s e d on f i e l d r e s e a r c h i n t h r e e 
d i f f e r e n t m e d i c a l s e t t i n g s . Shaw ob
s e r v e d t h a t many o f t h e s t a n d a r d h o s 
p i t a l o b s t e t r i c a l p r o c e d u r e s s e r v e t o 
en s u r e a p o w e r l e s s p o s i t i o n f o r t h e 
m a t e r n i t y p a t i e n t s w i t h i n t h e h o s p i t a l 
system. P r e c i s e l y a t t h e t i m e t h e 
woman i s a c q u i r i n g t h e new r o l e o f 
mother, a r o l e i n w h i c h she must a s 
sume a c t i v e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r t h e 
c a r e o f h e r c h i l d , she i s a s s i g n e d t h e 
p a s s i v e , dependent r o l e o f p a t i e n t . We 
a r e i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s t h i s 
dependency has f o r h e r r e l a t i o n s h i p s 
t o h e r mate, h e r newborn and t h e s o 
c i e t y as a whole. 

I n t h e c o n t e x t o f t h e p r e s e n t r e s e a r c h , 
power has two r e l e v a n t s o c i o l o g i c a l 
d i m e n s i o n s . F i r s t , i n f o r m a t i o n i s 
power. E x p e c t a n t p a r e n t s r e q u i r e i n 
f o r m a t i o n about t h e p h y s i o l o g i c a l p r o 
c e s s e s o f pregnan c y and b i r t h and 

about t h e e f f e c t s o f d r u g s on t h e 
mother and on t h e f e t u s . When a doc
t o r i n a d v e r t e n t l y o r p u r p o s e l y w i t h 
h o l d s t h i s i n f o r m a t i o n from a p r e g n a n t 
woman, he i s i n a p o s i t i o n o f power 
and can more e a s i l y m a n i p u l a t e h e r . 
F u r t h e r m o r e , when a woman i s n o t w e l l 
i n f o r m e d about t h e b i r t h p r o c e s s , 
c h i l d b i r t h o f t e n becomes a f e a r f u l , 
m y s t i f y i n g p r o c e s s . I t has been docu
mented e l s e w h e r e t h a t women w i t h o u t 
i n f o r m a t i o n a r e more a p t t o n e g l e c t 
t h e i r own h e a l t h c a r e i n g e n e r a l . 
( M o r r i s and S i s o n ; 1974) I n f a c t , one 
t h r u s t o f t h e women's h e a l t h movement 
has been t o p r o v i d e women w i t h t h e i n 
f o r m a t i o n t h e y need i n o r d e r t o remain 
o r become h e a l t h y . (Boston Women's 
H e a l t h Book C o l l e c t i v e ; 1973, Reynard; 
1972) 

A second r e l e v a n t s o c i o l o g i c a l dimen
s i o n o f power i s c h o i c e . D u r i n g t h e 
c o u r s e o f a normal pregnancy and 
b i r t h , d o c t o r s and o t h e r m e d i c a l p r o 
f e s s i o n a l s make d e c i s i o n s about t h e 
c o r r e c t p r o c e d u r e , m e d i c a t i o n and 
d i e t t h a t a woman must f o l l o w . Most 
women, n o t h a v i n g a c c e s s t o i n f o r m a 
t i o n about a l t e r n a t i v e c o u r s e s o f 
a c t i o n , a r e i n no p o s i t i o n t o ques
t i o n t h e s e d e c i s i o n s . And even i f 
t h e y do have t h e i n f o r m a t i o n , doc
t o r s ' r o u t i n e s and h o s p i t a l p r o c e d u r e s 
a r e o f t e n n o t s e t up t o a l l o w women t o 
choose between a l t e r n a t i v e s . I n d i s 
c u s s i n g t h e o p t i o n s a woman has i n r e 
g a r d t o c h o o s i n g a d o c t o r , Shaw (1974; 
146) n o t e s : 



Most women have no o p t i o n s about 
t h e i r a c c o u c h e u r [ b i r t h a t t e n d a n t 
— m i d w i f e o r o b s t e t r i c i a n ] . Those 
who b e g i n w i t h a p r i v a t e d o c t o r 
have i n i t i a l freedom, due t o i n 
come , t o p i c k among o b s t e t r i c i a n s 
. . . . [ B u t ] as l o n g as t h e r e a r e 
no o t h e r o p t i o n s t h a n o t h e r ob
s t e t r i c i a n s , t h e woman i s s a d d l e d 
w i t h t h e o b s t e t r i c a l a p p roach and 
t h e h o s p i t a l . The knowledge o f 
such p r a c t i t i o n e r s t h a t she has 
no c h o i c e d e c r e a s e s t h e i r i n c e n 
t i v e f o r p l e a s i n g h e r and p r o v i d 
i n g t h e s e r v i c e s t h a t o t h e r s , 
such as m i d wives and t e a c h e r s o f 
p r e p a r e d c h i l d b i r t h , c o u l d p r o 
v i d e . 

