
 

TRANSFER FROM PLANNED HOMEBIRTH TO 

HOSPITAL: VIEWS AND EXPERIENCES OF 

WOMEN, MIDWIVES AND OBSTETRICIANS 

A thesis submitted in accordance with the requirements for 

admission to the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

 

Deborah Fox 

 

University of Technology Sydney 

December 2016 

 





i 

CERTIFICATE OF ORIGINAL AUTHORSHIP 

I certify that the work in this thesis has not previously been submitted for a degree nor 

has it been submitted as part of requirements for a degree except as fully 

acknowledged within the text. 

I also certify that the thesis has been written by me. Any help that I have received in 

my research work and the preparation of the thesis itself has been acknowledged. In 

addition, I certify that all information sources and literature used are indicated in the 

thesis. 

Signature of Student: 

Date: December 1st, 2016



 

 

 ii 

  



 

 

 iii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF COUNTRY  
I would like to acknowledge and pay my respects to the Gadigal people of the Eora 

nation, as the traditional owners and holders of the knowledge of the place on which 

the University of Technology Sydney stands. I pay tribute to elders past, present and 

emerging. 

FUNDING ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
I would like to thank the following funding bodies for their generous financial 

assistance of my PhD research: 

 University of Technology Sydney (UTS) Faculty of Health/NHMRC 

Birthplace in Australia project, APP1022422 

 Australian College of Midwives  

 Nurses Memorial Centre  

PROFESSIONAL ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
My enormous gratitude goes to my primary PhD supervisor, Professor Caroline Homer, 

for her guidance in my academic growth and the development of this thesis. Caroline’s 

brilliant mind needs no introduction. I feel so lucky to have worked with her and am 

grateful for everything she has taught me, and for always being so clear and positive in 

her approach to supervision. I also wish to thank my co-supervisor, Associate Professor 

Athena Sheehan, for her methodological guidance. I feel very privileged to have been 

attached to the Birthplace in Australia study and to have studied in the Centre for 

Midwifery, Child and Family Health at the Faculty of Health at the University of 

Technology Sydney.  

 

Many midwives and obstetricians have supported me professionally over the past 

fourteen years and I want to acknowledge a few for their roles in helping me to reach 

this milestone. Firstly, to my undergraduate mentor and dear friend Helen Sandner, 

without whom I would not have become a midwife, thank you for your immense 

wisdom and love, especially during the years of my transition from my career as a 



 

 

 iv

musician. I would also like to thank Professor Soo Downe who guided the beginnings of 

my research life during my journey with my Masters’ thesis and inspired me with her 

extraordinary intellect. An obstetrician with whom I had the privilege to work with in 

Singapore, Associate Professor Chong Yap Seng, sparked my interest in collaboration 

between midwives and obstetricians, which led to the choice of this topic and other 

pieces of work. I am also indebted to both Professor Jane Mills and Professor 

Saraswathi Vedam for their additional academic support and wisdom during the final 

months of my candidature. 

 

I would sincerely like to thank the women, midwives and obstetricians who generously 

gave their time to share their valuable views and experiences with me, and the 

midwifery managers who supported my work and facilitated my access to many of the 

participants. Without their contribution, this study could not have developed. 

 

Lastly, thank you to the student colleagues at UTS with whom I travelled this journey, 

especially Sabina Handorf, Rebecca Coddington, Kathryn Braye, Allison Cummins, 

Athena Hammond, and Florence West, who are among the many wonderful hearts and 

minds I grew to know. Collaborations and discussions with Rebecca Coddington about 

our closely related work have been a joy, and I look forward to further collaborative 

research with her. Personal gratitude goes to Sabina Handorf, my dear friend and 

Sydney housemate, whose creative mind, midwifery wisdom, cups of tea and laughter 

I will always cherish.  

PERSONAL ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
I am profoundly indebted to my family for their unconditional love, support and 

patience throughout my PhD journey, and for their superb minds. My husband 

William, and my sons Huw and Jeremy sustained me emotionally, intellectually and 

psychologically throughout the many celebrations and challenges of the past four 

years. I could not have done it without them and I thank them for their immense 

patience, enabling me time to read, write, ruminate and talk about my thesis. I thank 



 

 

 v 

all the other family members, friends and colleagues who have listened and given me 

support and encouragement - regrettably they are too numerous to mention. 

DISSEMINATION  
This thesis was submitted in 2016, as part of the final requirements to fulfil the degree 

of PhD in Midwifery at the University of Technology Sydney. The meta-synthesis of the 

literature on women’s experiences was published during the candidature (Fox, 

Sheehan & Homer 2014). Further manuscripts will be submitted for publication in peer 

reviewed journals after completion of the thesis. Dissemination of the research that 

occurred during the candidature is listed below: 

 

 

Publications related to PhD 

Fox, D., Sheehan, A. & Homer, C.S.E., 2015. ‘Birthplace in Australia: Midwives 

experiences of intrapartum homebirth transfer’ (ACM Conference abstract, 

October 2015). Women and Birth, vol. 28, no. 1, pp. S15. 

