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Every year, around 15 million babies are born preterm worldwide. For these babies and their 
families, the gap between what science can offer today and what it may achieve tomorrow 
represents both our greatest challenge and our greatest opportunity. This conference exists to 
help close that gap.

I am delighted to welcome you to Queen Mary University of London for what I believe will be 
our most ambitious gathering yet. No single discipline can transform preterm birth care alone, 
and our programme is built on that conviction, uniting clinicians, scientists, engineers, data 
scientists, policymakers and families with lived experience.

Our plenary speakers set the tone for that ambition. Professor Colin Bailey, President and Principal 
of Queen Mary University of London, opens the conference by exploring how collaboration 
across sectors can drive health innovation throughout the life course. Sarah Brown, President 
of Theirworld, brings the international policy perspective that connects our science to the 
children and families it must ultimately serve. Sarah Brown helped establish the Jennifer Brown 
Research Laboratory led by Professor James Boardman at the University of Edinburgh. Dr Alison 
Wright, President of the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists will highlight our 
vision for improving maternity care and outcomes for women. Professor Dilly Anumba closes 
the conference by charting the future of clinical prediction and prevention.

Our keynote programme spans the full arc of this field. Fifteen speakers from leading 
universities, hospitals and research institutions across the UK, Europe and the United States will 
address topics from placental biology and fetal therapy to artificial intelligence, digital twins, 
organ-on-chip technologies and maternal mental health. Together they make the case that 
multidisciplinary disciplines are no longer a nice idea, it is the only way forward.

None of this happens without the generosity of our presenters, sponsors and partners, whose 
commitment to this work makes the conference possible. My thanks also go to our session 
chairs, reviewers and everyone on the Conference Committee.

Most of all, thank you for being here. Often the most lasting thing from a conference is the 
conversation that starts over coffee and carries on for years. I hope this one is full of those.

I look forward to a remarkable two days.

Dr Tina Chowdhury PhD SFHEA
Reader in Regenerative Medicine
Conference Chair
UK Preterm Birth Conference 2027
Queen Mary University of London

Welcome Address
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Our plenary & keynote speakers

International leaders across preterm birth, maternal and neonatal health, engineering, artificial 
intelligence, digital twins, mental health, environment and clinical care.

Plenary Speakers

	 Speaker	 Plenary	 Page

	 Professor Colin Bailey CBE	 From Innovation to Impact: Shaping the 	 4
		  Future of Maternal and Neonatal Health

	 Professor James Boardman & Sarah Brown	 Theirworld Edinburgh Birth Cohort: A Platform 	 5
		  for Discovery about the Impact of Preterm Birth 
		  on Child Development

	 Dr Alison Wright	 The RCOG Vision for the Future of Preterm 	 6
		  Birth Prevention and Maternity Care

	 Professor Dilly Anumba	 Magnetic Induction Spectroscopy for Predicting 	 7
		  Preterm Birth: Challenges and Opportunities

Keynote Speakers& Sessions

	 Speaker	 Conference Session	 Page

	 Professor Claire Kendal-Wright	 Emerging 3D In Vitro and Preclinical Models 	 9
		  for Maternal & Neonatal Research

	 Dr Lauren Richardson	 PPROM, Biomechanics & Preterm Birth	 10

	 Professor Jan Deprest	 Emerging Technologies in Fetal Diagnosis & Therapy	 11

	 Professor Katie Morris	 Advances in Precision Prediction & Management 	 12
		  of Preterm Birth

	 Professor Jane Hirst	 Climate Change & Maternal-Neonatal Health	 13

	 Professor Eric Jauniaux	 Environmental Exposure & Pregnancy Health	 14

	 Professor Katie Harron	 Big Data, AI & Systems Biology	 15

	 Professor Steve Harris	 From AI Models to Clinically Trustworthy Tools	 16

	 Dr Lynne Sykes	 Microbiomes, Pregnancy and Preterm Birth	 17

	 Amy Gill	 The Patient Experience – Your Story	 18

	 Professor Jon Dorling	 Neonatal Management and Experience	 19

	 Alicia Burnett	 Midwifery Perspectives in Preterm Birth Care: 	 20
		  Evidence, Practice & Myth

	 Dr Fiona Challacombe	 Perinatal Mental Health & Wellbeing	 21

	 Professor Christopher Pain FREng	 Digital Twins, Smart Cities & Health Equity	 22

	 Professor Steve Thornton & 	 Tommy’s National Centre for Preterm Birth Research	 23
	 Andrew Shennan	

	 Closing Plenary: Professor Dilly Anumba
	 Special Panel: Tommy’s Panel Debate – Voices of Lived Experience in Preterm Birth
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Professor Colin Bailey 
(Beng, PhD, CBE, CEng)

President and Principal, Queen Mary University of London, UK. 