Even i n c o u n t r i e s l i k e Canada where a 
u n i v e r s a l h e a l t h i n s u r a n c e system 
e x i s t s t o i n s u r e everyone o f a c c e s s t o 
d o c t o r s and m e d i c a l c a r e , women a r e 
s t i l l d e n i e d a f u l l range o f o p t i o n s . 
I n T o r o n t o , f o r example, w h i l s t some 
p r e - n a t a l c l a s s e s a r e p r o v i d e d f r e e 
t h r o u g h p u b l i c h e a l t h programmes o t h e r 
o r g a n i z a t i o n s charge $50.00 f o r a 
c o u r s e , a fee w h i c h i s n o t c o v e r e d by 
h e a l t h i n s u r a n c e . I n a d d i t i o n , many 
d o c t o r s do charge above t h e p r o v i n c i a l 
h e a l t h i n s u r a n c e f e e , t h e r e b y l i m i t i n g 
women's i n i t i a l c h o i c e o f d o c t o r . And, 
as Shaw p o i n t s o u t , even when income 
does n o t l i m i t c h o i c e , o t h e r p s y c h o 
l o g i c a l and s o c i o l o g i c a l f a c t o r s do. 

When a woman i s i n a p o w e r l e s s p o s i t i o n 
v i s a v i s h e r d o c t o r and t h e h o s p i t a l , 
t h e r e seem t o be two main p s y c h o l o g i 

c a l consequences f o r h e r . F i r s t , h e r 
c a r e becomes dehumanized and she 
undergoes what Goffman (1961) c a l l s 
t h e " m o r t i f i c a t i o n o f s e l f . " When a 
l a b o u r i n g woman e n t e r s h o s p i t a l , she 
i s s t r i p p e d o f a l l h e r p e r s o n a l e f 
f e c t s , g i v e n a name t a g and number, 
c l a s s i f i e d and f i n a l l y s u b j e c t e d t o 
t h e u n c o m f o r t a b l e and i m p e r s o n a l 
r i t u a l o f enema and s h a v i n g . (Shaw; 
1974: 65-67) D u r i n g t h e b i r t h i t s e l f , 
i f she i s a l l o w e d t o r e m a i n c o n s c i o u s , 
her. body i s d r a p e d t o su c h an e x t e n t 
t h a t " t h e o n l y more e f f e c t i v e o r more 
c o m p l e t e s e p a r a t i o n [ o f t h e p e r s o n 
from t h e e v e n t ] would be t o have a 
wooden p a n e l descend j u s t b e l o w 
b r e a s t s , and p r e v e n t t h o s e on t h e 
d e l i v e r y end from h a v i n g t o d e a l w i t h 
h e r a t a l l . " (Shaw; 1974:84)* 

A second consequence o f t h e woman's 
p o w e r l e s s p o s i t i o n i s t h a t h e r r o l e i n 
t h e b i r t h p r o c e s s i s m i n i m i z e d . A l l 
t h e f o r c e s w h i c h have been d i s c u s s e d 
so f a r combine t o s h i f t t h e emphasis 
f o r g i v i n g b i r t h f rom t h e mother and 
c h i l d t o t h e d o c t o r . He becomes t h e 
s t a r and d i r e c t o r . 

As t h e d i r e c t o r o f t h e drama o f 
b i r t h , t h e o b s t e t r i c i a n t i m e s t h e 

* I n one o f T o r o n t o ' s t e a c h i n g h o s 
p i t a l s , c l i n i c g y n e c o l o g i c a l p a t i e n t s 
a r e examined on t a b l e s w h i c h a r e 
d i v i d e d i n h a l f by d r a p e s . Thus t h e 
woman, from t h e w a i s t up, does n o t 
e x i s t f o r t h e e x a m i n i n g d o c t o r and 
m e d i c a l s t u d e n t s . 



s c e n e s , d i r e c t s t h e o t h e r a c t o r s 
i n t h e i r p l a c e s and r o l e s , and 
m o d u l a t e s as b e s t he can t h e 
e m o t i o n a l t o n e o f t h e p r o d u c t i o n . 
He c a n make a l o n g o r s h o r t 
d e l i v e r y , d e p e n d i n g on how much 
t i m e he h a s , whether he wants t o 
t e a c h about d o i n g a d e l i v e r y , h i s 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e p a t i e n t ' s 
c o n d i t i o n , e t c . He d i r e c t s t h e 
o t h e r a c t o r s i n s u c h a way t h a t 
he can r e s e r v e a l a r g e o r s m a l l 
r o l e f o r h i m s e l f . (Shaw 1974: 100) 

