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ABSTRACT 

Introduction: Promoting natural labour with less medical interventions is one of main goals in modern obstetrics. Natural 
methods have gained more attention in recent years due to their potential to enhance cervical readiness, decrease the need 
for labour augmentation and shorten labour duration. 
Objective: This review aims to investigate the current clinical evidence on the effects of date fruits consumption during late 
pregnancy on childbirth stages and postpartum complications, particularly concentrating on cervical dilation upon hospital 
admission, frequency of spontaneous labour onset, and duration of different labour phases. 
Material and methods: A narrative review of 6 different randomized controlled trials and cohort studies investigating the 
impact of daily date intake in late-stage pregnancy on labour-related outcomes was conducted. Data that were extracted 
included cervical dilatation at hospital admission, frequency of spontaneous labour, need for oxytocin augmentation, and 
duration of all labour’s phases.  
Results: It was found that consumption of around 6–7 dates per day for 2-4 weeks before the estimated delivery date leads 
to increased cervical dilatation upon hospital admission, higher rates of spontaneous labour onset, shorter duration of all 
stages of labour (especially the latent and active phases of the first stage of delivery), and reduced need for oxytocin 
augmentation. 
Conclusions: Date fruit consumption appears to be a safe, easily accessible and natural intervention that may positively 
influence the initiation and progression of labour. However, large, well-designed trials in more diverse populations need to 
be conducted to further confirm these findings and to establish evidence-based guidelines. 
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1. Introduction 

The main clinical objective of contemporary obstetrics is to maximise the efficiency of labour by shortening 
its duration and minimising the need for medical intervention [1]. Interest in natural methods to facilitate labour and 
prevent postpartum complications has increased in recent years [2]. Several studies, including systematic reviews 
and meta-analyses, have explored the effects of different foods and herbs such as date fruits [3-8], raspberry leaf 
[9], chamomile [10], and evening primrose oil [11] on the initiation, progression, and outcome of labour. The World 
Health Organization recognises that evidence-based traditional practices might be beneficial for mothers and that 
research into their safety and efficacy is to be encouraged [12]. 

Prolonged labour is a significant problem, especially in developing countries, as it contributes to high 
maternal and perinatal morbidity and mortality [13]. As an extended duration of labour is a risk factor for 
adverse events, anything that delays the onset of the active phase of labour, including an unripe cervix, may 
also have negative effects by prolonging labour duration [14]. This is a relevant problem, since there are some 
studies that indicate a strong association between longer durations of all phases of labour and a negative 
childbirth experience [15]. The use of oxytocin induction without adequate cervical ripening may be associated 
with increased duration of labour, higher pain sensation and increased intervention rates [16]. Accordingly, it 
is necessary to investigate and study additional options that have the potential for optimising cervical readiness 
and decreasing the length of labour to prevent the risk of an unfavourable course and outcomes of labour. Date 
fruit intake at term has shown to positively modify cervical ripening leading to more advanced cervix dilation 
upon hospital admission and leading to a decreased need for labour augmentation [3-7].  

Dates (Phoenix dactylifera) are a fruit that is commonly eaten especially in the Middle East with a 
growing popularity among other parts of the world. It has high nutritional value, it is rich in natural sugars 
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such as glucose and fructose, dietary fibre, potassium, magnesium, saturated and unsaturated fatty acids, and 
bioactive compounds like tannins and flavonoids [17, 18]. Certain reports indicate that these agents could 
affect labour physiology by various pathways. The high content of natural sugar in dates can potentially 
provide a fuel energy source during labour [19], which is required by the energy-consuming uterine smooth 
muscles. Smooth muscle excitability and uterine contractility are further promoted during labour by their high 
potassium and magnesium content [19, 20]. Tannins are potentially “uterotonic”, which mean they can induce 
contractions of the myometrium [3]. Moreover, several reports have demonstrated that ingredients present in 
dates could modulate the expression or sensitivity of oxytocin receptors in the myometrium, resulting in the 
improvement of endogenous uterotonic activity, because oxytocin is the major stimulant hormone for the 
initiation and progression of labour [3]. Although the precise mechanisms are not known, these elements in 
combination may contribute to more coordinated and efficient uterine contractions during labour active phase. 