 

Fox, D., Sheehan, A. & Homer, C.S.E., 2014. ‘Experiences of women planning a 

homebirth who require intrapartum transfer to hospital: A meta-synthesis of 

the qualitative literature’. International Journal of Childbirth, vol. 4, no. 2, pp. 

103-119. 

 

Conference presentations related to PhD 

 

2017 (Accepted abstracts)  

15th World Congress on Public Health, Melbourne, Australia: 

Birthplace in Australia: Processes of referral and transfer from planned 

homebirth to hospital (oral presentation). 

 

31st International Confederation of Midwives Triennial Congress, Toronto, Canada: 

Birthplace in Australia: Supporting woman centred care in homebirth transfer 



 

 

 vi

(oral presentation). 

 

Birthplace in Australia: Midwives provision of homebirth services in the private 

and public sectors (poster in collaboration with Rebecca Coddington). 

 

2016 

Canadian Association of Midwives Conference, Victoria, Canada: 

Birthplace in Australia: Qualitative perspectives on intrapartum transfer from 

planned homebirth to hospital (oral presentation). 

 

11th International Normal Labour and Birth Conference, Sydney: 

Birthplace in Australia: Qualitative perspectives on intrapartum transfer from 

planned homebirth to hospital (oral presentation). 

 

Birthplace in Australia: Barriers and facilitators for midwives providing 

homebirth (oral presentation in collaboration with Rebecca Coddington). 

 

‘Place of Birth: Why does it matter?’ Seminar, UTS Sydney: 

Intrapartum transfer from planned homebirth to hospital: views and 

experiences of women, midwives and obstetricians (oral presentation). 

 

2015 

Australian College of Midwives Biennial Conference, Gold Coast: 

Birthplace in Australia: Midwives experiences of intrapartum homebirth transfer 

(oral presentation). 

 

Australian College of Midwives Victorian Branch Meeting: 

Birthplace in Australia: Midwives experiences of intrapartum homebirth transfer 

(oral presentation). 

 

Australian College of Midwives National Webinar: 

Promoting normal birth for high risk women. 



 

 

 vii 

 

Royal Women’s Hospital 8th Annual Research Meeting: 

Birthplace in Australia: Midwives experiences of intrapartum homebirth transfer 

(oral presentation). 

 

Nurses’ Memorial Centre Scholarship Presentation Ceremony (Vivian Bullwinkel and 

NMC Awards): 

Birthplace in Australia. Transfer from planned homebirth to hospital: views and 

experiences of women and caregivers (oral presentation). 

 

2014 

Child and Early Parenting Educators of Australia Biennial National Conference, Hobart: 

Taming the tiger during homebirth transfer: Can we prepare? (oral 

presentation). 

 

Nurses’ Memorial Centre Scholarship Presentation Ceremony (Betty Jeffries Award): 

Birthplace in Australia. Transfer from planned homebirth to hospital: views and 

experiences of women and caregivers (oral presentation). 

 

2013 

Australian College of Midwives Biennial Conference, Hobart: 

Birthplace in Australia. Views and experiences of women planning a homebirth 

who are transferred to hospital: A meta-synthesis (poster). 

 

8th International Normal Labour and Birth Research Conference, Grange over Sands, 

UK: 

Birthplace in Australia. Views and experiences of women planning a homebirth 

who are transferred to hospital: A meta-synthesis (oral presentation). 

 

  



 

 

 viii 

  



 

 

 ix

TTable of Contents 

CERTIFICATE OF ORIGINAL AUTHORSHIP ............................................................................. I 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF COUNTRY ................................................................................. III 

FUNDING ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ..................................................................................... III 

PROFESSIONAL ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ............................................................................ III 

PERSONAL ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS .................................................................................... IV 

DISSEMINATION ................................................................................................................. V 

LIST OF TABLES ..................................................................................................................xv 

LIST OF FIGURES ................................................................................................................xv 

ABSTRACT ....................................................................................................................... XVI 

Background ............................................................................................................................................ xvi 

Aim ......................................................................................................................................................... xvi 

Methods ................................................................................................................................................. xvi 

Findings .................................................................................................................................................. xvi 

Discussion ............................................................................................................................................. xvii 

Conclusion............................................................................................................................................. xvii 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION ......................................................................................... 1 

Aim..................................................................................................................................... 1 

Planned homebirth .................................................................................................................................. 2 