Shaw a l s o c o n t e n d s t h a t t h e d o c t o r s ' 
d e s i r e f o r a c o n t r o l l i n g r o l e l e a d s 
them t o r e s t r i c t f a t h e r s ' p a r t i c i p a 
t i o n i n c h i l d b i r t h , even t o e x c l u d i n g 
them c o m p l e t e l y f r o m t h e d e l i v e r y room. 
(Shaw 1974:100) 

On t h e b a s i s o f h e r f i e l d e x p e r i e n c e , 
Shaw i s o l a t e s a s e t o f f i v e c h a r a c t e r 
i s t i c f e a t u r e s o f t h e d o c t o r - i n -
h o s p i t a l m a t e r n i t y s y s t e m — f e a t u r e s 
w h i c h d e c r e a s e p a t i e n t c o n t r o l . These 
a r e : g i v i n g b i r t h i n t h e h o s p i t a l s e t 
t i n g ; t h e m e d i c a l monopoly on c h i l d 
b i r t h c a r e ; s p e c i a l i z a t i o n and f r a g 
m e n t a t i o n o f c a r e ; r e l i a n c e on t e c h 
n o l o g y and a n e s t h e s i a ; and t h e use o f 
power and s t a t u s by p r e d o m i n a n t l y male 
p h y s i c i a n s . (Shaw 1974: 131-144) 

In t h e y e a r s s i n c e Shaw c o m p l e t e d h e r 
f i e l d r e s e a r c h , t h e r e has been i n 
c r e a s e d a t t e n t i o n p a i d t o a l t e r n a 
t i v e approaches t o c h i l d b i r t h . F o r 
example, i n b o t h Canada and t h e U n i t e d 
S t a t e s t h e r e has r e c e n t l y d e v e l o p e d 
i n t e r e s t i n home b i r t h and i n a l t e r n a 

t i v e s t o use o f p h y s i c i a n s as 
a c c o u c h e u r s . ( H a i r e 1972; C a n adian 
M e d i c a l A s s o c i a t i o n 1974:5-8; L e v y 
1974) S i n c e 1966, 18 s t a t e s i n t h e 
U n i t e d S t a t e s have r e - i n t r o d u c e d n u r s e -
midwives as b i r t h a t t e n d a n t s — p a r t l y 
t o meet manpower s h o r t a g e s i n ob
s t e t r i c s i n c e r t a i n g e o g r a p h i c a l 
r e g i o n s and p a r t l y t o meet a g r o w i n g 
need f o r more humane, f a m i l y - c e n t r e d 
m a t e r n i t y c a r e . (American C o l l e g e o f 
Nurse M i d w i f e r y : 1974) A t t h e p r e s e n t 
t i m e , Canada u t i l i z e s m i d w ives o n l y i n 
t h e N o r t h w e s t T e r r i t o r i e s ; however, 
n u r s e s ' a s s o c i a t i o n s have begun work 
t o l e g a l i z e n u r s e - m i d w i f e r y i n Canada. 
(Canadian N u r s e s A s s o c i a t i o n 1974) 

I n t h i s paper we i n v e s t i g a t e some o f 
t h e e f f e c t s and some o f t h e i m p l i c a 
t i o n s o f a l t e r n a t i v e s t o t h e d o c t o r -
i n - h o s p i t a l system. We c o n t r a s t t h e 
b i r t h e x p e r i e n c e s o f g r o u p s o f normal 
home and h o s p i t a l b i r t h s , i n o r d e r t o 
d e t e r m i n e t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between 
b i r t h s e t t i n g and women's sense o f 
power. We have i n v e s t i g a t e d , f i r s t , 
t h e d i s t i n g u i s h i n g c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f 
women who o p t f o r t h e home s e t t i n g 
and, second, t h e manner i n w h i c h new 
mothers r e l a t e t o t h e i r p h y s i c a l 
s e l v e s , t h e i r sense o f t h e m s e l v e s , 
t h e i r mate and t h e i r o f f s p r i n g . We 
have i n v e s t i g a t e d t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p s 
between t h e f o l l o w i n g v a r i a b l e s : 

1. The s o c i o e c o n o m i c s t a t u s (SES) o f 
home compared w i t h h o s p i t a l b i r t h 
c o u p l e s and the d i s c r e p a n c y between 



SES o f husbands and w i v e s i n t h e home 
and h o s p i t a l b i r t h groups. 
2. The mothers' sense o f power/power-
l e s s n e s s d u r i n g c h i l d b i r t h i n t h e home 
and h o s p i t a l s e t t i n g s . 
3. The mothers' sense o f c l o s e n e s s t o 
he r newborn i n t h e home and h o s p i t a l 
s e t t i n g s . 
4. The f a t h e r s ' i n v o l v e m e n t i n t h e 
e x p e r i e n c e o f c h i l d b i r t h i n t h e home 
and h o s p i t a l s e t t i n g s . 

