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Abstract:
Background The phrase “too posh to push” was coined over 14 years ago to describe maternal request for cesarean section in the absence of clinical indications. The phrase was readily taken up and used by the UK media despite limited evidence that many women request cesarean sections or have an aversion to vaginal birth. The objectives of this study were to explore the way in which the phrase was used; the context and themes associated with it.
Methods To better understand the part the news media might play in public and health care professionals’ perceptions, all articles using the phrase in eight UK national weekday newspapers from 1999-2011 (n=335) were subjected to content analysis. 
Results Key themes have changed over the years but some themes, such as celebrity cesareans, the risks of cesarean section, and the rising cesarean rate, have remained. Four different definitions of the term “too posh to push” were identified. Levels of usage of these terms changed over time. Misinterpretation of the National Sentinel Caesarean Section Audit results and a tendency to confuse elective cesarean section with maternal request for a cesarean have suggested that more ‘too posh to push’ cesareans occurred than is probably the case. 

Conclusion The phrase seems to have become well established. It is likely that press handling of the topic has continued to contribute to the impression that cesarean purely for maternal request is common. The association with celebrity continues to fuel press interest in the topic. 
Keywords: 
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Introduction

Empirical evidence suggests that few women request cesarean section in the absence of clinical indication (1,2,3) although accurate data are difficult to find (4). Despite this, belief in maternal request as a significant contributor to the rising cesarean section rate (5,6) and the concept of the maternal request cesarean appears to have become accepted as fact (7). In the UK, a phrase that has come to be associated with cesarean section at maternal request is ‘too posh to push’. The word ‘posh’ usually means being elegant and/or privileged and the term appears to have arisen in the context of a belief that it was more highly educated or more wealthy women who sought delivery by cesarean section. There is evidence that women’s fear (for themselves or their baby) underpins many requests (8,9,10, 11,12).  Nevertheless the image of women asking for cesarean section for convenience is slow to disappear (7).
In the absence of empirical evidence it is surprising that this image has persisted. One readily available source of information, to both lay and professional people alike, is the media and it seems reasonable to suggest that this might proffer part of the explanation for the ongoing rhetoric around the issue. 

There has been limited research into how cesarean section is addressed in the media. Some studies have explored media images of birth more generally (13,14). Others have considered television images (15). The only study that has specifically addressed media representations of cesarean section is Brazilian; a 20 year review of women’s magazines, which concluded that most articles were balanced, not favoring cesarean section over vaginal birth, although the sources of information used were not optimal (16).  Media approaches to cesarean section at maternal request have not been explored, but one Swiss study of women’s attitudes to cesarean section on demand noted that print media reports and television were frequently cited means by which women found out that they could request a cesarean section (17).
The media environment is an evolving one but well-established sources, such as radio, television and newspapers continue to be highly influential via their traditional routes and also, in recent times, the Internet. Of these three well-established forms of media, newspapers in particular lend themselves to scrutiny, because of easy access to electronic archives and the facility to undertake textual word searches. 

A content analysis of newspaper articles was undertaken, examining the way the concept of ‘maternal request cesarean section’, encapsulated in the phrase ‘too posh to push’ evolved in the UK national press over a 13 year period (1999-2011). The objectives of this study were to explore the way in which the phrase was used; the context and themes associated with it. 

Methods

Searches were made of the main eight UK national newspapers using NewsBank, an electronic database available at the British Newspaper Library in London. To ensure a complete set of articles, a second series of searches was made, using Lexis Nexis, an Anglo-Dutch database and ProQuest Newspapers, a full-text database of the main National UK newspapers. Three additional articles were identified and obtained via Lexis Nexis and ProQuest.

The eight newspapers searched were: Daily Express; Daily Mail; Daily Mirror; Daily Telegraph; Guardian; Independent; Sun and The Times. The titles and articles were searched for the phrase ‘too posh to push’ or ‘too-posh-to-push’. 
All of these newspapers publish on weekdays. Some also publish at weekends. As it was deemed that the readership and type of article published at weekends might be different, and to limit the number of articles for analysis, only pieces published on weekdays were used for the main study. Weekend articles were used for piloting purposes.

Articles were saved and considered in their entirety except where they formed part of a longer column covering disparate issues. In these cases only the relevant paragraphs were considered: those devoted to the context in which the phrase had been used. Duplicate articles from different editions of the newspaper were always found to be very similar. The article with the highest word count was retained and the others discarded. 

