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Hello. My name is Dr. Geoff Matthews. 

I am a consultant obstetrician at the Women’s and Children’s Hospital. 

Labour sensations arise from the uterus contracting and later from the 
vagina and pelvic floor stretching as the baby is born. 

While having a baby is a normal process for the female body, the 
changes to the woman’s body during this time are great and may only 
happen a few times in a lifetime. 

The body therefore interprets some of these changes in labour as 
potentially, harmful activating its warning sensors. 

For example, during normal contractions the blood supply to the uterus is 
very briefly reduced. 

This triggers sensors along the uterus. 

Similarly, the stretching of the vagina and pelvic floor during birth will also 
activate sensors. 

When these sensors are triggered, electrical signals are sent along 
nerves in the body to the spinal cord. 

From there, the signals are passed to the brain. 

The brain is an incredibly complicated organ that will process these 
signals differently depending on a person’s mood, belief systems and 
past experiences. 

How a person ultimately registers these warning signals will depend on 
how they have been influenced during the journey to someone’s 
consciousness. 

I shall now give an in-depth discussion about the nerves involved in 
transmitting these warning signals to the spinal cord. 

This may help you to later understand how some of our pain relief 
options, such as a TENS machine or an epidural, work. 



 

 

If you would rather skip this section and move straight onto how the 
signals from the body can be influenced, please stop this video and click 
on my colleague’s video. 

The nerves that transmit signals from the uterus, such as contraction 
pain, are known as the inferior hypogastric plexus. 

The inferior hypogastric plexus nerves enter the spinal cord at the level 
of the 10,11th and 12th thoracic vertebrae as well as the first lumbar 
vertebra. 

The lowest part of the uterus, the cervix, and part of the vagina are 
supplied by different nerves called the pelvic splanchnic nerves. 

The pelvic splanchnic nerves enter the spinal cord at the 2nd, 3rd and 
4th sacral vertebrae and transmit signals later in the labour. 

The nerves supplying the lower vagina and vulva which the baby has to 
pass through in the final pushes are known as the pudendal nerves. 

They enter the spinal cord at the level of 2nd, 3rd and 4th sacral 
vertebrae. 

Occasionally the baby may lie in such a way that it presses directly on 
nerves in the mother’s body causing shooting-type sensations in the 
buttock or back of the leg. 

In the next video my colleague, Dr. Andrew, will discuss how different 
techniques may alter the signals from the uterus and vagina as they 
reach the brain..

 