Method 
The s u b j e c t s f o r t h e s t u d y were 54 
women who, a l o n g w i t h t h e i r mates, 
a t t e n d e d c h i l d b i r t h p r e p a r a t i o n 
c l a s s e s a t t h e T o r o n t o C h i l d b i r t h Edu
c a t i o n A s s o c i a t i o n (CEA). One h a l f o f 
t h e women had e l e c t e d t o d e l i v e r a t 
home. The o t h e r h a l f d e l i v e r e d i n 
h o s p i t a l . The group o f 27 home 
b i r t h c a s e s made up t h e e n t i r e p o p u l a 
t i o n o f home b i r t h s f u l l y r e c o r d e d and' 
documented i n t h e f i l e s o f t h e CEA. 
The 27 h o s p i t a l c a s e s were s e l e c t e d a t 
random from t h e f i l e s o f t h a t o r g a n i 
z a t i o n . (2) 

The main aim i n s e l e c t i n g t h e two sub
groups was t o compare t h e c h a r a c t e r i s 
t i c s o f two groups o f p a r e n t s who ex
p e r i e n c e d c h i l d b i r t h i n d i f f e r e n t 
s e t t i n g s . T h i s sample d e s i g n was f e l t 
t o be a p p r o p r i a t e f o r e x p l o r a t o r y i n 
v e s t i g a t i o n o f some o f t h e f a c t o r s a s 
s o c i a t e d w i t h c h i l d b i r t h s e t t i n g . The 
l a c k o f a s y s t e m a t i c random sample de
s i g n , combined w i t h t h e s m a l l number 

o f sample c a s e s , p r e c l u d e s g e n e r a l i z a 
t i o n o f t h e f i n d i n g s t o t h e l a r g e r 
p o p u l a t i o n , as w e l l as t h e use o f 
s t a t i s t i c a l t e s t s o f s i g n i f i c a n c e o f 
th e r e s u l t s . F u r t h e r , some o f t h e 
measures used t o a s s e s s t h e mothers' 
r e a c t i o n s and e x p e r i e n c e s have n o t as 
y e t been used e x t e n s i v e l y i n a d d i t i o n 
a l r e s e a r c h and, c o n s e q u e n t l y , must 
a l s o be r e g a r d e d w i t h some c a u t i o n . 

The d a t a on w h i c h t h i s r e p o r t i s based 
come from t h e q u e s t i o n n a i r e s s e n t o u t 
by CEA w h i c h t h e women a r e asked t o 
complete s h o r t l y a f t e r g i v i n g b i r t h . 
I n f o r m a t i o n f o r t h e s t u d y i n c l u d e d 
b a s i c demographic background d a t a f o r 
a l l c o u p l e s as w e l l as a s e t o f open-
ended q u e s t i o n s about l a b o u r , d e l i v e r y 
and e a r l y p o s t p a r t u m a d j u s t m e n t . The 
p r e s e n t s t u d y u t i l i z e s t h e s e a v a i l a b l e 
d a t a and s u b j e c t s t h e q u e s t i o n n a i r e 
r e s p o n s e s t o v a r i o u s t y p e s o f c o n t e n t 
a n a l y s i s . The b i r t h s about w h i c h we 
are r e p o r t i n g t o o k p l a c e o v e r a f i v e -
y e a r p e r i o d from 1969-74. 

I n o r d e r t o make m e a n i n g f u l c o m p a r i 
sons between t h e home and h o s p i t a l 
subgroups i t was n e c e s s a r y t o check 
t h a t t h e y were f a i r l y s i m i l a r on a 
number o f f a c t o r s . The p a r e n t s who 
form t h e c l i e n t e l e o f t h e T o r o n t o CEA, 
and t h u s t h e p a r e n t s who s e r v e as sub
j e c t s , t e n d t o be u p p e r - m i d d l e c l a s s , 
p r o f e s s i o n a l p e r s o n s . The SES o f t h e 
f a t h e r s ( 3 ) o f t h e group as a whole, 
measured by B l i s h e n ' s o c c u p a t i o n a l 
s c a l e o f SES ( B l i s h e n 1971:499-507) i s 
f a i r l y h i g h ; ( 4 ) i t i s s l i g h t l y h i g h e r 



f o r t h e h o s p i t a l subgroup t h a n f o r t h e 
home subgroup. (See T a b l e 1) Mean age 
and p a r i t y (number o f c h i l d r e n b o r n 
t o a mother) were a l s o v e r y c l o s e f o r 
t h e two subgroups. (See T a b l e 1) 