SCORPUS ID: 7402066134

PLENARY TITLE

From Innovation to Impact: Shaping the Future of Maternal 
and Neonatal Health

Plenary Abstract

Improving outcomes for families requires more than scientific discovery alone. Addressing complex 
healthcare challenges such as preterm birth demands collaboration across universities, the NHS, industry, 
charities, policymakers and communities to accelerate innovation and translate research into meaningful 
societal impact.

In this opening speech, Professor Colin Bailey will set the vision for the conference, highlighting how 
multidisciplinary partnerships are transforming research to improve health across the life course. Drawing 
upon Queen Mary’s unique position in East London, he will explore how artificial intelligence, public health 
and social sciences are converging to address society’s greatest healthcare challenges.

The plenary lecture will explore the opportunities created through the London Growth Plan, demonstrating 
how collaboration between universities, healthcare providers, government and industry can stimulate 
innovation, support workforce development, reduce health inequalities and strengthen regional economic 
growth. His address will highlight Queen Mary’s commitment to delivering world-leading research while 
creating lasting benefits for local communities through education, enterprise and civic engagement.

Biography

Professor Colin Bailey CBE is President of Queen Mary University of London, one of the UK’s leading research-
intensive universities, renowned for its excellence in education, innovation and public engagement. An 
internationally recognised engineer, he has led major advances in structural engineering, resilience and 
infrastructure while championing multidisciplinary research that addresses global society challenges.

Since becoming Principal, Professor Bailey has strengthened Queen Mary’s position as a global university, 
committed to improving lives through research, education and innovation. Under his leadership, the university 
has expanded strategic partnerships, creating new opportunities for growth and real-world impact.

Professor Bailey has been a strong advocate for place-based innovation, supporting initiatives that contribute 
to the regeneration of East London. His vision aligns closely with the London Growth Plan, recognising the 
importance of universities in driving economic growth, improving health outcomes, reducing inequalities and 
developing the future workforce.

Awarded a CBE for services to engineering, Professor Bailey is a Fellow of the Royal Academy of Engineering and 
has received numerous national and international honours for his contributions to research, higher education 
and public service.

Professor Bailey will open the conference by outlining how collaboration across disciplines can 
accelerate innovation reinforcing Queen Mary’s commitment to advancing research that delivers 
lasting benefits for society.
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Professor James Boardman 
and Sarah Brown

Centre for Reproductive Health, 
Institute for Regeneration and Repair, 
University of Edinburgh, Theirworld.

PLENARY TITLE

Theirworld Edinburgh Birth Cohort: a platform for discovery 
about the impact of preterm birth on child development

Plenary Abstract

Preterm birth can leave a legacy across the life course due to its impact on the brain during a 
critical period of development. Drawing on evidence from population and richly phenotyped 
cohorts, this plenary lecture will discuss preterm birth as a complex, multi-dimensional exposure. 
It will consider the perinatal determinants of child cognition and educational attainment at the 
population level, and how the richly phenotyped Theirworld Edinburgh Birth Cohort reveals 
new insights about how brain-body crosstalk underpins these relationships. We will discuss the 
consequences of preterm birth on neural networks and cognitive outcomes of children born too 
soon. Together, these findings highlight opportunities to discover new ways to intervene and 
support preterm-born children in fulfilling their potential. The presentation will also discuss the 
critical role of advocacy and public engagement for advancing equitable care for newborns.

Biography

Sarah is Chair of the global children’s charity Theirworld. Since she founded the charity in 2002, its 
campaigns, advocacy and ground-breaking programmes have been rooted in the belief that every child 
deserves the best start in life, a safe place to learn and skills for the future. Working with government, 
business, philanthropy and civil society, Sarah has succeeded in creating lasting change for the world’s 
most vulnerable children. Previously, Sarah led the Maternal Mortality Campaign (2008-2011), chairing 
a UN Special Meeting that ended healthcare user fees for pregnant women in 16 countries. She is a 
Global Champion of the White Ribbon Alliance for Safe Motherhood and helped establish the Jennifer 
Brown Research Laboratory at the University of Edinburgh, which supports a longitudinal study into 
the causes and consequences of prematurity. 

