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Lothian Clinical Academic Pathways Partnership
Clinical Academic Research Gateway Funding
First Steps into Research Opportunities 2027
Full details of the Gateway awards scheme can be found at:
Lothian Clinical Academic Research Gateway Awards – Health and Care Professions Research

	Institution & Department
Research Centre (if appropriate)
	Edinburgh Napier University, School of Health and Social Care
Centre for Global Health and Biomedicine

	Research Project/Programme Title

	Who has a caesarean, and why? Learning epidemiological and causal reasoning through inequalities in Scottish maternity care

	Contact – name, role & email

	Martin Sharp, Lecturer in Epidemiology and Public Health; MPH Programme Lead; m.sharp@napier.ac.uk

	Details of Research Project / Programme – including funder, team members, methodology, stage of implementation

	The epidemiological puzzle. Scottish research identified higher elective caesarean rates among more socioeconomically advantaged women, while emergency caesarean patterns differed (Fairley, Dundas & Leyland, 2011). Whether, and to what extent, these patterns persist today is uncertain. The apparent contrast raises important questions about clinical need, prior obstetric history, access, patient preferences, shared decision-making, and service organisation.
Research question. How does socioeconomic deprivation relate to the likelihood of planned and emergency caesarean birth in Scotland, and what causal structures might explain differences between these associations?
Educational purpose. Rather than merely describing a deprivation gradient, the placement will introduce an NHS professional to the way epidemiologists reason from observed associations towards causal explanations. The candidate will develop a precise research question; draw and critique a directed acyclic graph (DAG); examine confounding, mediation, selection bias, and confounding by indication; and consider which comparisons are interpretable, for whom, and under what assumptions. The participant’s clinical expertise will challenge and refine proposed pathways, including indications, patient preferences, and service organisation. Research decisions and the resulting protocol will be developed collaboratively. Induction of labour will also be considered as a possible precursor to emergency caesarean, rather than a separate outcome. Its clinical indications illustrate confounding by indication and possible mediation.
Approach and realistic limits. Focused critical appraisal will be paired with examination of published Public Health Scotland maternity statistics, including area deprivation (SIMD) and caesarean classification where suitable cross-tabulations exist. Planned and emergency caesarean rates will, where possible, use appropriate birth-population denominators; these are distinct from proportions of caesareans classified as planned or emergency. Descriptive figures or synthetic teaching examples will explore how denominator choice, case mix, and stratification influence interpretation. SIMD describes areas, not individual socioeconomic position, and aggregate associations cannot establish causal effects.
Programme, team, and stage. This is an early-stage, university-led Scottish maternity-epidemiology programme examining variation in obstetric intervention and maternal/neonatal outcomes; it is not currently externally funded although funding will be applied for as part of a wider caesarean section programme of research. Martin Sharp (Edinburgh Napier University) will lead epidemiological mentoring. Dr Konstantina Karastoyanova-Gibson (Lecturer in Social Policy, University of Strathclyde) is a proposed academic collaborator, subject to her agreement, bringing expertise in health inequalities, social policy, and research translation. The NHS participant’s clinical insight will inform causal hypotheses and policy-relevant research questions. Opportunities to engage NHS colleagues will be explored. No restricted patient-level data are needed; future individual-level research would require separate approvals and access.

	Opportunities for candidate 
e.g. attending meetings; data collection; data management; analysis; ethics application; dissemination activities
(bullet points)




	• Frame a question from clinical practice, distinguishing an observed inequality from a causal claim (1 day).
• Critically appraise the Scottish and wider evidence, including why planned and emergency caesareans must be considered separately (2 days).
• Learn causal inference principles through a mentored DAG exercise: identify plausible confounders, mediating pathways, and selection processes; discuss assumptions and target comparisons (2 days).
• Assess maternity statistics: outcome definitions, appropriate birth denominators versus proportions restricted to caesareans, SIMD, missing cross-tabulations, and ecological limitations (2 days).
• Produce and interpret a small number of descriptive comparisons, or work through illustrative/synthetic examples where published data are inadequate; explore how stratification can alter apparent associations (2 days).
• Co-develop a clinically and policy-informed outline protocol specifying the causal question, variables, design, analysis, equity implications, and feasibility of future patient-level research (2 days).
• Co-produce a conference abstract, seek feedback from academic and NHS colleagues, and identify a suitable meeting for submission (1 day).

	Any other considerations or information for potential candidates? (e.g. potential links to other projects, networking opportunities, specific skills needed)

	This placement is an opportunity to learn how epidemiologists think, not a requirement to arrive with statistical expertise. It will suit a midwife, nurse, or other NHS Lothian professional interested in maternity care, inequalities, evidence, or research methods. The candidate will receive guided methodological teaching, critical discussion, and hands-on activities appropriate to their experience.
Expected outputs: an annotated causal diagram, a focused critical appraisal, appropriately qualified figures (where data permit), a co-developed outline protocol, and a co-authored conference abstract. The team will produce the abstract during the placement and submit it to a suitable scientific conference when an appropriate call opens; acceptance cannot be guaranteed. The participant will actively shape the research and consider implications for maternity care and health inequalities.

	Dates available (awards likely to be made March 2027 for start in April 2027 onwards)

	From April 2027; 12 days across approximately 12 months, flexibly arranged around NHS clinical commitments and mentoring availability.

	Mentor(s) – name, role & email if additional to contact above

	Martin Sharp (academic mentor; contact above). No additional clinical co-mentor confirmed at nomination stage.
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