The homebirth debate ............................................................................................................................. 3 

Context of midwifery education in Australia ........................................................................................... 7 

Context of homebirth in Australia ........................................................................................................... 8 

Publicly funded homebirths in Australia .................................................................................................. 8 

Privately practising midwives offering homebirth services in Australia .................................................. 9 

Intrapartum homebirth transfers .......................................................................................................... 10 



 

 

 x 

DDefinitions ........................................................................................................................ 12 

Conclusion ....................................................................................................................... 14 

Outline of the structure of the remainder of the thesis ................................................... 14 

CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW OF CAREGIVERS’ EXPERIENCES .............................. 17 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 17 

Methods........................................................................................................................... 18 

Search strategy ...................................................................................................................................... 18 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria ............................................................................................................. 20 

Synthesis results ............................................................................................................... 20 

Professional collaboration ..................................................................................................................... 20 

Transport to hospital ............................................................................................................................. 23 

Delay in appropriate care upon arrival at the hospital .......................................................................... 24 

Barriers to medical practitioners providing optimal care to transferred women ................................. 24 

Positive transfer experiences ................................................................................................................. 25 

Summary .......................................................................................................................... 26 

CHAPTER THREE: LITERATURE REVIEW OF WOMEN’S EXPERIENCES ................................ 29 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 29 

Reproduced published metasynthesis of women’s experiences:...................................... 29 

CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGY AND METHODS ............................................................ 49 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 49 

History of Grounded Theory ............................................................................................. 50 

Glaser and Strauss ................................................................................................................................. 51 

Strauss and Corbin ................................................................................................................................. 52 

Corbin and Strauss ................................................................................................................................. 53 

Second generation grounded theorists ................................................................................................. 53 



 

 

 xi

RReflexivity as trustworthiness ........................................................................................... 57 

My early methodological interest .......................................................................................................... 60 

Encouragement to explore grounded theory ........................................................................................ 61 

Ontology and epistemology ............................................................................................. 62 

Theoretical perspective: Symbolic interactionism ............................................................ 64 

Methodology: Constructivist grounded theory ................................................................ 66 

Method ............................................................................................................................ 69 

Summary .......................................................................................................................... 77 

Ethical considerations ...................................................................................................... 78 

Conclusion ....................................................................................................................... 79 

PREAMBLE TO FINDINGS .................................................................................................. 81 

CHAPTER FIVE: FINDINGS ‘FOSTERING RELATIONSHIPS AND REDUCING UNCERTAINTY’.. 85 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 85 

Sub category: Building the midwife-woman partnership .................................................. 86 

Sub category: Fostering professional connections ........................................................... 92 

Sub category: Reducing uncertainty ................................................................................. 99 

Summary ........................................................................................................................ 110 

CHAPTER SIX: FINDINGS ‘TRANSFERRING OUT OF THE COMFORT ZONE’ ....................... 111 

Introduction ................................................................................................................... 111 

Sub category: Making the journey into hospital ............................................................. 112 

Sub category: Making the psychological journey ............................................................ 118 



 

 

 xii 

SSub category: Different paradigms converging ............................................................... 129 

Summary ........................................................................................................................ 135 

CHAPTER SEVEN: FINDINGS ‘US AND THEM’ .................................................................. 137 

Introduction ................................................................................................................... 137 

Sub-category: Stereotyping ............................................................................................ 139 

Sub-category: Blaming ................................................................................................... 145 

Sub-category: Taking over .............................................................................................. 147 

Sub-category: Gatekeeping ............................................................................................ 154 

Summary ........................................................................................................................ 157 

CHAPTER EIGHT: FINDINGS ‘CELEBRATING A SUCCESSFUL TRANSFER’........................... 159 

Introduction ................................................................................................................... 159 

Sub-category: Handing over ........................................................................................... 159 

Sub-category: Supporting the midwife-woman partnership ........................................... 170 

Sub-category: Stepping back .......................................................................................... 174 

Sub-category: Demonstrating mutual respect ................................................................ 179 

Sub-category: Sharing goals with women ....................................................................... 182 

Summary ........................................................................................................................ 187 

CONCLUSION OF FINDINGS ............................................................................................ 188 

CHAPTER NINE: DISCUSSION .......................................................................................... 191 

Introduction ................................................................................................................... 191 



 

 

 xiii 

TTransfer is a unique clinical situation ............................................................................. 195 

Reducing uncertainty ..................................................................................................... 197 

Handover as a determinant of reducing uncertainty ...................................................... 199 

Building the midwife-woman partnership ...................................................................... 200 

Transferring out of the comfort zone ............................................................................. 201 

Needing time to make the psychological journey ........................................................... 203 

Anthropological perspectives ......................................................................................... 204 