James Boardman is a professor of neonatal medicine and director of the Jennifer Brown Research 
Laboratory at the University of Edinburgh. His research investigates new ways of reducing brain injury 
and restoring learning potential after adverse early life events. His significant contributions include 
characterising atypical brain development after preterm birth using quantitative MRI, elucidating how 
the perinatal stress environment and systemic inflammation interact with brain development, and 
mapping the effect of socioeconomic gradients on brain growth. His current work seeks to understand 
which perinatal exposures confer risk and resilience for neurodevelopmental and educational 
outcomes in children born preterm and to identify the biological axes that embed those exposures 
in child development. James is a Fellow of the Academy of Medical Sciences and the Royal Society 
of Edinburgh, a past president of the Neonatal Society, and is the editor of Avery and MacDonald’s 
Neonatology, an internationally leading text on pathophysiology and management of the newborn.

5UK PRETERM BIRTH CONFERENCE 2027



UK PRETERM BIRTH CONFERENCE 2027

Dr Alison Wright (MBchB, FRCOG, FICOG)

President of the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists
Consultant Obstetrician and Gynaecologist, 
Royal Free London NHS Foundation Trust, London, UK. 

https://www.rcog.org.uk/about-us/governance/officers/dr-alison-wright/

PLENARY TITLE

The RCOG Vision for the Future of Preterm Birth 
Prevention and Maternity Care

Plenary Abstract

Preterm birth remains one of the greatest challenges facing maternity services worldwide and 
is a leading cause of neonatal mortality, childhood disability and lifelong health inequalities. 
Addressing this challenge requires coordinated action across clinical care, research, education, 
policy and public engagement. This plenary lecture will present the Royal College of Obstetricians 
and Gynaecologists (RCOG) vision for reducing the burden of preterm birth through excellence in 
clinical care, workforce development and multidisciplinary collaboration. 

Dr Alison Wright will discuss future priorities for improving prediction, prevention and management 
of preterm birth, alongside the role of national clinical guidance, quality improvement, professional 
education and equitable access to high-quality maternity services. How innovation, including digital 
technologies, artificial intelligence, data-driven healthcare and translational research can support safer, 
more personalised maternity care will be explored while maintaining the highest standards of clinical 
governance and patient-centred care.

Bringing together perspectives from obstetrics, midwifery, neonatology, public health, engineering, 
research and patient organisations, this plenary will highlight how collaboration across disciplines 
and sectors can accelerate progress towards improving outcomes for women, babies and families 
throughout the life course.

Biography

Dr Alison Wright MBChB FRCOG FICOG is President of the Royal College of Obstetricians and 
Gynaecologists (RCOG) and a Consultant Obstetrician and Gynaecologist at the Royal Free Hospital 
and the Portland Hospital in London. She has held numerous national and international leadership 
roles dedicated to improving maternity care, women’s health and professional standards. 

Before becoming RCOG President, Dr Wright served as Vice President of the College, where she 
established the Supporting Our Doctors programme, strengthened professional support for Fellows 
and Members, and led initiatives to improve fairness, transparency and workforce wellbeing. She 
subsequently served as National Specialty Adviser in Obstetrics for maternity at NHS England, helping 
shape national maternity policy, personalised care, informed consent and leadership development 
across maternity and neonatal services. 

Internationally, Dr Wright advises the International Federation of Gynecology and Obstetrics (FIGO) 
and contributes to World Health Organization guideline development, particularly in childbirth and 
postpartum haemorrhage. Throughout her career she has championed multidisciplinary collaboration, 
evidence-based practice, education, innovation and partnership working to improve outcomes for 
women and babies both nationally and globally. 
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Professor Dilly Anumba 
MBBS, FWACS, MD, FRCOG, LLM Medical Law
Professor of Obstetrics & Gynaecology, The University of Sheffield
Consultant in Obstetrics and Gynaecology, 
Sheffield Teaching Hospitals Foundation Trust

ORCID: 0000-0003-2502-3033

PLENARY TITLE

Magnetic Induction Spectroscopy for Predicting Preterm 
Birth: Challenges and Opportunities

Plenary Abstract

Bioimpedance technologies, including electrical and magnetic impedance spectroscopy, enable 
non-invasive characterisation of tissue structure and function by measuring frequency-dependent 
electrical properties. These approaches are increasingly used across clinical medicine to detect 
pathological change and monitor physiological status. Current screening strategies for preterm 
birth, including transvaginal ultrasound cervical length (TVUSCL), have limited predictive accuracy, 
particularly in nulliparous women. Bioimpedance-based assessment of cervical remodelling offers 
a promising alternative. Cervical electrical impedance spectroscopy has demonstrated potential for 
midtrimester prediction of preterm birth. 