A l m o s t a l l o f t h e c o u p l e s i n t h e 
s t u d y group e x p e r i e n c e d " p r e p a r e d 
c h i l d b i r t h , " as s e l e c t i o n f o r t h e 
s t u d y group was d e t e r m i n e d by p a r t i c i 
p a t i o n i n a s e r i e s o f n a t u r a l c h i l d 
b i r t h c l a s s e s . A l l o f t h e b i r t h e x 
p e r i e n c e s were n o r m a l : t h e r e were no 
C a e s a r i a n d e l i v e r i e s , no ma j o r com
p l i c a t i o n s and a l l o f t h e b a b i e s were 
c o n s i d e r e d t o be n o r m a l , h e a l t h y i n 
f a n t s . W i t h a s i n g l e e x c e p t i o n (un
pl a n n e d ) , a l l o f t h e b i r t h s were a t 
t e n d e d by a p h y s i c i a n . The h o s p i t a l 
b i r t h s t o o k p l a c e a t t h i r t e e n d i f 

f e r e n t h o s p i t a l s . I n a l l c a s e s , b o t h 
p a r e n t s p a r t i c i p a t e d i n t h e c h i l d b i r t h 
c l a s s e s . I n most o f t h e c a s e s , t h e 
f a t h e r s accompanied t h e mothers d u r i n g 
l a b o u r . (See T a b l e 2) W i t h r e s p e c t t o 
t h e f a t h e r s ' p r e s e n c e a t t h e t i m e o f 
d e l i v e r y , a c o n s i d e r a b l y h i g h e r p r o 
p o r t i o n o f t h e f a t h e r s i n t h e home 
b i r t h subgroup w i t n e s s e d d e l i v e r y 
t h a n d i d t h e f a t h e r s i n t h e h o s p i t a l 
subgroup. (See T a b l e 3) 

R e s u l t s 
1. A c t i v e / P a s s i v e O r i e n t a t i o n t o t h e 

B i r t h E x p e r i e n c e : P r e v i o u s r e 
s e a r c h by Dianna Warshay on male/ 
female speech d i f f e r e n c e s has sug
g e s t e d t h a t speech w h i c h i n c l u d e s a 
h i g h p r o p o r t i o n o f v e r b s i s i n d i c a 
t i v e o f an a c t i v e o r i e n t a t i o n t o t h e 

TABLE 1 
COMPARISON OF DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF HOME AND HOSPITAL SUBGROUPS 

Home B i r t h 
Subgroup 

H o s p i t a l 
Subgroup 

Mean SES 
( f a t h e r s ) 

58.7 
(16) 

63.3 
(21) 

Mean Age 
(mothers) 

26.1 y e a r s 
(17) 

26.3 
(22) 

Mean P a r i t y 
(mothers) 

1.5 c h i l d r e n 
(23) 

1.2 c h i l d r e n 
(18) 

Based on B l i s h e n ' s S o c i o e c o n o m i c i n d e x f o r o c c u p a t i o n s ( B l i s h e n ; 1971) 
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TABLE 2 
PERCENTAGE OF FATHERS PRESENT DURING LABOUR IN HOME AND HOSPITAL SETTING 

F a t h e r s P r e s e n t F a t h e r s A b s e n t 

Home B i r t h 92.6 7.4 
Subgroup (25) (2) 

H o s p i t a l 88.9 11.1 
Subgroup (24) (3) 

TABLE 3 
PERCENTAGES OF FATHERS IN HOME BIRTH AND HOSPITAL BIRTH SUBGROUPS ATTENDING 

THE BIRTH OF THEIR BABY 

F a t h e r s A t t e n d i n g B i r t h 
Home Subgroup 

92.6 
(25) 

H o s p i t a l Subgroup 
48.1 
(13) 

w o r l d , w h i l e s p e e c h w h i c h employs 
more nouns r e f l e c t s p a s s i v i t y . 
(Warshay 1972:6) I n t h e p r e s e n t s t u d y , 
an i n d e x o f a c t i v i t y was d e v i s e d , a s 
suming t h a t t h e v e r b form o f r e f e r e n c e 
t o b i r t h was i n d i c a t i v e o f an a c t i v e 
o r i e n t a t i o n , w h i l e a noun form o f 
r e f e r e n c e i n d i c a t e d p a s s i v e o r i e n t a 
t i o n . Thus, f o r example, t h e p h r a s e , 
" I d e l i v e r e d a t 7 o ' c l o c k " was coded 
a c t i v e , w h i l e "the d e l i v e r y was a t 
7 o ' c l o c k " was coded p a s s i v e . The 

d a t a f o r t h i s c o m p a r i s o n were o b t a i n e d 
from women's w r i t t e n r e s p o n s e s t o t h e 
f o l l o w i n g two q u e s t i o n s : 
1. What, i f a n y t h i n g , s u r p r i s e d you 

about y o u r l a b o u r and d e l i v e r y ? 
2. G e n e r a l comments about y o u r 

l a b o u r and d e l i v e r y . 
A n a l y s i s o f t h e d a t a r e v e a l e d t h a t 
t h e home b i r t h subgroup u s e d a h i g h e r 
r a t i o o f v e r b s t o nouns t o d e s c r i b e 
t h e b i r t h t h a n d i d t h e h o s p i t a l sub
group. (See T a b l e 4) 



