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Introduction


Having a baby changes our lives – not only the practical aspect of becoming somebody’s parent, but also on many mental, emotional and physical levels. As the mother of five children, I am keenly aware of how it feels to have just given birth. I have also personally experienced many of the highs and lows of early parenthood. This quick guide aims to make every woman’s transition to motherhood as enjoyable and effortless as possible. I wish you a lifetime of joy and happiness with your new offspring and hope that my brief guide to Post-natal Health will help you in the first few months of this long and eventful journey of life.


Liz Earle MBE


lizearlewellbeing.com
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The First Few Weeks


Congratulations – You’ve Just Had a Baby!


Giving birth is one of the most miraculous and unique experiences in life. Whether you’ve had a thrilling and satisfying birth or a long and painful one, you now take on a new role. After carrying your baby during the months of your pregnancy, at last you get to meet them and begin the exciting transition to parenthood.


It may take a while to appreciate that you have actually become a parent. You are now responsible for a small baby – something you may not have experienced before. Now you must clothe, feed and care for a tiny human being, who is totally dependent on you. This is completely different to being pregnant, when the baby was developing in your womb, leaving you with plenty of time to do more or less exactly as you pleased.


Most women and couples join a support group for parents-to-be (see Useful Links) during the pregnancy/confinement period, and if you did so you will have had help preparing for the birth of your baby and your new role as a mother, or both of you as parents. Crucially, you will also have met a group of people who are embarking on the same journey at almost exactly the same time as you and your husband or partner, and I can’t stress enough how helpful this support network can prove to be when you become a parent. Talking things through when times feel tricky and having a social group to be with – and put things into perspective with – is a really positive thing. Also, if you’ve been working full-time up until the birth, you may feel rather isolated when you aren’t going to work every day, with the social life and stimulation that the environment provides. It’s incredibly reassuring to know that there are others ‘in the same boat’, and very often friendships made in an ante-natal group last for the rest of one’s life; becoming parents at the same time is an incredibly bonding situation. There are both private and state-funded groups; most of which are extremely well run. For those in very remote, rural areas, you can also gain useful support from online forum groups with chat rooms, such as Mumsnet, Mumazine and Netmums.


You now have a full-time commitment to your new child and all the demands on your time and energy that come with them.


The first few days after giving birth can be a tiring but thrilling time for you and your husband or partner. This miraculous event may leave you both on a high for a couple of days as you feel the intense pleasure that comes from creating and producing a new human being. You may look at your baby with wonder and not quite believe that your pregnancy has culminated in this tiny, needy creature. You may also feel great pride in your achievement and the fact you have started a new life with very little help from anyone else!


Your Emotions


When you’ve come down to earth after giving birth you may begin to experience a wide range of feelings. Having a baby is a unique event for every mother, and it can also be highly emotional and sometimes exhausting. You may feel elated, weepy, anxious – or just completely exhausted. Emotions run high after you’ve given birth, so don’t be surprised if your moods swing from high to low in a short period of time.


In pregnancy, reproductive hormone levels in a woman’s body are 20–30 times greater than normal. As soon as you’ve had your baby, hormone levels drop abruptly, along with changes in amino acids, neurotransmitters and thyroid hormones.


The sudden drop in oestrogen, progesterone, endorphins and other hormones (a few of which are ‘happy hormones’) may trigger depression in the same way that moodiness may be triggered by premenstrual changes in these hormones.


Thyroid levels may also drop sharply after birth; a new mother may develop a thyroid deficiency that can produce symptoms that mimic depression. (It is always recommended that a woman has a thorough physical examination if the normal ‘baby blues’ continue beyond a few days or so.)


Be prepared for a degree of shock, too. Not only do you have to deal with the emotional side of having a new baby, you may be suffering from a range of physical side-effects – both from having given birth and from your body’s adapting to no longer being pregnant. Plus, if you’ve had a Caesarean delivery or a necessary intervention (such as forceps or ventouse) and possibly stitches, it will take your body a while to return to normal.