More recently, a non-invasive, non-contact magnetic induction spectroscopy (MIS) device has been 
developed to quantify cervical tissue conductivity in symptomatic and high-risk pregnancies. In a pilot 
feasibility study conducted between at 20–28 weeks’ gestation, MIS showed excellent prediction of 
delivery before 37 weeks in symptomatic women (AUC 0.92, 95% CI 0.77–0.99), outperforming TVUSCL 
(AUC 0.68, 95% CI 0.50–0.84), and demonstrated non-inferior accuracy in asymptomatic high-risk 
women. This plenary lecture will examine the clinical potential, technical challenges, and potential 
future role of bioimpedance technologies, focusing on MIS, in improving preterm birth prediction 
towards personalised care.

Biography

Dilly Anumba is Professor of Obstetrics & Gynaecology at the University of Sheffield and Honorary 
Consultant Subspecialist in Maternal and Fetal Medicine at Sheffield Teaching Hospitals NHS 
Foundation Trust. He is also an Honorary Professor at the University of Cape Town, amongst other 
appointments. He leads specialised Maternal and Fetal Medicine services focused on pregnancy 
screening, prenatal diagnosis, fetal therapy, and prevention of prematurity. His research centres 
on the physiology of human birth, reproductive immunology, placental dysfunction, preterm birth, 
and health equity. 

Dilly has developed innovative technologies for preterm birth screening and management, leading 
to granted patents and the creation of a university spin-out company. He co-leads the UK Tommy’s 
National Centre for Maternity Improvement, advancing data-driven decision-support tools to 
reduce unwarranted variation in care, and is a Key Researcher in the NIHR National Consortium 
on Maternity Disparities. In 2025, he was awarded NIHR Senior Investigator status in recognition 
of his research leadership. His global health work spans South Africa, India, Bangladesh, Nigeria, 
and Ghana, where he collaborates on scalable interventions to reduce preterm birth and improve 
adolescent health.
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Alicia Burnett (BSc, RM)
Tommy’s Midwife

Founder of Black Baby Loss Awareness C.I.C

Author, Baby Loss Campaigner

        https://www.linkedin.com/in/alicia-burnett-1161151b6/ 

KEYNOTE TITLE

Over Represented but overlooked: Improving Care for 
Black and Mixed Black Heritage Families

Keynote Abstract

Black and mixed Black heritage families are disproportionately affected by preterm birth and 
perinatal loss, yet their experiences remain underrepresented in research, policy and service 
design. This presentation explores the inequities shaping maternity, neonatal and bereavement 
care, highlighting how structural racism and limited culturally responsive practice can 
compound trauma during an already challenging time.

Drawing on lived experience and clinical practice, Alicia Burnett will examine how current healthcare 
systems contribute to persistent disparities in outcomes and experiences. She will discuss opportunities 
to improve equity through culturally responsive bereavement care, meaningful engagement with Black 
communities, and co-design of maternity and neonatal services with families who have lived experience.

Delegates will gain a greater understanding of the barriers faced by Black and mixed Black heritage families 
and identify practical actions to improve care. Key messages include embedding culturally responsive 
practice across maternity and neonatal pathways, partnering with Black families in service development, 
and ensuring equity is a fundamental component of quality improvement rather than an afterthought.

Biography

Alicia Burnett BSc, RM is a registered midwife, Tommy’s Midwife, founder of Black Baby Loss 
Awareness C.I.C., and an internationally recognised advocate for equitable maternity and 
bereavement care. She provides evidence-based guidance and compassionate support to 
women and families throughout pregnancy, the postnatal period and following perinatal loss.

Alicia founded the Equitable Bereavement Care Conference and Black Baby Loss Awareness 
Week, both established to improve awareness of racial disparities in baby loss and promote 
culturally responsive care. Inspired by her own experience as a bereaved Black mother, her 
work has grown into a national movement championing the voices of Black and mixed Black 
heritage families.

Her expertise includes racial disparities in perinatal loss, culturally responsive bereavement 
care and improving equity across maternity services. Through leadership, education, advocacy 
and collaboration, Alicia continues to influence policy and clinical practice while supporting 
healthcare professionals to deliver compassionate, inclusive care for all families.