How epistemology drives ‘us and them’ dynamics ......................................................... 206 

Social-psychological perspectives ................................................................................... 210 

Supporting woman centred care in homebirth transfer ................................................. 219 

Strengths of the study .................................................................................................. 220 

Limitations of the study .................................................................................................. 221 

Conclusion ..................................................................................................................... 223 

CHAPTER TEN: IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION .......................................................... 225 

Introduction ................................................................................................................... 225 

Implications for practice ................................................................................................. 225 

Transfer journey .................................................................................................................................. 225 

Transfer documentation ...................................................................................................................... 226 

10 steps of preparation for the possibility of transfer ......................................................................... 226 

Time to manage changing expectations .............................................................................................. 228 

Handover principles ............................................................................................................................. 228 

Implications for further research.................................................................................... 231 

The experiences of paramedics ........................................................................................................... 231 

Oxytocin and intergroup conflict ......................................................................................................... 231 



 

 

 xiv 

Publicly funded homebirth: Differences between services ................................................................. 232 

Neonatal outcomes.............................................................................................................................. 232 

Transdisciplinary approaches .............................................................................................................. 232 

CConclusion  ..................................................................................................................... 234 

REFERENCES ................................................................................................................... 237 

 

 

  



 

 

 xv 

LLIST OF TABLES 

Table 1: Findings of quantitative papers examining transfer rates…………………………….31 

Table 2: Themes and categories identified and related synthesis statements……………35 

Table 3: Synthesised categories, themes and related quotations from the data………..36 

Table 4: Characteristics of five included studies…………………………………………………………37 

Table 5: Comparison of grounded theory methods……………………………………………………56 

Table 6: Philosophical framework of this study………………………………………………………….63 

Table 7: Sample groups recruited………………………………………………………………………………83 

Table 8: 10 steps of preparation for the possibility of transfer…………………………………227 

 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1: Selection process of papers for inclusion in metasynthesis…………………………34 

Figure 2: Seven-step process of metaethnography (Noblit & Hare 1988)…………………..35 

Figure 3: Structure of the data analysis underpinning the grounded theory………………81 

Figure 4: Grounded Theory: Supporting woman centred care in homebirth transfer 194 

Figure 5: Unique characteristics of homebirth transfer…………………………………………….196 

Figure 6: Best practice principles for handover………………………………………………………..230 

 

  



 

 

 xvi 

ABSTRACT 
Background 

Recent evidence supports the safety of planned homebirth for low risk women when 

professional midwifery care and adequate collaborative arrangements for referral and 

transfer are in place. Much is known about rates of transfer, but little is known about 

the experiences of the women and caregivers involved. 

 

Aim 

The aim was to explore the views and experiences of women, midwives and 

obstetricians involved in the intrapartum transfer of women from planned homebirth 

to hospital in the Australian context. 

 

Methods 

Thirty-six semi-structured interviews were conducted with women, midwives and 

obstetricians. A constructivist grounded theory approach was taken to enable 

exploration of the social interactions and processes that occurred. 

 

Findings 

Four categories emerged from the analysis, ‘Fostering relationships and reducing 

uncertainty’, ‘Transferring out of the comfort zone’, ‘Us and them’ and ‘Celebrating a 

successful transfer’. The grounded theory, ‘Supporting woman centred care in 

homebirth transfer’, was synthesised by integrating findings grounded in the data with 

theoretical codes gained from intergroup conflict theory. 

 

Effective strategies of collaboration included mutual respect, supporting the midwife-

woman partnership and regarding the transfer as a success of the system rather than a 

‘failed homebirth’. The goal of a ‘healthy mother and a healthy baby’ was ostensibly 

shared by women and caregivers, however, arriving at a common definition of a 

‘healthy mother and a healthy baby’ was less straightforward, due to the different 

paradigms of childbearing that converged on the birthing room of a transferred 

woman.  
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Discussion 

From the perspectives of Australian law, healthcare policy and human rights, the 

woman is the only person with the authority to make informed decisions for the health 

and well-being of herself and her baby. Women’s personal definitions of ‘healthy’ are 

made in the context of their individual parameters of risk and safety, encompassing 

psychological, emotional, social, cultural and spiritual domains.  These may be used to 

guide optimal care in the homebirth transfer context. 

 

Conclusion 

Synthesis of the social processes and interactions occurring during homebirth transfers 

enabled the formulation of a theoretical framework which may assist women to 

prepare for the possibility of transfer, and guide caregivers to understand and 

communicate complex issues that are unique to the homebirth transfer setting. The 

grounded theory ‘Supporting woman centred care in homebirth transfer’ may also 

have broader implications for collaboration in the maternity care milieu, especially in 

circumstances where a woman’s labour and birth follows an unexpected trajectory.  
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