You may also feel very tired and need plenty of rest and support from family and friends. This is the time to allow yourself to be looked after and to let other people cook for you and help out with everyday chores. Don’t worry about untidiness – just concentrate on yourself and your new baby. Try to limit your visitors to a maximum of a couple each day and ask them if they’d mind making it a short visit. It’s vital that you and your partner have plenty of time to yourselves – so you can get to know your baby and adjust to your new lifestyle. One of my most heartfelt pieces of advice is to stay in your pyjamas for the first few weeks – they are not only supremely comfortable, but it also gives an obvious outward sign to those around you that you are delicate and in need of some TLC. I also recommend using a Do Not Disturb sign when necessary, in case unanticipated visitors arrive when you and your baby are catching up with some much-needed sleep! Don’t be in any rush to squeeze back into skinny jeans or work clothes, no matter how tempting that may seem. These first few weeks are both rare and precious, so make the most of them. Try to relax and enjoy this time with your newborn as much as you can. It’s not always easy to stay calm with a brand new baby – particularly if they are your first – but, in the long term, staying relaxed will help you get used to your new situation and enable you to recover more quickly. Remind yourself that every single person you have ever seen was a newborn baby once; it can help to put things into perspective! Savour these special moments with your new baby – you’ll never be able to repeat them and they are so very special.


Your Body


If you’ve had a relatively straightforward birth, it should take about six weeks for your body to return to pretty much its pre-pregnant state, although it may take longer if you had a difficult birth. During these first few weeks it’s vital that you try to relax as much as possible, take gentle exercise, such as walking, and eat a healthy, well-balanced diet. Looking after yourself, as well as your baby, will enable you to adjust to your baby’s birth quickly and ensure you stay fit and healthy.


After the birth, your uterus continues to contract until it reaches its former size. As a result, you may feel mild, period-like cramps or have stronger, more uncomfortable pains. With your first baby, you will probably feel very little, but the afterpains do get worse with each subsequent birth as your uterus has to work harder to contract back to its previous size. This pain can be worse when you are breastfeeding, as the baby’s sucking action can encourage the womb to contract. Although uncomfortable, this does help your body to get back into shape more quickly.


The pressure of the baby’s head coming down your birth canal may leave you feeling a little uncomfortable and swollen for a couple of weeks. If your perineum tore or you had a cut (episiotomy) you will feel more pain – but even if you had neither you may still suffer slight bruises and grazes which will heal naturally. If the birth was particularly quick or you had to push very hard for a long time you may feel very uncomfortable. Taking the homoeopathic Arnica 30c tablets every four hours may help speed the healing process and reduce bruising. The medical profession mostly dismiss homeopathy, but many individuals swear by its effectiveness – and it can do no harm.


When you wee, you may feel a stinging or burning sensation in your vaginal area. Instead of using the loo, it may be more comfortable to use a filled bidet, a large bowl of water or to run a shower between your legs while you pass urine. Another way to ease this problem is to keep a bottle or jug filled with cold water next to the loo and to pour it between your legs each time you empty your bladder. Instead of drying yourself with loo paper you may prefer to use a hairdryer (on a cool setting) for the first day or so.


Immediately after the birth you will lose blood and will experience a discharge, called lochia, from your vagina. At first this may be quite heavy – so make sure you have some super-thick sanitary pads handy – but don’t use tampons as they can cause infection in the first few weeks after the birth. Combine these with comfy disposable paper pants (size extra large!) – keep a stash handy in your hospital or home-birth bag. Your midwife will check this regularly as heavy bleeding may lead to anaemia. If there are large clots or an unpleasant-smelling discharge, you may have a uterine infection. If you experience either of these, or you are bleeding excessively, do consult your doctor or midwife.


Lochia is bright red during the first few days after the birth, then turns reddish brown for a while, before becoming brown and ceasing. It can last for up to six weeks. Don’t worry if it turns red again for a few days after you have got up from your bed rest or if it restarts when you thought it had stopped. This is quite normal.


Recovering from a Difficult Birth


Some of us, especially first-time mothers, feel physically exhausted and battered after giving birth. This may be because there had to be a great deal of obstetric intervention – either because the baby was lying in a difficult position, or perhaps your physical structure was too small for the baby’s easy passage through the birth canal. The labour might have had to be induced, because you were past your due date, or your contractions may have been accelerated with drugs, and this may have made the contractions very fast and painful, making you feel tired and weak after the birth. In addition, you might have suffered torn muscles and ligaments and experienced more bruising and bleeding than a woman who had an easier birth. All of the above are very good reasons for a birth to have been ‘medicalised’ but the interventions can leave you feeling rather battered.


