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PREFACE 

 
The International Confederation of Midwives (ICM) is a federation of midwifery associations 
representing countries across the globe. The ICM works closely with the World Health 
Organization, all United Nations agencies, and governments in support of safe motherhood and 
primary health care strategies for the world’s families. ICM takes the leadership role in 
development of the definition of the midwife, and the delineation of the midwifery scope of 
practice (the essential competencies). ICM also promotes standards and guidelines that define 
the expected structure and context of midwifery pre-service education programs; provides 
guidance for the development of regulations for midwifery practice; and assists countries to 
strengthen the capacity of midwifery associations and to develop leaders of the midwifery 
profession worldwide. 
 
Throughout this document the term “competencies” is used to refer to both the broad statement 
heading each section, as well as the knowledge, skills and behaviours required of the midwife 
for safe practice in any setting. They answer the questions “What is a midwife expected to 
know?” and “What does a midwife do?” The competencies are evidence-based. 
 
The majority of the competencies are considered to be basic or core, i.e., those that should be 
an expected outcome of midwifery pre-service education. Other items are designated as 
additional knowledge or skills. Additional skills are defined as those that could be learned or 
performed by midwives under either of two circumstances: a) midwives who elect to engage in a 
broader scope of practice and/or b) midwives who have to implement certain skills to make a 
difference in maternal or neonatal outcome. This allows for variation in the preparation and 
practice of midwives throughout the world, depending on the needs of their local community 
and/or nation. 
 
The competencies are written in recognition that midwives receive their knowledge and skills 
through several different educational pathways. They can be used by midwives, midwifery 
associations, and regulatory bodies responsible for the education and practice of midwifery in 
their country or region. The essential competencies are guidelines for the mandatory content of 
midwifery pre-service education curricula, and information for governments and other policy 
bodies that need to understand the contribution that midwives can make to the health care 
system. The Essential Competencies for Basic Midwifery Practice is complemented by ICM 
standards and guidelines related to midwifery education, regulation and clinical practice. 
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The Essential Competencies for Basic Midwifery Practice is a living document. The competency 
statements undergo continual evaluation and amendment as the evidence concerning health 
care and health practices emerges and evolves, and as the health care needs of childbearing 
women and families change. 
 
 
KEY MIDWIFERY CONCEPTS 
 
There are a number of key midwifery concepts that define the unique role of midwives in 
promoting the health of women and childbearing families. These include: 
x partnership with women to promote self-care and the health of mothers, infants, and 

families;  
x respect for human dignity and for women as persons with full human rights; 
x advocacy for women so that their voices are heard and their health care choices are 

respected; 
x cultural sensitivity, including working with women and health care providers to overcome 

those cultural practices that harm women and babies;  
x a focus on health promotion and disease prevention that views pregnancy as a normal life 

event; and 
x advocacy for normal physiologic labour and birth to enhance best outcomes for mothers and 

infants.  
 

SCOPE OF MIDWIFERY PRACTICE 
 
The scope of midwifery practice used throughout this document is built upon the ICM 
international Definition of the Midwife which recognises the midwife as a responsible and 
accountable professional who works in partnership with women to give the necessary support, 
care and advice during pregnancy, labour and the postpartum period, to conduct births on the 
midwife’s own responsibility, and to provide care for the newborn and infant. This care includes 
preventative measures, the promotion of normal physiologic labour and birth, the detection of 
complications the accessing of medical care or other appropriate assistance and the carrying 
out of emergency measures. 
 
The midwife has an important task in health counselling and education, not only for the woman, 
but also within the family and the community. This work should involve antenatal education and 
preparation for parenthood and may extend to women’s health, sexual or reproductive health 
and child care. A midwife’s role as advocate for evidence-based midwifery practices can also be 
valuable in advancing public health policy regarding women’s health and maternal and child 
health care.  
 
A midwife may practise in any setting including the home, community, hospitals, clinics or health 
units. 
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COMPETENCY IN FACILITATION OF ABORTION-RELATED CARE 
 
 
COMPETENCY #7:  Midwives provide a range of individualised, culturally sensitive 
abortion-related care services for women requiring or experiencing pregnancy 
termination or loss that are congruent with applicable laws and regulations and in accord 
with national protocols. 
 

Knowledge 
BASIC 
 
The midwife has the knowledge and/or understanding of… 
 
x policies, protocols, laws and regulations related to abortion-care services 
x factors involved in decisions relating to unintended or mistimed pregnancies 
x family planning methods appropriate for use during the post-abortion period 
x medical eligibility criteria for all available abortion methods 
x care, information and support that is needed during and after  miscarriage or abortion 

(physical and psychological) and services available in the community 
x normal process of involution and physical and emotional healing following miscarriage or 

abortion 
x signs and symptoms of sub-involution and/or incomplete abortion (e.g., persistent uterine 

bleeding) 
x signs and symptoms of abortion complications and life threatening conditions (e.g., 

persistent vaginal bleeding, infection) 
x pharmacotherapeutic basics of drugs recommended for use in medication abortion 
x principles of uterine evacuation via manual vacuum aspiration (MVA) 
 

Skills and/or abilities 
BASIC 
 
The midwife has the skill and/or ability to… 
 
x assess gestational period through query about LMP, bimanual examination and/or urine 

pregnancy testing 
x inform women who are considering abortion about available services for those keeping the 

pregnancy and for those proceeding with abortion, methods for obtaining abortion, and to 
support women in their choice 

x take a clinical and social history to identify contraindications to medication or aspiration 
abortion 

x educate and advise women (and family members, where appropriate), on sexuality and 
family planning post abortion 
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x provide family planning services concurrently as an integral component of abortion-related 
services 

x assess for uterine involution; treat or refer as appropriate 
x educate mother on care of self, including rest and nutrition and on how to identify 

complications such as haemorrhage 
x identify indicators of abortion-related complications (including uterine perforation); treat or 

refer for treatment as appropriate 
 
ADDITIONAL 
  
The midwife has the skill and/or ability to… 
 
x prescribe, dispense, furnish or administer drugs (however authorized to do so in the 

jurisdiction of practice) in dosages appropriate to induce medication abortion 
x perform manual vacuum aspiration of the uterus up to 12 completed weeks of pregnancy 
 
 
 
 

ICM DEFINITIONS 

 
Ability: The quality of being able to perform; a natural or acquired skill or talent 

Attitude: A person’s views (values and beliefs) about a thing, process or person that often  leads to 
positive or negative reaction 
Behaviour:  A person’s way of relating or responding to the actions of others or to an environmental 
stimulus 
Competence: The combination of knowledge, psychomotor, communication and decision-making 
skills that enable an individual to perform a specific task to a defined level of proficiency. 
 Competency (midwifery):  A combination of knowledge, professional behaviour and specific skills 
that are demonstrated at a defined level of proficiency in the context of midwifery education and 
practice. 

Knowledge: A fund of information that enables an individual to have confident understanding of a 
subject with the ability to use it for a specific purpose 

Skill:  Ability learned through education and training or acquired by experience, to perform specific 
actions or tasks to a specified level of measurable performance 
Task: A specific component of a larger body of work 
 
 


