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Should we offer elective induction of labor to
nulliparous women at 39 weeks?
TO THE EDITORS: We have read with great interest the
metaanalysis of cohort studies by Grobman et al1 that
compared elective induction of labor at 39 weeks gestation
among nulliparous women with expectant treatment. The
authors illustrated that elective induction of labor at 39 weeks
gestation was associated with a significantly lower risk of
cesarean delivery, maternal peripartum infection, and peri-
natal adverse outcomes, which include respiratory morbidity,
intensive care unit admission, and death. These results further
confirm the conclusion of the A Randomized Trial of
Induction Versus Expectant Management (ARRIVE) that was
published in August 2018,2 which led a revolution in the
management of pregnancies beyond 39 weeks gestation in
low-risk women, with many clinicians dismissing expectant
management in favor of induction.

We should, however, carefully consider the limitations
inherent in the work of Grobman et al before too hastily
dismissing long-accepted practice. One of the shortcomings
of this metaanalysis is that 4 of the 6 cohort studies involved a
majority of subjects who were overweight or obese; 42% of
women in the fifth study presented excessive weight gain.1 A
similar observation can be drawn from the ARRIVE trial, in
which obesity was very prevalent (more than one-half in both
study groups).2 We question the generalizability of these
results, because up to one-third of all pregnancy complica-
tions are thought to be attributable to overweight/obesity or
excessive gestational weight gain.3 It is possible that they are
applicable only in high-risk populations, notably regarding
higher maternal body mass index.

In this context, we favor weighing up maternal and fetal
indications over reflex interventions based on gestational age,
while we acknowledge that cesarean delivery rates among
selected populations may benefit from routine induction. -
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REPLY
We thank the authors for their interest in our metaanalysis
concerning labor induction at 39 weeks of gestation.1 We
could not agree more with their statement that this inter-
vention should not be a “reflex” based on gestational age
alone. Indeed, labor induction at 39 weeks of gestation
without other indication should be initiated not as a reflex
action but in the context of patient choice and a shared
decision-making framework. Part of such a framework is the
conveyance of accurate information based on available data.
Although it is true that obesity was prevalent in these
observational studies as well as in the A Randomized Trial of
Induction Versus Expectant Management (ARRIVE) trial,2

there is no indication that obesity per se was the character-
istic wholly or in part responsible for the benefits that are
associated with labor induction, which are quite consistent
across studies with different populations. Indeed, in the
ARRIVE trial, an a priori subgroup analysis demonstrated
that cesarean delivery was reduced by a similar relative
magnitude among women who were assigned randomly to
the planned induction arm, regardless of body mass index
strata (or age, cervical status, or self-reported race or
ethnicity). Thus, at this point, there is no subgroup that has
been identified for which the ARRIVE trial results (or the
similar results from the observational studies in the meta-
analysis) are not applicable. Until the time that such a sub-
group is determined, we believe it is important to support
patient choice based on data that do exist, which suggest that
no particular subgroup of women at 39 weeks of gestation
accrues less benefit from labor induction. -
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