TABLE 4 
MEAN ACTIVITY SCORES 5 OF WOMEN IN HOME BIRTH AND HOSPITAL BIRTH SUBGROUPS 

Home Subgroup H o s p i t a l Subgroup 

Mean A c t i v i t y S c o r e 2.2 0.6 
(27) (27) 

R a t i o o f v e r b t o noun b i r t h r e f e r e n c e s 

2. F a t h e r s ' I n v o l v e m e n t i n t h e B i r t h 
E x p e r i e n c e : The number o f t i m e s a 

woman r e f e r s t o h e r mate i n h e r d e s 
c r i p t i o n o f h e r l a b o u r and d e l i v e r y 
was assumed t o i n d i c a t e t h e r e l a t i v e 
degree t o w h i c h he i s i n v o l v e d i n the 
e x p e r i e n c e o f c h i l d b i r t h . Women who 
d e l i v e r e d i n t h e home s e t t i n g t e n d e d 
t o m e n t i o n t h e i r mates two and a h a l f 
t i m e s more f r e q u e n t l y t h a n d i d women 
g i v i n g b i r t h i n h o s p i t a l . (See T a b l e 
5) K i t z i n g e r (1971) n o t e s t h a t h a v i n g 

t h e husband p r e s e n t a t t h e b i r t h does 
not a l w a y s mean t h a t he w i l l be a 
s i g n i f i c a n t p a r t o f t h a t e x p e r i e n c e . 
The h o s p i t a l r o u t i n e , t h e u n f a m i l i a r -
i t y o f t h e h o s p i t a l s e t t i n g , a l o n g 
w i t h t h e d o c t o r ' s r e l a t i o n s h i p t o t h e 
woman, i s o f t e n enough t o make t h e 
husband an o u t s i d e r t o t h e b i r t h e x 
p e r i e n c e . A l s o , i n h o s p i t a l , t h e 
husband i s s e t home a f t e r t h e b i r t h 
and t h e woman i s l e f t by h e r s e l f . The 
f o l l o w i n g comment made by a new f a t h e r 

TABLE 5 
MEAN NUMBER OF MATE REFERENCES OF WOMEN IN HOME BIRTH AND HOSPITAL BIRTH 

SUBGROUPS 

Home Subgroup H o s p i t a l Subgroup 
Mean Mate R e f e r e n c e s 5.7 2.2 

(27) (27) 



i n t h e home b i r t h subgroup s u p p o r t s 
t h i s n o t i o n : " T h i s j o y o u s e x p e r i e n c e 
was t o o warm, t o o i n t i m a t e t o s h a r e 
w i t h a h o s p i t a l . " I n c o n t r a s t , t h e 
f o l l o w i n g s t a t e m e n t by a h o s p i t a l sub
group mother whose husband d i d n o t 
a t t e n d t h e b i r t h , s u g g e s t s a sense o f 
l o s s a t h i s e x c l u s i o n : " I d i d n o t ex
p e r i e n c e t h e r e a l j o y o f b i r t h u n t i l I 
c o u l d s h a r e i t w i t h my husband i n t h e 
r e c o v e r y room." 

3. M o t h e r s ' P e r c e p t i o n o f C l o s e n e s s 
t o / D i s t a n c e from Baby: Mothers 

d i f f e r i n t h e degree o f c l o s e n e s s 
w h i c h t h e y f e e l t o t h e i r newborn i n 
f a n t . The t e r m ( s ) used by mothers 
t o r e f e r t o t h e i n f a n t was used as an 
i n d e x o f t h i s s e n t i m e n t . A s c a l e o f 
c l o s e n e s s / d i s t a n c e was c o n s t r u c t e d i n 
t h e f o l l o w i n g manner. A l l o f t h e sub
j e c t s ' l a b o u r r e p o r t s were s u r v e y e d 
and a l l baby r e f e r e n c e words were r e 
c o r d e d . These words were l i s t e d r a n 
domly and were p r e s e n t e d t o 10 j u d g e s 
who were i n s t r u c t e d t o r a t e them on a 
5 p o i n t s c a l e on w h i c h t h e p o l e s were 
l a b e l l e d " c l o s e " and " d i s t a n t . " M a l e s 
and f e m a l e s , p a r e n t s and n o n - p a r e n t s 
were r e p r e s e n t e d among t h e j u d g e s . 
There was a h i g h l e v e l o f agreement 
among j u d g e s . The r e s u l t i n g t e n p o i n t 
s c a l e , i n o r d e r o f d e c r e a s i n g c l o s e 
n e s s , appears i n F i g u r e 1. Lower num
b e r s i n d i c a t e g r e a t e r c l o s e n e s s , h i g h 
numbers i n d i c a t e d i s t a n c e . 

