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Manual Handling Assessment
Safe Entry and Exit for Hospital Water Birth Pools

Comparing Active Birth Pools' sit-and-swivel method with multi-step entry systems

Prepared for Active Birth Pools

1. Executive summary
This assessment compares two contrasting approaches to maternal access into water birth pools:

1. Active Birth Pools' sit-and-swivel method, using a compact single step, an extra-wide supportive rim and a 
low, grounded transfer into the water.

2. Comparator pool systems that rely on bulky multi-step units with handrails, requiring the mother to climb up, 
step over the pool rim and descend into the water.

From a manual handling, ergonomics and environmental safety perspective, the sit-and-swivel method 
represents the safer and more efficient access strategy. It reduces the need for midwives or birth partners to 
physically support a mother in strong labour, avoids climbing in wet room conditions, preserves clear working 
space around the pool, and removes a significant obstruction and trip hazard from the birthing room.

The core safety issue is not simply whether a step unit has a handrail. The issue is the whole movement 
sequence required of the mother and the birth team. A multi-step access system may appear to offer support, 
but it introduces a more complex and higher-risk transfer: the mother must climb, turn or reposition, negotiate the 
pool rim, lower herself into water, and potentially step onto a submerged internal plinth or pool floor. This takes 
place when she may be experiencing strong contractions, altered balance, fatigue, pain, urgency, reduced 
concentration and possible wet feet or wet flooring.

Active Birth Pools' design removes this unnecessary climbing task. The mother uses the single step to reduce 
the effective rim height, sits onto the broad bull-nosed rim, maintains three points of contact, swivels her legs 
over and lowers herself naturally into the water. This is a more stable, instinctive and controlled transfer. It also 
means the midwife is less likely to become a physical support point, reducing risk of back, shoulder and sudden-
load injuries to staff.

The design reason for this difference is fundamental. Active Birth Pools have wide, supportive rims that are 
suitable for sitting and swivelling. By contrast, many competitor pools with narrow rims and straighter vertical 
sides cannot safely offer this method; therefore they compensate by adding external multi-step units and 
handrails. These accessories do not solve the underlying ergonomic problem. They add equipment, complexity, 
obstruction, storage burden, cleaning burden and trip risk.

2. Scope of assessment
This assessment considers manual handling and associated safety risks during:

 maternal entry into the pool;
 maternal exit from the pool;
 midwife assistance during entry and exit;
 movement around the pool during labour and birth;
 emergency access and evacuation considerations;
 routine working posture for midwives;
 wet room slip, trip and obstruction risks.

The assessment compares Active Birth Pools' sit-and-swivel system with pools requiring external multi-step 
access units with handrails. Publicly available product information should be checked against the exact model 
under consideration before using this report in a formal procurement submission.
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3. Manual handling principles relevant to birth pool access
Manual handling risk assessment should begin with a simple question: can the hazardous handling activity be 
avoided by design?

For water birth pools, the hazardous activity is not merely "getting into the pool". It is the combination of:

 a mother in labour climbing or descending;
 a wet or potentially wet floor;
 a raised pool rim;
 a pool interior that may be visually obscured by water;
 a midwife or partner standing close enough to assist;
 the possibility of sudden movement caused by a contraction;
 the need to avoid staff being pulled, leaned on or used as a handhold.

The safest design is one that eliminates or minimises the need for lifting, supporting, steadying or catching. 
Active Birth Pools' sit-and-swivel method does this by replacing a climb-and-step-over action with a grounded 
seated transfer.

The multi-step method does the opposite. It adds a climbing task and increases the likelihood that a mother will 
need human support at precisely the point when she is least stable: when moving between floor, step unit, pool 
rim and water.

4. Description of the Active Birth Pools sit-and-swivel method
Active Birth Pools use a compact single step in combination with an extra-wide rim. The mother steps onto the 
low step, sits on the broad rim, swivels her legs into the pool and lowers herself into the water.

The key ergonomic characteristics are:

 three points of contact are maintained for much of the movement;
 the mother is seated and grounded before bringing her legs over the rim;
 there is no climb up a multi-step unit;
 there is no need to balance at height while stepping over the pool rim;
 the midwife does not need to act as the mother's main physical support;
 the single step is compact and does not obstruct the working area.

This method uses ordinary human movement. Sitting down, turning and lowering into water are more natural and 
controlled than climbing up steps, stepping across a rim and descending into a pool.

5. Description of the multi-step entry method
The multi-step access method usually involves a large external step unit with one or more handrails. The mother 
must typically:

3. approach the step unit;
4. climb up one or more steps;
5. maintain balance while turning or changing direction;
6. step over the rim of the pool;
7. descend into the water;
8. find the internal floor, seat, plinth or step beneath the water;
9. complete the movement while the midwife or partner stands ready to support.

