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What is the 
problem? 

 
Cesarean section 
rates in Europe 
 
 
(Euro Peristat 2010) 
 



 
Episiotomy 

rates in Europe 
 



Why the way 
birth is done 

should matter 
to politicians 

and 
governments

…  
(Conrad 2010) 

Conrad P,  Mackie, T Mehrotra A 
(2010) 



Unnecessary Caesarean Sections: a Barrier to 
Universal Coverage 

 
…estimated data 2008 (WHO)… Gibbons et al 2010 



Other key issues with variation across 
Europe… 

• First trimester 
screening for 
diagnosis of fetal 
abnormality 

• Risk of prematurity 
and low birth weight 

• Experiences of and 
outcomes for migrant 
women 

 



What might explain this variation? 
Current childbirth discourses: examples  

Medicalisation’ 
•-biomedical/imaging 
•culturally dominant?  
•-reducing pathology? 
•-increasing iatrogenesis? 
•-feminist critique - BUT 
•critique not 
problematised  
 

‘Technocracy’ 
Economic 
Consumerist  
Modernist 
Operational surveillance 
Linear, mechanistic 
Standardised 
 

‘Humanisation’ 
Psycho-social 
Woman-centred 
Post-modernist 
Reduces iatrogenesis? 
Complexity based 
Not problematised 
 
 



Problems cannot 
be solved at the 

same level of 
awareness that 
created them  

Albert Einstein 



The nature of current ‘normal’ science:  
limitations of the linear 



  

 

 Excessive risk aversion…  
 and risk of loss of benefit 



If it isn’t recorded it isn’t done… 



 
• Theory-practice gap 

 
• ‘Ivory towers’ and 

real life… 



On the high ground, manageable problems lend 
themselves to solution through the application of 
research method and theory… 



In the swampy lowland, 
messy confusing problems 
defy technical solution.. 
[these are]…the problems 
of greatest human 
concern’ 
 
Schon 1983 p14 



A new way of seeing 

• Salutogenesis 

• Complexity 

• Uncertainty 



Salutogenesis 

A salutogenic orientation 
facilities seeing things that 
experts in a given pathology 
might well fail to see…it… 
pressures one to think in 
systems terms..we are all 
familiar with the concept of 
a risk factor. Can we not 
think of the concept of a 
salutary factor? 
(Antonovsky 1993) 

 



Salutogenic fundamentals 
Manageability 

 
having the resources  
(self and extended)  
to meet demands 



 
Salutogenic fundamentals 

Comprehensibility  

 
Being able to make 
sense of 
(difficult/traumatic) 
situations 



 
Salutogenic fundamentals 

Meaningfulness 

 
the ability to view  
experience in the 
context of life as a 
whole 



Salutogenic fundamentals 
 Sense of coherence 

 

• ‘..a global 
orientation…’ 

• ? An outcome? 

Antonovsky A 1987 



Complexity theory: 
 ‘from being to becoming…’ 

•The physics of being: (classical and quantum 
mechanics)… 
 

•The physics of ‘becoming’: ..thermodynamics in its 
modern form…self-organisation and the role of 
fluctuations…’ 
 

•Prigogone I 1980 From being to becoming: time and complexity in the physical sciences. WH Freeman 

 

 



Metaphors/concepts of complexity 

• The importance is in the whole and not the parts: (Brownian 
motion) 

• ‘Self-organising dynamical systems’ (sensitivity to initial 
conditions) 

• Non-linearity 

• Emergence (‘Small in, large out’) 

• Connectivity 



Initial conditions, tipping points and simple 
rules 

• separation 
– don’t collide with 

your flockmates  

• alignment 
–  go where most of 

the others are going 

• cohesion: 
– move towards the 

middle  

http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/steer
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/steer


Normal pregnancy and birth as a 
complex adaptive process 

• Dynamic… 

• Connected…. 

• Emergent….. 

• Unpredictable…. 