Notwithstanding these promising findings, there are currently no formal clinical guidelines or 
recommendations for consuming date fruits to support labour.  

The aim of this review is to analyse the current scientific evidence on the effect of Phoenix dactylifera 
intake during late pregnancy on cervical ripening, labour duration and labour induction. 

 
2. Methodology 

Several randomised controlled trials and prospective cohort studies were conducted to assess the impact 
of date fruit consumption on labour. In general, these studies indicate that intake of dates in the last 4 weeks 
before estimated delivery may significantly influence the initiation, progression, and outcome of labour.  

A summary of the methodology and results from the included studies is presented in Table 1. 
 
3. Results 

 
Table 1. Details of studies included in this review [3-8]. 

 

Author Year Country 
Sample 

size 
Intervention Comparison Outcome 

Al-Kuran 

et al. [3] 
2011 Jordan 

114 

 

N=69 

6 dates per day 

from 36th week of 

pregnancy 

N=45 

without 

intervention 

increase in cervical dilatation 

increase in spontaneous onset of 

labour 

decrease in the need for 

induction 

decrease in the duration of the 

first stage of labour 

Kordi et 

al. [4] 
2013 Iran 210 

N = 105 

70–75 g dates per 

day from 37th week 

of pregnancy 

N = 105 

without 

intervention 

increase in cervical dilatation 

increase in spontaneous onset of 

labour 

decrease in the need for 

induction 

Jadidi et 

al. [5] 
2015 Iran 110 

N=55 

7 dates per day 

from 38th week of 

pregnancy 

N=55 

without 

intervention 

increase in cervical dilatation 

increase in spontaneous onset of 

labour 

Kariman 

et al. [6] 
2015 Iran 110 

N=55 

7 dates per day 

from 38th week of 

pregnancy 

N=55 

without 

intervention 

increase in Bishop score 

decrease in the duration of the 

first phase of labour 

Razali et 

al. [7] 
2017 Malaysia 154 

N = 77 

7 dates per day 

from 36th week of 

pregnancy 

N = 77 

without 

intervention 

decrease in the need for 

induction 

decrease in the duration of the 

first stage of labour 

Kordi et 

al. [8] 
2017 Iran 182 

N=91 

70–76 g dates per 

day from 37th week 

of pregnancy 

N=91 

without 

intervention 

increase in spontaneous onset of 

labour 

decrease in the need for 

induction 

decrease in the duration of all 

phases of labour 
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3.1. Cervical Ripening and Dilatation at time of hospital admission 

There have been several studies that demonstrated a positive association between date fruit consumption 

in late-stage pregnancy and cervical ripening at hospital admission [3-6].  

According to Al-Kuran et al. (2011), average cervical dilatation upon admission to hospital was 

significantly greater in the date-consuming group compared to the control group and was equal to 3.52 cm 

versus 2.02 cm [3]. Similarly, Kordi et al. (2013) reported a significantly higher cervical dilatation in the 

intervention group (4.05 cm) compared to the participants in the control group (2.97 cm) [4]. Jadidi et al. (2015) 

also observed a considerable increase in cervical dilatation at admission in the intervention group with a mean 

dilatation of 4.62 cm [5]. Furthermore, Karmian et al. (2015) found a significantly higher Bishop score in 

women who ate dates in late period of pregnancy, with an average score of 7.3 [6].  

Collectively, these findings suggest that regular date consumption in the final weeks of pregnancy has a positive 

influence on cervical ripening and dilation, potentially facilitating the onset and further progression of labour. 

 

3.2. Labour induction  

Reviewed studies have showed a positive association between date fruit consumption in the last weeks 

of pregnancy and the frequency of spontaneous labour as well as a reduced need of using external oxytocin IV 

infusion for labour augmentation [3, 4, 5, 7, 8]. 

