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Information for patients and carers

Vaginal examinations 
in labour – your body, 
your choice
Information for patients
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We respect your choices and want to work with you to 
plan the best care during your labour and birth.
A useful way to make informed decisions is to use the BRAIN tool. This helps you 
think about the Benefits, Risks, Alternatives, your Intuition, and what happens if you 
do Nothing.

This leaflet explains about monitoring your baby during labour at home.
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What care is recommended?

•	 observing the frequency, strength and duration of your contractions 
•	 observing your behaviour and how it may change over time 
•	 offering vaginal examinations. 

We can monitor the progress of your labour by:  

If you choose to have an induction of labour, vaginal examinations are 
an essential part of this process, and an induction cannot be performed 
without them.

•	 ask for your consent first
•	 use lubricating gel to help make it more comfortable
•	 stop immediately if you ask.

They will:

Your midwife can share the findings of the VE with you, if you wish. Some people 
want to know how many centimetres they are dilated, while others prefer not to 
know. Just let your midwife know your preference. 

When you are in labour, we usually offer a VE every 4 hours. This is as recommended 
by NICE guidelines. If there are concerns, we may offer more frequent VEs to help 
you make decisions about your care in labour. 

What is a vaginal examination? 
A vaginal examination (VE) is when a midwife or doctor gently places two gloved 
fingers into your vagina to check how much your cervix has opened (dilated) and 
softened. This tells us how your labour is progressing. It can also help assess your 
baby’s position.
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Vaginal examinations can help:

•	 check how your labour is progressing (dilation of cervix)
•	 spot potential serious problems, like a cord prolapse (when the umbilical 

cord comes before the baby)
•	 check your baby’s position in your pelvis
•	 give information to help plan care, like using pain relief or breaking your 

waters if needed (to support a vaginal birth)
•	 provide information to identify the safest way for your baby to be born.

Regular progress indicates a labour that is progressing well with low 
chance of complications. Being in labour for a very long time, especially the 
pushing stage of labour, can increase the chance of damage to your pelvic 
floor, bladder and bowel.

Choosing to have a VE doesn’t mean that you must accept any interventions 
offered as a result. The choice is always yours.

Benefits: 

Using BRAIN to make your choice
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You can:

•	 decline all VEs
•	 choose to have only one initial VE
•	 choose to have a VE only if there are concerns about the progress of 

your labour.

There is no other way to check how open your cervix is without a VE.

Alternatives:

•	 Discomfort – VEs can be uncomfortable. You are in control of when and 
how you have a VE. You control the pace and can request a break at any 
time.

•	 Infection – VEs may cause infection if done too frequently, which is why 
they are only offered when necessary.

•	 Incomplete information – they don’t always give a full picture of labour. 
Labour is not always predictable.

•	 Emotional distress – VEs may cause emotional distress, especially if you 
have a history of sexual trauma. Some people may experience strong 
discomfort, emotional distress and flashbacks, potentially indicating re-
traumatisation. To reduce this risk, if you’ve had a traumatic experience 
in the past, let your care team know so they can support you in a 
sensitive way and adjust your care to help you feel safe and in control.

•	 Unnecessary disruption – some people feel that having a VE would be 
too disruptive if their labour is progressing well. Others may not want 
intervention even if their labour is slow, so they choose not to have 
examinations. 

Risks:
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•	 What feels right for you and your family? Do you understand the 
information you are being given? 

Intuition:

•	 If you decide not to have vaginal examinations your caregivers will assess 
the progress of your labour by:

•	 watching how often and how strong your contractions are
•	 observing your behaviour and how it changes.
•	 They will use this information to make recommendations about the best 

plan of care for you and your baby.

Nothing (what happens if I do nothing?):
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