• ?self-organising…? 

http://www.joachim-reichel.de/images/mandelbrot_large.png


Ways of knowing: Best evidence 
Episteme 

Science:  
what is:   
(theōria)  
 





Ways of knowing: Clinical expertise 
Téchnē 

  
 Art/technology: 
bringing into being: 
 production 
(poiēsis)   

 



Ways of knowing: Values 
Phronēsis 

Practical wisdom: 
 ethics, values    

action (praxis)  
 



Turning this into a COST Action… 

  
 



IS0907/iR4B 
Childbirth Cultures, Concerns, & Consequences 
Creating a dynamic EU framework for optimal 

maternity care 
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Purpose of the Action 

• To advance scientific 
knowledge in maternity care 
provision and outcomes  

• for mothers, babies and 
families across Europe  

• by understanding what 
works, for who, in what 
circumstances 

•  and by identifying and 
learning from the best. 
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Working groups 

1. Organisational system design 
1.1 Antenatal care and screening  

2. Outcomes measurement  
3. Impact on migrant women  
4. Salutogenesis and complexity in 

maternity care systems  
5. Building innovative knowledge 

transfer  
5.1 Communities of Practice  
Early Stage Researchers Group  

 
 
 



Other instruments 

• Training Schools 
• Workshops 
• Conferences 
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Use of COST Instruments 

Activity (No.) Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 

MC/CG/WG 
Meetings (Face to 
face) 

2/0/10 2/2/10 2/2/10 2/2/15  

STSMs 4 5 8 15 awarded 

Training Schools 0 1 0 1 

Workshops or 
Conferences 

5 5 6 2  

Joint Publications 0 0 10, 4 
submitted, 
1 in press 

Over 100 
outputs to 

date 



Innovative knowledge transfer 
http://www.iresearch4birth.eu/iResearch4Birth/ 

https://www.facebook.com/iResearch4Birth 

• Podcasts 
• Crowdsourcing 
• Twitter 
• Stakeholder CoPs 
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Examples of significant output: 
Optibirth 

• Successful FP7 bid, started autumn 2012 
• Includes stakeholders, especially service users 
• Changing the conversation  
• Potential to decrease CS, and reduce other interventions/increase 

sustainability of maternity health care 
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Babies Born Better (B3) survey:  
Salutogenic, complex systems based, designed to learn from the best 

• Based on new social 
media (e-survey, through 
facebook, twitter, e-
forums) 

• Currently in 18 
languages:  more in 
preparation 

• Over 22,000 responses 
from 20 countries 

 



Other outputs and activities (examples) 

• Publications/presentations 
• European survey of protocols for 

routine antenatal care and fetal 
screening 

• European survey of maternity 
care staff on optimal maternity 
care 

• RCT of place of birth in China 
• Toolkit for dissemination 
• Delphi study to identify optimal 

outcomes for maternity care.. 
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Prof Dr Katrien Beeckman, Vrije Universiteit Brussel, 
Belgium 

CV Midwife, 2001; master in medical social sciences,  
2004, Phd in Social health sciences, 2011 

Activity  
• Coördinator Nursing and Midwifery research group 
 

 
 
 
 

Research expertise 
• Antenatal care trajectories 

– Measuring appropriateness through the Content and Timing of care in Pregnancy tool 
– Analysing determinants of care trajectories, focus on migrant women 

• Organisation of antenatal care across Europe 
– Evaluation of national guidelines of routine antenatal care and foetal screening 

(content analysis and evaluation of applicability CTP tool) 
COST Action Birth 
• Parcticipation possible in WG 3 & WG 4 
• New models of antenatal care provision to vulnerable women 

– Provision of additional social support and effects on uptake  of care, pscyhosocial 
stress, health behaviour etc 

– Implementation of the Centring Pregnancy care model  
– Tele -lifestyle coaching in obese women, compliance, pitfalls, effects 
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What next?  

• A global B3 Maternity Research Network, built on the 
survey 

• A State of the Art book 
• An STSM book 
• Engagement with politicians and service 

designers/providers 
• Development of a planned Framework for Optimal 

Maternity Services 
• Continuing spin-off networks, ESR development and etc 
• New bids to COST, H2020, and national funders…. 
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A new COST Action! 2014-2018 
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BIRTH Action Working Groups 
Epigenetics and the hygiene hypothesis in relation to intrapartum events, and 
associations with longer term non-communicable diseases (WG1) 
 
The mechanics and bioengineering of pregnancy and labour, including the 
nature and consequences of, and synergies between, maternal and fetal 
movement (WG2) 
 
Socio-cultural phenomenon that contextualize labour and birth, including the 
effects of dissonance between dominant cultural social expectations and 
those of marginalized groups, such as migrant women (WG3) 
 
Organizational characteristics, contexts, cultures and economic costs of 
variation in rates of interventions in childbirth (WG4) 
 
Neuro-psycho-social characteristics and effects of labour events (WG5). 
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Progress to date 

• 23 countries 

• 36 MC members 

• 24 alternate MC members 

• First meeting Dec 10th 2014 
 
 



Picturing complex, salutogenic, joyful, healthy 
birth: 

Beyond Europe, and into the future 
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