In the study by Al-Kuran et al. (2011) spontaneous onset of labour was more common among the women 

who ate dates (96%) compared to those who did not (79%) [3]. The need for labour augmentation with oxytocin 

was also considerably reduced in the intervention group comparatively to the control one (28% versus 47%) 

[3]. Similarly, Kordi et al. (2013) observed a significant decrease in the need for induction as the spontaneous 

start of labour was noted in 80% of patients from the intervention group in comparison to 55.2% of women 

from the control group [4]. Jadidi et al. (2015) demonstrated that there was a significant increase in spontaneous 

onset of labour that stood at 63.5% in the intervention group [5]. Correspondingly, a similar effect was noted 

in the study by Razali et al. (2017) in which the group of pregnant women consuming dates in late third 

trimester had less need for augmentation of labour [7]. In another study by Kordi et al. (2017) the reduced need 

for external oxytocin use to accelerate delivery was also observed in the intervention group and was equal to 

only 5.50% of patients [8]. 

These findings consistently support the hypothesis that date fruit consumption in late-stage pregnancy 

is associated with a higher rate of spontaneous labour onset and a reduced need for labour augmentation, 

particularly with oxytocin. 

 

3.3. Labour duration  

Reviewed studies have showed a statistically significant decrease in the duration of labour [3, 6, 7, 8]. 

The research concentrated on the duration of the latent and active stage of the first phase of labour [3, 7] as 

well as the second and third phase of the delivery [6, 8]. 

Kordi et al. (2013) observed that the latent phase of the first stage of labour was much shorter in women 

consuming dates at the end of gestation, lasting approximately 510 minutes compared to 906 minutes in the 

non-consuming group [3]. Furthermore, Karmian et al. (2015) found a significant decrease in duration of the 

active phase of labour that was equal to 216.02 min in the intervention group [6]. In the study by Razali et al. 

(2017) latent phase of the first stage of labour was significantly shorter in the intervention group than in the 

control one and was equal to 364 min [7]. Another study by Kordi et al. (2017) reported a statistically 

significant difference between the average length of active phase of labour (329 min vs. 249 min), second (33.6 

min vs. 13.7 min) and third phase of labour (5.1 min vs. 2.5 min) in case of spontaneous start of delivery in 

women that have never given birth before while consuming dates from 37th week of pregnancy onwards in 

comparison to women who did not eat any dates [8]. 

Collectively, the findings support the conclusion that date fruit intake from the late weeks of pregnancy 

may shorten various stages of labour, particularly in both the latent and active phase. 
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4. Discussion 

The results of this narrative review suggest that regular consumption of date fruit during the final weeks 

of pregnancy has positive affect on several important aspects of labour. In the analysed studies, pregnant 

women who consumed 6-7 dates daily presented with more advanced cervical dilatation upon hospital 

admission, a higher percentage of spontaneous labour onset; lower need of exogenous oxytocin use for labour 

augmentation and a shorter duration of all stages of labour (mostly latent and active part of the first stage), 

compared with pregnant participants who did not consume dates in the control groups [3-8]. 

Higher cervical dilatation upon hospital admission has been associated with improved birth outcomes 

and reduced rates of postpartum interventions [21]. For instance, women admitted in active labour with the 

cervical dilation equal or higher than 4 cm are less likely to undergo caesarean section or require 

pharmacological augmentation and are more likely to have a spontaneous vaginal delivery [21].   

Spontaneous onset of labour is another favourable factor, associated with better maternal satisfaction 

[22, 23], shorter hospital stays, lower incidence of uterine hyperstimulation, episiotomy, epidural anaesthesia, 

postpartum haemorrhage and reduced risk of instrumental or operative delivery compared to labour induced 

with oxytocin [24, 25].  

There are many maternal and neonatal benefits of a shorter labour. As for the mothers, short delivery 

reduces physical fatigue, uterine atony, and the risk of infection, especially when the rupture of membranes is 

prolonged or vaginal examinations are frequent [26, 27]. Long labour is also associated with increased rates 

of postpartum haemorrhage, operative delivery, and maternal distress [28]. At the neonatal level, a shorter 

duration of labour correlates with higher Apgar scores, lower frequency of foetal distress, and decreased 

number of admissions to neonatal intensive care units, which most likely is related to decreased exposure to 

intrapartum hypoxia or birth trauma [29]. 