KEYNOTE SPEAKER
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Dr Fiona Challacombe (DClinPsy, PhD)
Associate Professor of Clinical Psychology 

Department of Experimental Psychology, University of Oxford

Clinical Psychologist, South London and Maudsley NHS 
Foundation Trust

ORCID: 0000-0002-3316-8155

KEYNOTE TITLE

Why Mental Health Matters in High-Risk Pregnancy 
and Preterm Birth 

Keynote Abstract

Pregnancy complications and the prospect of preterm birth can transform what is often anticipated 
as a joyful transition into a period marked by uncertainty, fear and loss of control. For many families, the 
psychological impact begins weeks or months before delivery, continues through neonatal intensive care, 
and extends well into early parenthood and subsequent pregnancies.

This talk will explore mental health across the continuum of high-risk pregnancy and preterm birth, considering 
evidence from obstetrics, neonatology, perinatal psychology and developmental science. It will examine the 
psychological consequences of antenatal complications, threatened preterm birth and neonatal intensive 
care for mothers, partners and the wider family, alongside the implications for parent–infant relationships, 
infant development and longer-term outcomes. While acknowledging the substantial burden of anxiety, 
depression and trauma, the presentation will also highlight resilience, adaptation and the factors that can 
enable families to recover and thrive.

One systemic change that could further resilience is to move from reactive to preventative models of care. The 
talk will consider how psychological support can be embedded from the point at which pregnancy becomes 
medically complex, through birth and neonatal care, and into the postnatal period. By reframing preterm birth 
as a continuous journey rather than a single event, there could be opportunities to integrate mental health 
into routine maternity services, improve multidisciplinary collaboration, and ultimately enhance outcomes for 
parents, infants and families.

Biography

Fiona Challacombe is Associate Professor of Clinical Psychology at the University of Oxford, Honorary 
Consultant Clinical Psychologist with Oxford Health NHS Foundation Trust, and a Fellow of King’s College, 
Oxford. She leads the Oxford Perinatal Psychology Lab, where her research focuses on improving mental 
health for parents experiencing pregnancy, birth and early parenthood.

An internationally recognised expert in perinatal mental health, Dr Challacombe has made major contributions 
to understanding and treating perinatal anxiety disorders, particularly obsessive–compulsive disorder (OCD). 
She led the first clinical trial of cognitive behavioural therapy for postnatal OCD and continues to develop 
innovative psychological interventions for anxiety during pregnancy and the postnatal period.

Her current research examines parental mental health in high-risk pregnancies, severe pregnancy 
complications and preterm birth, with the aim of improving outcomes for parents, infants and families. She 
has published extensively, authored books for clinicians and the public, including Break Free from Maternal 
Anxiety, and contributed to national research and service development in perinatal mental health. Her work 
bridges research, clinical practice and policy to support evidence-based psychological care across maternity, 
neonatal and mental health services. 

KEYNOTE SPEAKER
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Professor Jan Deprest, MD, PhD, FRCOG

Institute of Child Health, University College London, UK

Department of Obstetrics & Gynaecology, UZ KU Leuven, 
Leuven, Belgium

ORCID: 0000-0002-4920-945X

KEYNOTE TITLE

Impact and Predictors of Prematurity in Fetal Surgery Patients 

Keynote Abstract

Fetal surgery has transformed the management of selected congenital anomalies, offering improved 
survival and long-term outcomes for conditions that were previously untreatable before birth. Despite these 
advances, preterm birth remains one of the most important complications following fetal intervention 
and a major determinant of neonatal morbidity and mortality. 

This keynote talk will review the incidence, mechanisms and predictors of prematurity following fetal 
surgery. It will explore how surgical approach, fetal membrane integrity, maternal and fetal characteristics, 
and perioperative management influence pregnancy outcomes after minimally invasive and open fetal 
procedures. Advances in fetal therapy, including innovations in surgical techniques, patient selection and 
perioperative care, will be discussed alongside strategies to reduce procedure-related preterm birth. 

Professor Deprest will also highlight emerging translational research to improve fetal membrane healing, 
reduce iatrogenic preterm birth and enhance maternal and neonatal outcomes. Drawing on experience 
from leading international fetal therapy centres, Professor Deprest will discuss future directions in precision 
fetal surgery, multidisciplinary collaboration and innovation that are shaping the next generation of prenatal 
interventions. Conference delegates will gain an overview of current challenges and future opportunities for 
translating research discoveries into improved clinical care.