A preliminary search showed no articles using the phrase prior to 1999, so the searches commenced with this year. Data were initially collected in 2006, and thereafter annually until the end of 2011.

Data Analysis

Articles were coded, categorized and analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences SPSS, version 17(18). Coding was for date and publication; word count; type of article (e.g. letter, opinion piece, scientific report) and any obvious stimuli for the article, such as the publication of research or the birth of a celebrity’s baby. The overall theme of each article was assessed by determining the main message or messages of the piece. In some cases the phrase was used in passing and the key theme was unconnected with cesarean section. The way in which being ‘too posh to push’ was defined was also coded.  Any factual inaccuracies were noted. 
Analysis was based on a process developed by Neuendorf (19). After initial reading of a random selection of the articles a codebook was developed describing the coding elements and under what circumstances each code should be applied. For example, it was found that being too posh to push was sometimes described as a lifestyle choice. Therefore a code was developed for articles that used this definition. The codebook described under what circumstances the lifestyle code should be applied, for example, if the article discussed or mentioned women who chose a cesarean section to fit around their work commitments or to control the timing of the birth for personal reasons.

Two researchers independently coded a selection of the weekend articles, using the codebook, to test the reliability of the codes. Where there was disagreement this was discussed and the code book adjusted. Further texts were then coded and the process repeated until agreement was reached. The weekday articles were then coded using the codebook with 7% being blind coded by both researchers and the findings compared to maintain rigor. 
Results

A total of 335 original weekday articles were identified. The number of articles per publication is shown in figure 1. The first article appeared in the Daily Mail in January 1999, entitled ‘Are you too posh to push?’(20) The subheading stated: 

‘The way you give birth has become the status symbol of our times. And by 2010, half of all women will refuse to endure the pain of natural birth’.

In hindsight this was an interesting claim. 

The article then began:

‘Mothers to be are increasingly choosing to give birth surgically. Figures show that as many as one in ten caesarean sections carried out in some NHS hospitals are done not for medical reasons but simply for mother’s convenience’. 

It then discussed cesarean section as a ‘new fashion for convenience pregnancy’, claiming that mothers ‘in the know’ were now requesting the operation, and highlighting the advantages of being able to organize ‘work and social life around the birth’. The article mentioned risks briefly: death, giving an incidence of one in 3,000, which it compared with the risks of vaginal birth (one in 10,000); and that ‘many’ women developed urinary tract infections. The longer recovery period after a cesarean section was mentioned and the fact that doctors and some ‘childbirth educators’ were worried about the trend.

The following year three articles were published, two in the Sun and one in the Daily Express. The first of these again explained the ‘too posh to push’ phenomenon but by August 2001 articles were no longer devoted to explaining what being ‘too posh to push’ meant – presumably assuming that their readership knew. From 2001 the article count rose sharply, reaching a peak in 2004 (figure 2). This peak coincided with the publication of the National Institute for Clinical Excellence (NICE) guidelines for cesarean section in April (21). In this month alone, 24 articles appeared, three times as many as in any other month that year. By 2008 the interest of some newspapers appeared to be waning and the Daily Mail (11 articles) was responsible for half the pieces published. From the end of 2009 the number of articles began to rise again and the Daily Mail remained the most prolific producer of articles.

The way in which the concept of being ‘too posh to push’ was defined was recorded. A definition was considered to be either an explanation for the term or could be extrapolated from the way in which it was discussed. Four basic definitions were identified, although some articles did not define it whilst other articles used more than one:

· finding vaginal birth distasteful or undignified and thus wanting to avoid it

· a lifestyle choice/ timing: being too busy/ having too high powered a job to be able to allow the unpredictability of labor and birth, particularly not knowing exactly they would occur, to get in the way.
· the choice of the rich and/ or famous. Sometimes discussed in terms of being able to afford private healthcare and therefore to buy the type of birth they wanted

· wanting to copy celebrities, often depicted as the choice of the young, less educated mother who made celebrities her role models.

The four earliest articles all used the first two definitions. Thereafter the concept of celebrity cesarean and of women who copied their idols began to creep in. However the latter definition had died out by 2005. By 2008 definitions around finding birth distasteful had also disappeared. However over the following three years, the two definitions that had fallen into disuse began to be used again, particularly the concept of finding vaginal birth distasteful, which was sometimes connected with some discussion around maternal request for cesarean due to fear of birth (figure 3). The possibility of women asking for cesarean sections because of fear was referred to only occasionally in the early years of the study, and as late as 2009, there was one instance. However it warranted six mentions in 2010 and 13 in 2011. 