Significant negative effects of date consumption during pregnancy were not reported in any of the 

reviewed studies, which indicate that this is a safe intervention that could be recommended, especially in 

situations where women prefer natural birth support techniques or where access to professional medical 

interventions or labour induction is limited [3-8]. 

However, the reviewed studies have some limitations. Most of the interpreted trails have been conducted 

on Middle Eastern and Asian populations. Extension of future studies on European and other Western 

populations would help to confirm the positive effects of date consumption across more diverse groups. Sample 

sizes in the reviewed research were relatively small with the biggest one counting only 210 pregnant women 

[4]. Further research with much bigger intervention and control groups would give more specific results. 

Additionally, in almost all the reviewed studies the methodology design was similar - the quantity of the dates 

ranging from 6 to 7 dates per day [3-8] and timing of the initiation of dates intake varying between 36th and 

38th week of gestation [3-8]. It remains to be investigated whether earlier initiation (for example starting from 

the second or early third trimester) could enhance the observed effects.  

In addition, while most of the reviewed research focused on fresh date fruits consumption, it is worth noticing 

that different cultivars of Phoenix dactylifera vary in size and biochemical composition which may influence their 

impact on studies. There are over 400 known types of dates [30]. For example, Mazafati dates, most common in 

Iran, are soft, sweet, and fleshy [30] with high level of phenolic content [31]. In contrast, Medjool dates, popular in 

Western countries mostly Morocco, are larger, drier, and contain a higher concentration of sugars such as glucose 

and fructose [32]. Such differences in compound content may affect the bioavailability and efficacy of dates in 

supporting cervical ripening, uterine contractility, and labour progression. Therefore, future research should not 

only standardise the dosage and timing of date fruit intake initiation but also specify the cultivar used, which will 

improve the understanding of different physiological effects.  

Other forms of dates such as syrup have also been explored in smaller studies suggesting potential 

benefits in labour [33, 34]. For instance, study by Kordi et al. (2010) where pregnant women were given 132 

g date honey syrup from the 4 cm dilation of the cervix to the time of the delivery showed significant increase 

in spontaneous progression of labour (96.7%) and significant decrease in labour duration (351 min) compared 

to control group that were given placebo [35]. In another research by Fathi et al. (2018) women in labour were 

consuming 6 pieces of date fruits blended in 150 ml water every 30 to 60 minutes and showed significant 

decrease in average length of active phase of labour compared to the control group with no intervention [36].  

Moreover, the impact of post-harvest processing, storage and international transportation on the 

properties of dates should also be taken under consideration. Imported date fruits spend a long time in 

inadequate temperature, humidity and light-access conditions, which may influence their nutritional content 

and lead to the degradation of bioactive compounds such as phenolics and flavonoids. For example, studies 
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have shown that prolonged storage at wrong temperatures can lead to a reduction in total phenolic content in 

various date cultivars [36]. Similarly, changes in texture and sugar content due to inadequate storage conditions 

may influence bioavailability of beneficial compounds found in dates. Therefore, not only the cultivar but also 

the freshness and post-harvest treatment of dates are important factors that influence the effectiveness of this 

natural intervention both in pregnancy and labour. 

Despite these limitations, the consistency of the results across multiple trials is noteworthy. Further trails 

are necessary to establish standardised obstetric recommendations. 

 

5. Conclusions 

Date fruits (Phoenix dactylifera) can be used in late-stage pregnancy to promote better cervical ripening 

and dilation, enhance spontaneous labour onset, reduce the need for labour augmentation particularly with the 

use of exogenous oxytocin and shorten delivery duration. Despite promising results, there are some limitations 

related to small sample sizes, similar methodologies, geographic homogeneity of studies and unknown 

variability of used date cultivars that force the need for further research. Future larger trials in more diverse 

populations are necessary to validate the clinical usefulness of this natural intervention. 
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