Biography

Jan Deprest MD, PhD, FRCOG is Professor of Obstetrics and Gynaecology at the Institute of Child Health, 
University College London (UCL), UK, and the Department of Obstetrics & Gynaecology, UZ KU Leuven, 
Belgium. He is an internationally recognised clinician-scientist whose research spans fetal therapy, maternal-
fetal medicine and urogynaecology. His research focuses on the development and implementation of 
minimally invasive fetal and endoscopic surgical techniques, host responses to reconstructive implants, 
advanced imaging technologies, and prenatal treatment of severe congenital anomalies. 

Professor Deprest has played a pioneering role in advancing fetal surgery and translating innovative 
therapies into clinical practice to improve outcomes for mothers and babies. Professor Deprest has 
supervised more than 35 PhD students and has received numerous international honours recognising his 
outstanding contributions to fetal medicine and prenatal therapy. These include Fellow of the Royal College 
of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists (2012), the Ian Donald Gold Medal from ISUOG (2018), election as an 
International Member of the US National Academy of Medicine (2022), the Eric Saling Award from the World 
Association of Perinatal Medicine (2023), the ISPD Pioneer in Prenatal Diagnosis and Therapy Award (2024), 
and an Honorary Doctorate (Doctor Honoris Causa) from Charles University, Prague (2026). 

At the UK Preterm Birth Conference 2027, Professor Deprest will discuss the impact and predictors of 
prematurity following fetal surgery, highlighting advances in prenatal intervention, translational research 
and multidisciplinary strategies to improve pregnancy outcomes.

KEYNOTE SPEAKER
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Professor Jon Dorling 
(MBChB, DCH, MRCPCH, MD)
Professor of Child Health and Neonatology, University of Leeds, UK. 

Honorary Consultant Neonatologist, 
Leeds Teaching Hospitals NHS Trust, UK

ORCID: 0000-0002-1691-3221

KEYNOTE TITLE

Transforming Outcomes for Preterm Infants: Evidence, Innovation 
and Neonatal Clinical Trials
Keynote Abstract

Advances in neonatal medicine have transformed survival for babies born prematurely, yet improving long-
term health and neurodevelopmental outcomes remains a global priority. High-quality clinical trials are 
essential to ensure neonatal care is guided by robust evidence and that new interventions translate into 
meaningful improvements for babies and their families.

In this keynote lecture, Professor Jon Dorling will explore how collaborative neonatal research is transforming 
the care of preterm and critically ill newborn infants. Drawing on his work leading multicentre clinical trials, 
he will discuss advances in neonatal nutrition, placental transfusion, intact umbilical cord resuscitation, pain 
management, neonatal encephalopathy and family-integrated care. These studies are generating evidence 
to optimise clinical practice and improve both short- and long-term outcomes for vulnerable infants. 

Professor Dorling will also introduce the vision of Child Health Outcomes Research at Leeds (CHORAL), one 
of the UK’s largest children’s research programmes, demonstrating how partnerships between clinicians, 
researchers, families and healthcare organisations are accelerating innovation and reducing health 
inequalities. The lecture will highlight the importance of mentoring future clinical researchers and creating 
sustainable research networks capable of delivering practice-changing neonatal research. 

Biography

Professor Jon Dorling is Professor of Child Health and Neonatology at the University of Leeds, Clinical Chair of 
CHORAL and Honorary Consultant Neonatologist at Leeds Teaching Hospitals NHS Trust. He leads neonatal 
clinical research aimed at improving outcomes for preterm and critically ill newborn babies through 
multicentre clinical trials, observational studies and translational research. 

An internationally recognised neonatologist, Professor Dorling’s research focuses on neonatal nutrition, 
placental transfusion, neonatal resuscitation, pain management, perinatal epidemiology and family-
integrated care. He has secured more than £20 million in collaborative research funding and has led 
numerous practice-changing clinical trials that have influenced neonatal care nationally and internationally. 

As Clinical Chair of CHORAL, Professor Dorling is helping build one of the UK’s leading children’s health 
research programmes, supporting multidisciplinary collaboration, reducing health inequalities and 
mentoring the next generation of child health researchers. Alongside his research, he continues to care for 
newborn babies as a Consultant Neonatologist at the Leeds Centre for Newborn Care, one of the UK’s largest 
neonatal services. 