This is a multi-stage transfer with several potential loss-of-balance points. The handrail may reduce some risk, 
but it does not remove the underlying hazard created by climbing, twisting, stepping over a high rim and 
descending into water.

In strong labour, this movement sequence is particularly undesirable. Manual handling specialists do not want 
mothers in strong labour climbing up steps in wet room conditions, especially where the next movement requires 
stepping over the pool rim and lowering down into the water.



Active Birth Pools manual handling assessment - Page 3

6. Hazard identification

6.1 Hazards associated with multi-step units
Multi-step units introduce the following hazards:

 Trip hazard when not in use, especially in a room where staff, partners and equipment move around the 
pool.

 Obstruction hazard because the unit occupies floor space at the poolside.
 Slip hazard if the step treads, floor or mother's feet are wet.
 Fall-from-height hazard because the mother is temporarily elevated.
 Awkward stepping hazard when the mother must step over the pool rim.
 Submerged landing hazard because the mother may not clearly see where her foot will land inside the pool.
 Sudden-load hazard for staff if the mother loses balance and grabs or leans on a midwife.
 Emergency obstruction hazard if the unit blocks rapid access around the pool.
 Cleaning and storage burden, because larger accessories must be moved, cleaned, dried and stored safely.

These hazards are not theoretical. They arise directly from the design and movement pathway required by multi-
step access systems.

6.2 Hazards associated with the sit-and-swivel method
The sit-and-swivel method has fewer inherent hazards because the mother is not required to climb. Residual 
risks include:

 ensuring the single step remains stable and correctly positioned;
 ensuring the floor around the step is dry and controlled;
 ensuring the mother is clinically suitable to enter and exit the pool;
 ensuring staff give clear verbal guidance;
 ensuring the mother does not rush the movement during a contraction.

These risks are manageable through normal practice, training and environmental control. Crucially, they do not 
arise from an inherently complex climbing manoeuvre.

7. Risk comparison
Risk factor Active Birth Pools sit-and-swivel Multi-step unit with handrail

Climbing required No multi-step climb Yes

Mother elevated above floor Minimal Yes

Need to step over rim while standing Avoided or greatly reduced Yes

Three points of contact Maintained more naturally Variable

Need for midwife physical support Reduced Increased

Obstruction around pool Minimal Significant

Trip hazard when not in use Low Medium to high

Wet room suitability Stronger design fit More problematic

Emergency access around pool Less obstructed Potentially obstructed

Cleaning and storage burden Lower Higher

Reliance on accessory equipment Low High

Underlying design solution Pool design supports access Accessory compensates for pool design 
limitation
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8. Why narrow rims create the need for multi-step systems
The need for bulky multi-step units is often a symptom of the pool's underlying design limitation.

A mother can only sit and swivel safely if the rim is wide, rounded, comfortable and strong enough to be used as 
a temporary seated support. A narrow rim does not give sufficient seating surface. If the pool sides are straight 
and vertical, the mother may also have to approach a higher, harder edge without the natural body support 
offered by a broad bull-nosed rim.

Where the rim is too narrow to sit on, manufacturers have little choice but to provide steps and handrails. This 
does not make the original design optimal; it merely adds equipment to work around the limitation.

Active Birth Pools solve the access problem at design level. The broad rim is not an accessory. It is an integral 
safety feature that enables the mother to sit, swivel, lean, grip and use the pool edge instinctively.

9. Midwife working posture and close support
Manual handling risk does not end once the mother is in the water. The midwife must monitor, communicate, 
support and assist throughout labour and birth. Pool shape affects midwife posture.

Straight vertical sides and narrow rims can force the midwife to work at arm's length, lean forward, twist or kneel 
awkwardly. Over time, this can increase strain on the back, shoulders, neck and knees. It may also make it 
harder for the midwife to maintain close, calm, supportive contact with the mother.

Active Birth Pools are designed with a contoured side profile and wide rim. This allows the midwife to sit closer to 
the pool, get her legs under the rim and rest her forearms comfortably. This matters because maternity care is 
not a brief interaction. Midwives may spend prolonged periods beside the pool. A pool that supports good 
posture reduces fatigue and helps staff provide safer care.

A pool that requires an external multi-step unit may also restrict the midwife's ability to move freely around the 
pool. The step unit becomes part of the working environment and may occupy the exact area staff need for 
access, observation, emergency response or partner support.

10. Wet room conditions and labour behaviour
A water birth room is a wet clinical environment. Even with excellent housekeeping, water may be present on the 
floor around entry and exit points. Mothers may also have wet feet, reduced balance and limited attention during 
contractions.

Strong labour changes movement. A mother may pause suddenly, lean forward, grip hard, close her eyes, squat, 
vocalise or become temporarily unable to follow instructions. For this reason, the access method must not 
depend on precise balance, climbing coordination or a perfectly timed step sequence.

