
Preterm Labour

What is preterm labour?

Preterm labour is labour that begins before

37 completed weeks of pregnancy (less than

259 days). A full-term pregnancy lasts 37 to

42 weeks. Early in pregnancy, it is important

to have an ultrasound to confirm your due

date.  

How often does preterm labour happen?

Preterm birth occurs in approximately 8.2%

of pregnancies in Canada. 

Why is it important to learn about preterm

labour?

Preterm labour can result in the birth of a

premature baby. The closer a baby is born to

the due date, the better it is for the baby’s

health. Premature babies account for 60 to

70% of all infant deaths in babies born

without birth defects. 

Babies born prematurely may need

treatment in special care facilities and be

more likely to have problems with: 

• Temperature instability 

• Breathing (Respiratory Distress

Syndrome [RDS])

• Eating 

• Infections 

• Jaundice

Babies born very early may also:

• Need to be treated medically in

incubators or radiant warmers

• Develop long term difficulties with

walking, vision, learning and emotional

or physical development

• Have an increased risk of illness and

hospitalization

• Have a higher risk of Sudden Infant

Death Syndrome (SIDS)

Who is at risk for preterm labour?

Preterm labour can happen to any pregnant

woman and cannot always be prevented or

stopped if it starts. It is not clearly

understood what causes preterm labour but

there are certain risk factors that seem to be

closely associated with preterm labour. 

These include:

• Preterm labour or miscarriage in

previous pregnancy

• Poor nutrition

• Too little or too much weight gain

during pregnancy

• Dehydration

• Smoking, using alcohol, and/or drugs

during pregnancy

• Stress or depression

• Physical or emotional abuse

• Repeated urinary or genital infections

during pregnancy (bacterial vaginosis)

• Medical conditions like diabetes, high

blood pressure, or abnormalities of the

placenta and/or cervix

• Carrying multiple babies (i.e. twins,

triplets)

• Strenuous exercise or heavy physical

work

• Age of pregnant woman (under  18

years or over 35 years)

Can preterm labour be prevented?

Preterm labour cannot always be prevented

or stopped if it starts. Pregnant women can

follow these measures to reduce the risk of

preterm labour:

• See your doctor or midwife early and

regularly for prenatal appointments

• Keep track of reproductive health and

pregnancy symptoms

• Choose healthy foods more often and

follow Canada’s Food Guide
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• Get lots of rest

• Avoid alcohol, tobacco and illicit drugs

• Learn about the signs of preterm labour

• Avoid vaginal douching

• Find healthy ways of dealing with stress

• Maintain good oral health

What are the signs of preterm labour?

Despite all precautions, preterm labour may

still occur. It is very important that a

pregnant woman and those around her be

able to recognize the signs of preterm

labour.

These signs include:

• Increase or change in vaginal discharge

and/or bleeding (sudden gush or

constant slow leak of fluid from the

vagina)

• Regular contractions that may or may

not be painful

• Period-like or stomach cramps (with or

without diarrhea)

• Constant ache in the lower back

• Pressure in the pelvic area (sensation

that the baby is pushing down)

What should be done if a pregnant woman

is experiencing signs of preterm labour?

Preterm labour is a serious situation. A

pregnant woman should listen to what her

body is telling her. It is not always easy for a

woman to know if she is in preterm labour.

If a pregnant woman experiences any of the

signs above, she should call her doctor or go

to the hospital. Early diagnosis of preterm

labour is important. 

If a woman has possible signs of preterm

birth, she should get medical help

immediately. Early treatment may improve

newborn outcomes.
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