At the UK Preterm Birth Conference 2027, Professor Dorling will discuss how collaborative neonatal clinical 
research is improving outcomes for preterm infants and translating scientific discovery into better care for 
babies and families worldwide.

KEYNOTE SPEAKER
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Amy Gill (BSc, RM)
Preterm Birth Midwife
University Hospitals Coventry & Warwickshire

Making a Difference Award WInner

KEYNOTE TITLE

A Midwife’s Perspective on the Challenges of Running 
a Preterm Birth Prevention Service

Keynote Abstract

Reducing preterm birth depends on early risk identification, timely referral to specialist services, 
and continuity of care throughout pregnancy. Saving Babies’ Lives Care Bundle Version 3 
identifies continuity of care and risk assessment as key strategies to improve outcomes for 
mothers and babies.

As the dedicated Preterm Prevention Midwife across the Coventry and Warwickshire Local 
Maternity and Neonatal System (LMNS), my role supports equitable access to specialist care and 
seamless pathways between hospitals with level 1 and 3 services.

This keynote will explore the successes and challenges of delivering an effective preterm 
prevention service from a midwife’s perspective across an LMNS, including inappropriate referrals 
and failure to identify and refer women at increased risk. It will present findings from an audit of 
referrals following full dilatation caesarean section (FDCS), highlighting barriers to appropriate 
referral and the impact of targeted education to improve practice.

The presentation will demonstrate how early risk recognition, clear referral pathways, and 
dedicated preterm prevention services can improve outcomes for women and babies. It will also 
highlight the importance of postnatal counselling following FDCS and the role of multidisciplinary 
collaboration in reducing preterm birth.

Biography

Amy Gill is Preterm Prevention Midwife at University Hospitals Coventry & Warwickshire NHS 
Trust with over 15 years experience in maternity care. Since specialising in preterm birth 
prevention in 2021, she established prevention services across the LMNS, improving equitable 
access to cervical surveillance, continuity of care and personalised management for women at 
risk of preterm birth.

Passionate about education, Amy developed a transvaginal cervical scanning training 
programme for midwives, expanding specialist skills and improving access to preterm 
prevention services. She is committed to embedding evidence-based practice across maternity 
care and ensuring timely identification and referral of women at increased risk.

Amy was awarded the Outstanding Service and Care Award (OSCA) in 2025. Through her 
clinical leadership, educational work and commitment to patient-centred care, she continues 
to champion innovative approaches that improve outcomes for women, babies and families 
affected by preterm birth.

KEYNOTE SPEAKER
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Professor Steve Harris 
Chief Research Information Officer, NIHR Biomedical Research 
Centre, SAFEHR, University College Hospital, London. UK. 

Consultant in Critical Care, UCLH

Principal Research Fellow in Translational Data Science, 
Institute of Health Informatics, UCL.

ORCID: 0000-0002-4982-1374

KEYNOTE TITLE

The AI Chasm: People, process NOT technology

Keynote Abstract

AI has transformed medical imaging and device-driven diagnostics. At the bedside, its impact 
remains elusive. Despite hundreds of AI publications from a single academic centre, clinical 
deployments can be counted on one hand. This is the AI chasm: a structural gap between 
algorithmic promise and clinical reality.

The problem is not data or technology. Secure data environments generate models at scale; modern 
EHR platforms offer deployment pipelines. What is missing is the infrastructure, professional 
capacity, and evaluation framework to make AI safe and effective in complex clinical workflows.

This talk draws on a decade of translational work at UCLH and UCL, including real-world 
development platforms, MLOps infrastructure, and the SAFEHR data programme (https://www.
safehr-data.org). It distinguishes two modes of healthcare AI: ex machina (device-bound, context-
constrained, well-suited to existing regulatory pathways) and in clinico (EHR-derived, workflow-
dependent, and considerably harder to evaluate). Most clinical AI that matters falls into the second 
category, yet most evaluation frameworks were designed for the first.

For AI in clinico to reach the bedside, three things are needed: a staged, proportionate evaluation 
pathway aligned to NHS governance and reporting standards; a new professional community 
capable of ongoing stewardship; and embedded, continuous randomised evaluation that 
generates evidence as a byproduct of deployment.

The lesson from translational medicine is that methodology alone is insufficient. Building 
trustworthy clinical AI requires the same investment in infrastructure and profession-building 
that gave us the intensive care unit and the clinical pharmacist.

