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Doctoral midwifery: an investment for the profession

As more midwives develop highly sophisticated skills in research
methodology and achieve the highest possible academic qualifi-
cation — the doctorate — consideration of its investment and
outcome is worthwhile.

All four UK countries have doctorally-prepared midwives, and
numbers range from zero to seven in any single university, with
an average of two. Funding is variable, with a small number
having secured research and development monies. A rough esti-
mate of the number of midwives in doctoral programmes in the
UK based on recent personal communication with professors of
midwifery is 50.

Those fortunate to be undertaking doctoral research appear to
be university department employees or studentship holders —
very few are self-funding. It is unfortunate that there are no
specific monies at research and development departments ring-
fenced for midwives to undertake PhDs. However, this situation
may change. For example, midwifery research has a distinct
identity in the Research Assessment Exercise 2008, and I would
argue that this is indicative of midwifery’s developing research
and development profile.

The importance of doctoral research is clear: future midwifery
will be shaped by leadership in education and research today.
Knowledge development and dissemination are critical compo-
nents of any professional organisation, and while direct-entry
midwifery is a major development, the retention of newly-quali-
fied recruits is the new challenge. These midwives need to be
assured of an academic as well as a clinical career pathway to
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enable them to make career choices.

Adequate investment in midwifery educators to prepare
them for doctorate studies needs to be carefully planned and
monitored to ensure they have sufficient support and
resources, and peers need to be ready to share the extra work-
load while their colleagues attain doctorates. The more doctor-
al midwives, the greater chance there is of midwives engaging
in clinical research — protecting and nurturing our young
recruits, midwife educators and new doctoral students is a
major challenge for the whole profession and one that we must
all be ready to embrace.

Achieving a PhD is a particularly strenuous endeavour, and a
rite of passage. Any midwife who has been through the process
will tell about the journey into the unknown, and many of the
problems faced are not the anticipated academic challenges but
more to do with role conflict.

Preparing midwives for post-doctoral midwifery is as impor-
tant as preparing new entrants to the profession, and doctoral
midwives should not feel forced to migrate to academic insti-
tutions, but should be encouraged and actively supported
in maintaining clinical posts. This requires investment,
commitment and support — teamwork, sacrifices and persever-
ance will be needed to forge a shared vision for the profession
of midwifery.
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