If you did have a demanding and exhausting birth, you may feel that it’s you who needs plenty of care and attention – not just your baby. Try these tips to relax and gently bring yourself back to health:


• If you don’t have the energy to get out of bed, try doing some simple movements while lying down. Start by rotating your ankles and sliding your feet up and down the bed, or do a few pelvic floor exercises (see Chapter 5).


• You may be suffering a lot of pain because of stitches, but do try to pass water regularly. If it’s too painful to sit on the loo, just stand above it while you wee.


• It’s natural to feel anxious about opening your bowels/having a poo if you have stitches for an episiotomy or tear. If it was a severe tear, your midwife or doctor may prescribe a liquid laxative to help things along. The laxative will be very gentle, so there’s no need to worry that you’ll be caught out by the urge to go to the toilet. You probably won’t want to open your bowels for two to three days anyway and this gives you a bit of time to recover.


• Once you’re home, you may find it more comfortable to lie on your side or sit on a doughnut-shaped cushion to relieve pain and pressure. You could try using a Valley cushion, which is designed for use after childbirth. You can hire one from the National Childbirth Trust (NCT) or buy them online (see Useful Links).


• Drink as much water as possible. This will prevent you from getting constipation, which hurts a sore perineum. If you do get constipation, ask for some glycerine suppositories. Alternatively, swallow a handful of linseeds or psyllium seed husks with a large glass or two of water. These are an excellent natural remedy for constipation. You probably won’t empty your bowels until two or three days after giving birth, this is normal, especially if you have had pain relief or are taking painkillers.


• Try to relax. Get out of bed and have a warm bath or two each day. Put a couple of drops of your favourite essential oil in the bath water to help you unwind – good choices include lavender and chamomile. Breathe deeply and perhaps play some soothing music as you soak.


• Make sure you have plenty of help during the first couple of weeks at home – both to look after your baby and to do some of the housework. Take up every offer from grandparents, friends and neighbours.


• If you feel you weren’t treated well in the hospital and your wishes weren’t taken into consideration during the birth, write a letter of complaint to the hospital management. This will not only make you feel better by getting it off your chest, but may also improve the system for future mums-to-be.


• If you need pain relief, don’t hestitate to take some as it will help you to relax and comfortably feed and look after your baby. Paracetamol and Ibruprofen are generally considered to be safe and effective, but it’s best to avoid aspirin because of the small risk of the development of Reye’s Syndrome in babies after prolonged explosure to this drug.


NB Some other drugs can decrease milk production. They include: antihistamines, sedating medications, some decongestants, diuretics, very high doses of vitamin B-complex, hormonal contraceptives containing oestrogen, and also nicotine (patches as well as cigarettes). And, of course, always tell your pharmacist or doctor that you are breastfeeding if you are likely to need a prescription drug.


Coping after a Caesarean Birth


It can take about six months to recover from a Caesarean birth, which is clearly much longer than the time it takes to recover from a relatively straightforward natural birth.


Much of the advice aimed at women who have had a difficult birth applies to those who have had a Caesarean; especially concerning asking for and accepting help at home, taking pain relief when necessary and making sure you get as much rest and relaxation as possible.


You will probably have a catheter inserted during the operation and this will remain in your bladder for at least 12 hours, and you may also be prescribed daily injections to prevent blood clots (thrombosis). Depending on the help you have at home, you should be ready to leave hospital within two to four days.


As in a vaginal birth, you will experience the same changes to your uterus and have the same discharges. It’s important to use sanitary pads rather than tampons to reduce the risk of spreading infection into the vagina. You may feel an itching sensation as the wound heals, but you will also find that when your pubic hair regrows your scar is almost completely hidden.


It may be the last thing you want to do, but a little gentle exercise is very important if you’ve had a Caesarean. Start with your feet while you’re still in bed – just move them in small circles to get the circulation going in your legs. When you can do more exercise, try pelvic tilting and pelvic rocking (see Chapter 5). This will help to tone up the muscles that were cut through in the operation. You can also go for a gentle daily walk, but be careful not to over-exert yourself. It is really important that you avoid lifting anything heavier than your baby and be warned that you won’t be able to drive or have sex for around six weeks after the operation, although of course your GP or health visitor will advise you on timing according to your own personal circumstances.
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