One d i f f e r e n c e between t h e home and 

h o s p i t a l s e t t i n g s i s t h a t women i n t h e 
home s e t t i n g have more and soone r 
i n i t i a l c o n t a c t w i t h t h e i r b a b i e s . 
From t h i s we e x p e c t e d t h a t home b i r t h 
mothers would f e e l c l o s e r t o t h e i r 
newborns t h a n would h o s p i t a l m o t h e r s . 
S t a t e m e n t s f r o m t h e l a b o u r r e p o r t s 
s u p p o r t t h i s p a t t e r n . F o r example, a 
2 5 - y e a r - o l d mother, s p e a k i n g o f h e r 
f i r s t c h i l d b o r n a t home w r o t e : "I was 
a b s o l u t e l y amazed t h a t I wasn't a f r a i d 
o f t h e baby when he was b o r n . " An
o t h e r home b i r t h mother whose f i r s t 
two c h i l d r e n were b o r n i n h o s p i t a l 
d e s c r i b e d h e r t h i r d b i r t h e x p e r i e n c e 
as f o l l o w s : 

Of my t h r e e b i r t h s t h i s has been 
t h e most w o n d e r f u l f o r b o t h my 
husband and m y s e l f . . . . The 
f e e l i n g o f wonder and c l o s e n e s s 
t o t h e baby came i m m e d i a t e l y and 
was much s t r o n g e r t h a n w i t h t h e 
o t h e r two. 

A h o s p i t a l mother ( f i r s t c h i l d , 25 
y e a r s o l d ) answered: "When t h e baby 
was b o r n I e x p e c t e d t o f e e l r e l a t e d t o 
h e r b u t I d i d n ' t . " We t h u s e x p e c t e d 
t h a t t h e m a t e r n a l c l o s e n e s s s c o r e s f o r 
t h e home b i r t h subgroup would be l o w e r 
t h a n f o r t h e h o s p i t a l subgroup. T h i s , 
i n f a c t , i s t h e c a s e , a l t h o u g h t h e 
d i f f e r e n c e between t h e two groups i s 
n o t as g r e a t a s we had e x p e c t e d . (See 
T a b l e 6) 

4. S o c i o e c o n o m i c S t a t u s One o f t h e 
most i n t e r e s t i n g and s u g g e s t i v e f i n d 
i n g s from t h i s s t u d y i s t h e r e l a t i o n 
s h i p between mothers' and f a t h e r s ' 
SES. On t h e B l i s h e n s c a l e , we f o u n d 



FIGURE 1 
MATERNAL DISTANCE/CLOSENESS TO NEWBORN AS REFLECTED IN BABY TERMINOLOGY 

BABY TERMINOLOGY RANKING 

Given Name 1 

My/Our baby 2 

S/he/him/her 3 

My/Our Son/Daughter 4 

Her b r o t h e r / s i s t e r 5 

The new sister/brother 6 

"Baby" 7 

The Baby 8 

The infant 9 

I t 10 

TABLE 6 
MEAN MATERNAL CLOSENESS SCORES OF WOMEN IN HOME BIRTH AND HOSPITAL BIRTH 

SUBGROUPS 

Mean Maternal Closeness Scores 
Home Subgroup Hospital Subgroup 

6.55 
(27) 



that the SES r a t i n g of the women giv
ing b i r t h at home was nearly i d e n t i c a l 
to that of t h e i r husbands. However, 
the r a t i n g of the woman giving b i r t h 
at h o s p i t a l was well below that of her 
mate. (See Table 7) 

Our data suggest that i n the work 
world, these home b i r t h women are very 
much the equal of t h e i r mates. We 
hypothesize that t h i s sense of equality 
c a r r i e s over into the b i r t h s e t t i n g ; 
these women choose to give b i r t h to 
t h e i r babies i n a place where they can 
also maintain some control v i s a v i s 
the medical system. As Shaw has sug
gested, t h i s i s most e a s i l y accom
plis h e d outside the h o s p i t a l s e t t i n g . 
(Shaw 1974:124-5) 