Eight recurrent themes were identified in the articles, although some addressed more than one: 

· introducing the concept - assumed a naïve readership and explained the phenomenon of cesarean section at maternal request 

· rising rate - the cesarean section rate was discussed or a point was made about the rising numbers

· risks – the associated risks of the operation, often reporting on new research purporting to show a previously unknown hazard associated with cesarean section
· celebrity childbirth - about the births or forthcoming births of celebrities’ babies. Not all of these celebrities had, or planned to have, a cesarean section. Sometimes there was speculation as to whether they were ‘too posh to push’. Sometimes the article was about them not being too posh to push
· blaming celebrities - holding celebrities responsible for the rise in ‘too posh to push’ cesareans, either by having the operation themselves or by influencing gullible women who saw them as role models

· defending – refuted, or discussed people who refuted, the opposition to cesarean section on demand, often describing traumatic vaginal births or positive experiences of elective cesarean 

· disapproval or deterrence – usually a disapproving tone towards cesarean section for maternal request. Reported on events that would curb the phenomenon, for example, elective non-clinical cesarean section no longer being covered by health insurance 
· subversion –the phrase was used in a context other than associated with cesarean section, for example, humorous articles about celebrities pushing (or not pushing) their own baggage trolley at the airport with the piece claiming that they were, or were not, too posh to push.

Figure 4 shows the usage of the themes over time. Some themes, such as celebrity childbirth, the risks of cesarean section, the rising cesarean rate and subversion have persisted since they first arose. Others such as the blaming of celebrities and disapproval/ deterrence had declined by 2006, although the latter made a comeback in the later years. 

Two recurring factual inaccuracies were noted in the articles. The large UK National Sentinel Caesarean Section Audit (NSCSA) had found that in 7.3% cesarean sections maternal request was recorded as the primary indication (22). There is no reason to assume that, because maternal request was the driving factor, it was the only factor. However many articles interpreted this figure as the number of cesarean sections for maternal request in the absence of other indications, for example:

‘Only 7% of cesareans are chosen without specific medical justification – that amounts to a few thousand women’ (23).
A second interesting anomaly was that some articles appeared to conflate any elective cesarean section with being ‘too posh to push’, or at least to allow room for such an error to be made. For example:

‘For many women, cesareans have become the childbirth procedure of choice. Half are now elective – chosen because they have come to be associated with a swift and predictable delivery and with the avoidance of labour pain’ (24).
Although a useful feature of elective cesarean sections for clinical reasons is their speed and a perceived predictability, their juxtaposition here with cesarean by choice and avoidance of pain could suggest that elective means ‘for convenience’. 
Figure 5 shows the number of instances of misinterpretation of the NSCSA data and of articles conflating elective cesarean section with being ‘too posh to push’. These errors continue to be made.

Discussion

The fact that 24% of the articles were published in the Daily Mail is unsurprising. This newspaper is acclaimed as the only British newspaper whose readership is more than 50% female (25). Reporters and editors are likely to consider this issue of particular interest to women.  The newspapers generally considered to be more serious-minded, those originally produced in broadsheet format, tended to publish fewer articles. 

When data collection began in 2006 it looked as if usage of the catchphrase, having risen to a peak in 2004, would continue to fall and eventually tail off, but in subsequent years the number of articles has stabilized. It was in 2004 that NICE, an independent UK body appointed to develop evidence-based guidelines for healthcare, produced clinical guidelines for cesarean section.  It seems that the widespread publicity this particular set of guidelines received was both a reaction to the interest in ‘too posh to push’ cesareans and also the catalyst for further column inches. This exceptional year aside, once the catchphrase became established in 1999 and 2000, the output remained remarkably consistent and has settled into a steady low rate of articles averaging two to three a month. However, the final year of data collection, 2011 was another year in which numbers peaked. This was the year in which new NICE Caesarean Section guidelines were published in November, preceded by the release of draft guidelines in May that year (26). Twenty-six percent of the pieces published that year were associated with one of these events.  These guidelines included recommendations on how to respond to women asking for cesarean section because of fear of childbirth. 

