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Background
Compared with vaginal birth in primiparous women,
there is evidence to suggest that vaginal birth after
caesarean (VBAC) is associated with an increased
risk of obstetric anal sphincter injury (3rd and 4th

degree tears). Past studies in this field have been
limited by their smaller cohort sizes or outdated
methodology and the risk of obstetric anal sphincter
injury is still not widely incorporated into antenatal
counselling and professional guidelines.

Objectives
We aimed to validate whether the risk of obstetric
anal sphincter injury among women having their
first VBAC is greater than primiparous women
having a vaginal birth.

Methods
This state-wide retrospective cohort study included
all births between 2009-2014 in Victoria, Australia.
The risk of obstetric anal sphincter injury was
determined for women having their first VBAC and
compared with primiparous women. Covariate
distribution was examined using univariable logistic
regression for categorical data and Wilcoxon rank-
sum test for continuous data. Missing covariate
data were handled using multiple imputation; and
relative risk was determined using the Stata teffects
suite.

Results
Women having a VBAC (n=5,429) were significantly
more likely than primiparous women (n=123,353) to
sustain a 3rd or 4th degree tear during vaginal birth (7.1
vs 5.7%, p<0.001). After adjustment for mode of birth,
BMI, maternal age, birthweight, episiotomy and
epidural, there was a 21% increased risk of perineal
injury (relative risk 1.21, 95%CI 1.07 to 1.38).

A sub-analysis examining only women who had a VBAC
showed that those with obstetric anal sphincter injury
were more likely to have had a forceps birth, a baby
with a birthweight >4000g and were less likely to have
had an episiotomy (Table 1).

Conclusions
Women having their first vaginal birth after caesarean
section have a clinically significant increased risk of
sustaining a 3rd and 4th degree tear, compared with
primiparous women. Antenatal counselling and
professional guidelines should reflect this increased
risk.
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