
US Doctors Issue Statement That Mothers 
Should Avoid Water Births
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NOTE:  Read the Cause Map from left to right with the 
phrase "Was Caused By" in place of each arrow.
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Cause Mapping is a Root Cause Analysis method that captures basic 
cause-and-effect relationships supported with evidence.
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SolutionsStep 3.

Cause Mapping

What's the 
Problem?

Why did it 
happen?

What will be 
done?
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baby

Patient Safety 
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Baby born in tub
Baby born in tub

Complications 
may be 

increased with  
water birth

May increase 
chance of fecal 

matter being 
inhaled

Increased
chance baby 
might drown

May increase 
chance of 
breathing 
problems

May increase 
the chance of 

infection

Water births are 

Water births are 
becoming more 

popular

Many women 
see benefits to 
birthing in water

US doctors do 
not recommend 
birthing in a tub

Not enough
evidence of 

benefits

Potential risks to 
mother/ baby

See same 
causes

More information 
needed to prove 

it's safe

Relative few 
studies have 
been done on
water birthing

Mother chose a 
water birth

Warm water 
helps relieve 

pain

More birthing 
centers are 

equipped with 
birthing tubs

Baby could draw 
its first breath 
underwater

Evidence: There have been
rare reports of individual 
issues, but little data on how 
common this problem may 
be.

Possibility of 
umbilical cord 

ruptures

Baby needs to 
be brought up to 

the surface

Umbilical cord 
may be too short

Length of cord 
may not be  

checked prior to 
moving baby

Baby needs to 
be bought to the 
surface quickly

Evidence: There have 
been rare reports of 
individual issues, but little 
data is available on how 
common complications 
caused by water births 
are.

Many believe it 
can shorten 

labor

Can make labor 
more 

comfortable

Believe it 
reduces stress 

on the baby

Gentler 
transition for the 

baby

The environment
in the tub is 
closer to the 

womb
In potentially 
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water while 

birthing

Birth can be 
messy
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Difficult to 
conclusively 

study

Potential for 
temperature 
regulation 
problems

Baby may get 
cold in water 

Can't do a 
double-blind 

study

Labor and birth 
outcomes are 
influenced by 
many factors
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a placebo 
condition
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Potential risks to 
mother

Evidence: The American College 
of Obstetricians and 
Gynecologists and the American 
Academy of Pediatrics issued a 
joint statement that said that the 
safety of water births hasn’t been 
established in long-term studies 
and isn’t recommended.

Possibility of 
umbilical cord 

ruptures

See same 
cause
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The final step in the Cause Mapping process is to develop solutions that 
can reduce the risk that the problem will recur.  For this example, mothers 
who are concerned about the risks of water birthing can avoid them.  
Performing more studies would allow healthcare providers and mothers to 
make more informed decisions and better understand the risks involved 
with water births. Until a time when more information is available, women 
will have to rely on their own judgment and the guidance of their 
healthcare provider. 

The American Academy of Pediatrics and the American College of Obstetricians and 
Gynecologists recently issued a joint statement saying that water births are not 
recommended and should be avoided, but some midwives and mothers disagree and 
adamantly defend the benefits of birthing in water.

See same 
cause

What Problem(s) Not all healthcare providers agree on safety of water 
births, potential complications of water births

When Date Ongoing
Different, unusual, unique Birthing occurring in tubs of warm water

Where Facility, site Many healthcare facilities, home births
Unit, area, equipment Birthing tubs, bath tubs
Task being performed Childbirth

Impact to the Goals
Potential risks to baby
Potential risks to mother

Patient Service Confusing information about birth options 

Patient Safety 