Discussion 
The r e s u l t s of t h i s study suggest that, 
r e l a t i v e to women who give b i r t h i n 
h o s p i t a l , women who give b i r t h at home 

tend to see themselves as a c t i v e , 
powerful i n d i v i d u a l s . The women who 
selected themselves into the home 
b i r t h subgroup appear to have more 
e g a l i t a r i a n r e l a t i o n s h i p s with t h e i r 
mates than do the women i n the h o s p i t a l 
subgroup. We have speculated that 
women i n the home b i r t h subgroup gen
e r a l l y perceive themselves as indepen
dent and powerful and thus are motiva
ted to choose a b i r t h s e t t i n g which 
w i l l enable them to maximize t h e i r own 
power. Our r e s u l t s do show that women 
who d e l i v e r at home tend to describe 
the b i r t h experience i n more ac t i v e 
terms than do the women i n the h o s p i t a l 
subgroup. Consistent with these r e 
s u l t s , we would expect that the very 
experience of home b i r t h tends to i n 
crease women's sense of t h e i r own 
power—however, a t e s t of t h i s notion 
would require data which are unavailable 
at present. 

TABLE 7 
MEAN SES RATING FOR WOMEN AND MEN IN HOME BIRTH AND HOSPITAL BIRTH SUB

GROUPS 

Home Subgroups Hospital Subgroup 

Women's SES 58.3 56.6 
(12) (16) 

Men's SES 58.7 63.3 
(16) (21) 



The data i n the present study also 
suggest that b i r t h s e t t i n g a f f e c t s the 
mother's perception of her r e l a t i o n 
ship to her newborn and her perception 
of the father's involvement i n the 
b i r t h experience. Mothers i n the home 
b i r t h subgroup appeared to f e e l 
s l i g h t l y c l o s e r to t h e i r newborns than 
d i d h o s p i t a l subgroup mothers. Home 
b i r t h mothers a t t r i b u t e d to t h e i r 
mates a larger r o l e i n the b i r t h ex
perience than d i d h o s p i t a l mothers— 
despite the f a c t that a l l fathers i n 
the study group had p a r t i c i p a t e d i n 
c h i l d b i r t h preparation c l a s s e s . From 
t h i s , we would expect that post
partum adjustment to parenthood 
would be easier for home b i r t h i n g 
parents; i n order to tes t t h i s p redic
t i o n l o n g i t u d i n a l data would be needed. 

Given the exploratory nature of t h i s 
study i t i s not possible to draw any 
major conclusions. Nevertheless, i f 
we are concerned with the experiences 
of women giving b i r t h , the r e s u l t s sug
gest i n t e r e s t i n g differences between 
the h o s p i t a l and home b i r t h groups 
which require further attention from 
both the medical profession and 
other researchers. 

NOTES 
Data f o r t h i s study were c o l l e c t e d i n 1975 from r e c o r d s o f the T o r o n t o 
C h i l d b i r t h E d u c a t i o n A s s o c i a t i o n , whose g e n e r o s i t y i n making them a v a i l a b l e 
l s hereby g r a t e f u l l y acknowledged. The a u t h o r s wish t o e x p r e s s t h e i r 
a p p r e c i a t i o n to the t e a c h e r s o f the CEA f o r t h e i r i n t e r e s t and c o n s t r u c t i v e 
c r i t i c i s m o f t h i s r e s e a r c h . 

T e c h n i c a l l y , the 27 home b i r t h s s u b j e c t s c o n s t i t u t e a p o p u l a t i o n , w h i l e the 
27 h o s p i t a l b i r t h s u b j e c t s a r e a sample. S i n c e i t was f e l t t h a t t h i s 
t e r m i n o l o g y might l e a d t o c o n f u s i o n , the groups were l a b e l l e d as f o l l o w s : 
The t o t a l 54 s u b j e c t s - the study group. T h i s i s comprised o f a h o s p i t a l 
b i r t h subgroup o f 27 ca s e s and a home b i r t h subgroup o f 27. 

The a u t h o r s a r e l o a t h e t o p e r p e t u a t e the p a t t e r n o f u s i n g f a t h e r s ' SES to 
l o c a t e f a m i l i e s i n t h e s t a t u s s t r u c t u r e - - n e v e r t h e l e s s , the d a t a on 

more complete than the d a t a on mothers' occupa-o c c u p a t i o n s were f a t h e r s 
t i o n s . 

Mean SES index s c o r e s f o r f a t h e r s i n the study group and f o r home and 
h o s p i t a l subgroups f a l l w i t h i n the t o p 9% o f the O n t a r i o l a b o u r f o r c e 
a c c o r d i n g t o 1961 s t a t i s t i c s . ( B l i s h e n 1971:506) 
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