There appear to be several reasons for the persistence of the phrase. Firstly, evidence suggests it has been accepted into common usage. Humorous articles in which the term is subverted and celebrities are accused of being ‘too posh to push’ because they leave the nanny to push the baby buggy can be read as an innocent double entendre - made all the more amusing if there has been speculation over whether the baby in question was a ‘too posh to push’ birth in the first place. These articles suggest a common recognition of what it means to be ‘too posh to push’. The joke would not work otherwise. 

The second feature that has almost certainly helped to perpetuate the catchphrase is the association with celebrity. The number of articles that center on celebrity childbirth is relatively small, but the tendency to define being ‘too posh to push’ in terms of being rich or famous persists. This gives newspaper reporters who refer to the catchphrase the opportunity to name allegedly ‘too posh to push’ celebrities as examples and publish their photographs. Celebrity, particularly celebrity parenthood, helps to sell copy (27), so it is unsurprising if such articles are popular with newspaper editors.

There seems to be a developing recognition by the press that tocophobia (fear of childbirth) can result in maternal requests for cesarean section. Whether this continues to be associated with being ‘too posh to push’ remains to be seen. Women who are afraid are not being ‘too posh’ by any definition and many of the articles referring to fear made this point. 
Apart from celebrity, the most durable themes found in this study were around the rising cesarean section rate and the risks of the procedure. Concern about risks is likely to be higher the more prevalent the operation is deemed to be and the less necessary it is perceived to be. The blurring of the distinction between elective cesarean section for maternal request alone and when there are also other indications has given a false impression of the number of ‘too posh to push’ cesareans taking place. Undoubtedly the rising numbers of cesarean sections are a serious cause for concern. However to associate this with cesareans purely for maternal request without considering the factors that account for far larger numbers of cesareans (22) is misleading. It is probably also this overestimation of the scale of the maternal request problem that has helped keep the phrase in the newspapers and thus in public consciousness.

It is important to recognize that this study used a highly selective set of data: mainstream UK newspapers published on weekdays. National newspapers for the individual countries of the UK (such as The Scotsman) were not consulted. There were pragmatic reasons for this choice, around ease of data collection, but it can also be argued that sampling the mainstream newspapers of a country gives a useful representation of some of the more dominant influences on public thinking around this issue. Nevertheless it has to be admitted that many people no longer read newspapers. Apart from the Internet and the television as sources of information, a topic such as this would provide a rich resource for general women’s magazines, and those specific to female health, pregnancy and motherhood. Because the readership of these magazines is likely to overlap with the population of pregnant women considering how to give birth, and thus be particularly influential to this group, there is a good case for repeating the Brazilian study (16) using women’s magazines sold in the UK.

It must also be borne in mind that this study does not give an exhaustive account of newspaper articles discussing cesarean section at maternal request. If a piece did not use the words ‘too posh to push’ it would have not been identified. However as the main purpose of this research was to explore usage of the particular catchphrase, this is justified. 

Although every effort was made to ensure that coding was rigorous, it is inevitable that there will always be a degree of subjectivity in determining, for example, whether a brief mention of the increase in cesarean sections, constitutes an article theme, when by and large, the piece has explored other issues. This means, that somewhat different results may have been obtained with different coders.

What this paper has not discussed in any detail is the rhetoric and emotive language encountered in some of the articles studied, especially those defending women’s rights to ask for cesarean sections. These sometimes contained very negative accounts of birth experiences from women who had clearly found the process exceptionally traumatic and on other occasions vividly descriptive language purporting to describe the damage that vaginal birth can do.  There is room for textual analysis of such publications.
A study such as this can seem of limited relevance to healthcare professionals and service users. However serious public health implications underpin these findings. In 2006 this journal published an editorial challenging the rationale behind a National Institutes of Health conference on maternal request cesareans (5). Then, as now, numbers of ‘on demand’ cesareans are overestimated and this deflects attention from the real drivers of the increasing rate and from the needs of the very few women who do ask for cesarean section, more often than not because they are too scared to push, rather than too posh to push. 
Conclusions

The phrase ‘too posh to push’ appears to have entered the English vocabulary and it is likely that the media has played no small part in this. Whether usage of the phrase in the newspapers will die out is hard to say. What is likely is that media associations with celebrity have helped raise and maintain its profile. Misrepresentation of the numbers of women asking for delivery by cesarean section in the absence of any clinical indications will have helped to fuel the belief that there are far more ‘too posh to push’ births than in reality. 
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				1999		2000		2001		2002		2003		2004		2005		2006		2007		2008		2009		2010		2011