The sit-and-swivel method is better suited to labour behaviour because it allows the mother to pause while 
seated. If a contraction occurs during entry, she can remain grounded on the rim. By contrast, if a contraction 
occurs while the mother is halfway up a step unit or stepping over the rim, the risk profile is significantly worse.

11. Trip hazard and obstruction assessment
A bulky multi-step unit is not only used during entry and exit. It remains in the room before, during or after use 
unless moved away. When moved away, it creates a storage and handling task. When left near the pool, it 
becomes an obstruction.

In a maternity room, clear access is essential. Staff may need to move quickly, bring equipment to the poolside, 
assist the mother, support the baby, manage monitoring equipment, or prepare for evacuation. A large step unit 
with handrails can obstruct movement and increase the risk of trips.

The hazard is particularly concerning because the unit is often positioned near the most active area of the room: 
the poolside. This is where midwives, partners and support staff are likely to stand, kneel, turn, carry items and 
respond to events.
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Active Birth Pools' single step is a simpler and less intrusive control. It provides the height advantage needed for 
entry but does not dominate the working space.

12. Manual handling risk to midwives
When a mother climbs into a pool via steps, staff often feel obliged to stand close and support her. Even if the 
instruction is to avoid lifting, the real-world situation can change instantly if the mother loses balance, contracts, 
hesitates or reaches out.

This creates a foreseeable staff injury risk. A midwife may be pulled forward suddenly, take an unexpected load 
through one arm, twist while supporting the mother, or adopt a poor posture to prevent a fall. In manual handling 
terms, this is a high-risk people-handling scenario because the “load” is unpredictable and the environment is 
wet.

The sit-and-swivel method reduces this risk because the mother is not balanced at height and does not need to 
use the midwife as a handrail. The midwife can guide verbally and remain close without becoming the primary 
load-bearing support.

13. Emergency considerations
Emergency evacuation from a birth pool is always a serious manual handling event. Good design should not 
make it harder.

A clear poolside perimeter, accessible rim, comfortable working posture and unobstructed space are important in 
any urgent situation. A bulky step system can interfere with this by occupying floor space, slowing staff 
movement or requiring removal at the wrong moment.

Active Birth Pools' design supports emergency access by reducing poolside clutter and allowing staff to work 
close to the mother. The same wide rim that assists entry also gives staff and the mother more usable support 
points.

14. Procurement considerations
When evaluating water birth pools, procurement teams should not treat steps and handrails as automatic safety 
improvements. They should ask:

 Why are steps required?
 Can the mother sit safely on the rim?
 Is the rim wide enough for sit-and-swivel entry?
 Does the pool design eliminate climbing?
 Does the step unit obstruct the room?
 Where is the step unit stored when not in use?
 Does it create a trip hazard?
 Can it be cleaned and dried easily?
 Does it compromise emergency access?
 Does it increase or reduce staff manual handling exposure?
 Can midwives work close to the mother in comfort?
 Are staff forced to lean, kneel, twist or reach?

A pool that requires a bulky access unit may appear safe in a product photograph, but a photograph does not 
show the realities of strong labour, wet floors, urgent assistance or staff fatigue.

15. Conclusion
The Active Birth Pools sit-and-swivel method is the safer and more ergonomically sound approach to maternal 
entry and exit. It addresses the manual handling problem at source by designing the pool rim and access method 
around natural, grounded movement.
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Multi-step units with handrails are a compensatory accessory. They are generally needed because the pool rim 
is too narrow to sit and swivel on, or because the pool design does not otherwise provide safe, simple entry. 
While handrails may look reassuring, they do not remove the hazards introduced by climbing, stepping over the 
rim and descending into water in wet room conditions.

For mothers in strong labour, the preferred design should avoid climbing wherever possible. For midwives, the 
preferred design should reduce the chance of sudden people-handling loads and allow close, comfortable 
working posture. For maternity units, the preferred design should keep the poolside clear, reduce trip hazards, 
support emergency access and minimise accessory clutter.

On these criteria, Active Birth Pools' single-step sit-and-swivel method offers a clear manual handling advantage 
over bulky multi-step systems.

Source notes
 Active Birth Pools sit-and-swivel article: https://activebirthpools.com/sit-and-swivel-the-natural-way-to-

enter-the-pool/
 HSE manual handling at work guidance: https://www.hse.gov.uk/msd/manual-handling/index.htm
 HSE guidance: moving and handling in health and social care - birthing pools: 

https://www.hse.gov.uk/healthservices/moving-handling/birthing-pools.htm
 Croyde Medical universal birth pool steps: https://croydemedical.co.uk/products/croyde-universal-birth-

pool-steps
 Febromed CombiPool English product page: https://www.febromed.de/combipool-en/
 Seagull Medica Bensberg/Tamarindo birthing tub pages: https://www.seagullmedica.it/en/birthing-

tubs.asp
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