Active Labor. (Active Phase of Stage 1)

What’s happening: Cervix is completely effaced, goes from 4-8 cm dilation. Contractions 3-5 minutes apart, lasting 40-70 seconds. Contractions become more painful.

Duration: 30 minutes to 10 hours. The physician’s expectation for progress during this time is 1 cm dilation per hour; if you’re dilating at less than half that rate, a physician may prescribe pitocin.

However, a recent study indicates that at non-augmented births, the average / normal amount of time between 4 cm and 10 cm is 7½ hours, and that abnormal progress shouldn’t be declared unless it has taken over 19½ hours for first-time moms (that’s less than 1 cm for every three hours). Abnormal progress shouldn’t be declared until 13½ hours for a woman who has given birth before. (Albers) If mom is doing fine, and baby is doing fine, then parents can ask the caregiver whether pitocin is essential or whether it is possible to let labor proceed at its own pace.

Mom’s Mood. One of the biggest indicators that active labor has begun is a big change in mom’s mood: she becomes much more serious. During a contraction, the contraction takes all of her energy and concentration: she can’t walk and talk during a contraction. She doesn’t like distractions in between contractions; just wants to focus on labor.

This can be a good time to go to the hospital. A standard rule is 5-1-1. Contractions are less than 5 minutes apart, 1 minute long, and have followed that pattern for at least an hour. Plus mom’s mood has changed, as described above. If they’re more than 5 minutes apart, they’re generally not changing the cervix much yet. If mom is still chatty between contractions, even in contractions are intense, she’s generally not yet in active labor.

When asked “How do I know I’m in active labor?” people say “Oh, believe me, you’ll know!” But I find women have false positives… it’s like falling in love. You may have had crushes that felt like love at the time, but then when “the real thing” came along, you knew it, and realized the earlier ones were just practicing for this moment.
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