		Lifestyle/ Timing		100%		67%		43%		23%		23%		32%		14%		21%		15%		18%		23%		19%		16%

		Being celebrity/ rich		0%		0%		50%		52%		35%		34%		7%		7%		12%		32%		14%		15%		26%

		Copy celebrities		0%		0%		17%		0%		12%		11%		14%		21%		0%		0%		0%		4%		8%

		Finding VB distasteful		100%		67%		30%		29%		19%		14%		21%		18%		3%		0%		18%		15%		16%

		Total articles		1		3		30		31		26		56		14		28		33		22		22		26		43

				2001		2002		2003		2004		2005		2006		2007		2008		2009		2010		2011

		Lifestyle/ Timing		43%		23%		23%		32%		14%		21%		15%		18%		23%		19%		16%

		Being celebrity/ rich		50%		52%		35%		34%		7%		7%		12%		32%		14%		15%		26%

		Copy celebrities		17%		0%		12%		11%		14%		21%		0%		0%		0%		4%		8%

		Finding VB distasteful		30%		29%		19%		14%		21%		18%		3%		0%		18%		15%		16%
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				2000		2001		2002		2003		2004		2005		2006		2007		2008		2009		2010		2011

		Celebrity childbirth		1		2		10		7		8		2		2		3		3		3		3		8		52

		Rising CS rate		0		10		6		2		13		4		10		4		2		9		8		8		76

		Risks of CS		0		2		7		3		5		3		9		10		5		4		5		5		58

		Disapproval/ deterrence		0		0		0		8		10		0		0		0		0		2		1		9		30

		Subversion		0		0		1		1		10		4		2		6		1		4		3		9		41

				2000/1		2002/3		2004/5		2006/7		2008/9		2010/11

		Celebrity childbirth		3		17		10		5		6		11

		Rising CS rate		10		8		17		14		11		16

		Risks of CS		2		10		8		19		9		10

		Subversion		0		2		14		8		5		12

				Celebrity childbirth		Rising CS rate		Risks of CS		Disapproval/ deterrence		Subversion

		2000-2002		13		16		9		0		1

		2003-2005		17		19		11		18		15

		2006-2008		8		16		24		0		9

		2009-2011		14		25		14		12		16

				1999		2000		2001				2002		2003				2004		2005				2006		2007				2008		2009				2010		2011

		Introducing concept		1		1		0				0		0				0		0				0		0				0		1				0		0

		Blaming celebrities		0		0		4				4		3				2		0				0		0				0		0				0		0

		Celebrity childbirth		0		1		2				10		7				8		2				2		3				3		3				3		8

		Rising CS rate		0		0		10				6		2				13		4				10		4				2		9				8		8

		Risks of CS		0		0		2				7		3				5		3				9		10				5		4				5		5

		Defending TPTP CS		1		0		3				1		3				3		1				2		1				0		1				1		3

		Disapproval/ deterrence		0		0		0				0		8				10		0				0		0				0		2				1		9

		Subversion		0		0		0				1		1				10		4				2		6				1		4				3		9

				1999/01		2002/3		2004/5		2006/7		2008/9		2010/1

		Introducing concept		2		0		0		0		1		0

		Blaming celebrities		4		7		2		0		0		0

		Celebrity childbirth		3		17		10		5		6		11

		Rising CS rate		10		8		17		14		11		16

		Risks of CS		2		10		8		19		9		10

		Defending TPTP CS		4		4		4		3		1		4

		Disapproval/ deterrence		0		8		10		0		2		10

		Subversion		0		2		14		8		5		12
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				1999		2000		2001		2002		2003		2004		2005		2006		2007		2008		2009		2010		2011		Total

		Daily Mail		1		0		6		5		5		6		4		10		6		11		6		8		13		81

		Daily Mirror		0		0		6		2		6		10		3		5		6		2		0		3		6		49

		Sun		0		2		1		5		6		9		2		3		5		0		4		1		8		46

		Daily Telegraph		0		0		6		1		4		3		0		4		4		5		2		3		5		37

		Daily Express		0		1		2		4		2		8		1		1		3		3		2		2		5		34

		Guardian		0		0		3		4		0		10		1		4		2		0		3		3		2		32

		Times		0		0		1		6		2		7		1		0		6		1		2		6		4		36

		Independent		0		0		5		4		1		3		2		1		1		0		3		0		0		20

		Total		1		3		30		31		26		56		14		28		33		22		22		26		43
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