Biography

Steve Harris is a Principal Research Fellow in Translational Data Science at UCL, an NHS Consultant 
in Critical Care, and the Chief Research Information Officer at UCLH Biomedical Research 
Centre. He has held fellowships from Wellcome, and the Health Foundation, and won more than 
£10m in grant funding. He is Co-Director of the Central London NIHR Patient Safety Research 
Collaborative, and co-investigator for CHIMERA, the Wellcome Innovation Flagship Critical Care 
Asia, and co-leads the NIHR Health Informatics Collaborative for Critical Care. At UCLH, he led the 
implementation of the Experimental Medicine Application Platform (EMAP) and FlowEHR that 
aim to bridge the ‘AI chasm’, and deliver algorithms and inference to the bedside.

KEYNOTE SPEAKER
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Professor Katie Harron (MSc, PhD)
Professor of Statistics and Health Data Science

Child Health Informatics, Great Ormond Street Institute for 
Child Health, University College London, UK.

ORCID: 0000-0002-3418-2856

KEYNOTE TITLE

Using population level linked data to understand 
determinants and lifecourse outcomes of preterm birth

Keynote Abstract

Recent advances in linking longitudinal, population-level data on health, education and social 
care services in the UK mean that we now have unprecedented statistical power to evaluate 
outcomes for children born across the spectrum of gestational age. These data enable us to 
build a detailed picture of how children interact with different services as they grow up. 

Intergenerational linkage allows us to understand the role that maternal and family factors play. 
However, methodological challenges remain, and administrative data do not always hold all the 
information we need. This talk will discuss some of the opportunities and challenges for using 
linked administrative data to support research in preterm birth, drawing on examples of research 
using ECHILD, a data resource linking cross-sector information for 21 million children in England.

Biography

Katie is Professor of Statistics and Health Data Science at the UCL Great Ormond Street Institute 
of Child Health. Her research focuses on using data that are routinely collected from public 
services to generate evidence on the factors influencing child health and wellbeing. Katie leads 
the ECHILD Research Database, which links administrative data from health, education and 
children’s social care services from birth to young adulthood for 21 million people in England. She 
has extensive expertise in data linkage and using administrative data to evaluate interventions 
and early life influences on child health.
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Professor Jane Hirst

The George Institute for Global Health, Imperial College London

ORCID: 0000-0002-0176-2651

KEYNOTE TITLE

Preterm birth in a warming world: putative pathways 
and strategies for prevention

Keynote Abstract

The association between climate change and adverse pregnancy outcomes has been 
documented across the world. What is less understood are the mechanistic pathways by which 
exposure to high ambient heat and humidity lead to adverse outcomes in some women. The 
Heat in Pregnancy India consortium are trying to understand these pathways, considering the 
molecular, physiological, nutritional and social change during extreme heat events. 

This presentation will discuss emerging findings from HiP-India in relation to preterm birth, 
specifically findings from the Garbh-Ini cohort (14,000 mother-baby pairs from Delhi) linking 
heat and air pollution exposure with spontaneous preterm delivery, the effects of heat exposure 
on placental biology, and whether trends in fetal heart rate are discernible in relation to extreme 
heat events in India.

Biography

Professor Jane Hirst is a consultant obstetrician in Oxford, Chair of Global Women’s Health at 
Imperial College London, and Director of Women’s Health at the George Institute for Global 
Health. She works to prevent the lifelong effects of pregnancy complications such as gestational 
diabetes and hypertension in women, to understand the impact of climate change on women 
and girls, and to harness digital technologies and AI to improve women’s access to health care.  
She is a UKRI Future Leaders Fellow and has established the SMARThealth Pregnancy program 
in India. This program was developed to improve the detection, referral and postnatal follow-up 
of women with high-risk pregnancy conditions in rural India. 

The SMARThealth approach is now being adapted and evaluated for use in four Caribbean 
countries (supported by the NIHR RIGHT 7), two African countries (supported by UK FCDO) 
and Brazil (University of São Paulo). As part of this program, she leads the SMARThealth GPT 
program, evaluating the use of large language models to support community health workers 
and obstetricians. Professor Hirst co-leads the Heat in Pregnancy-India consortium, which aims 
to understand the biological effects of extreme heat on pregnant women and is lead author of 
the RCOG Scientific Impact Statement on Climate Change and Pregnancy .
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Professor Eric Jauniaux MD, PhD, FRCOG, Dr h.c.

EGA Institute for Women’s Health, University College London, UK.

Royal College of Obstetricians & Gynaecology Climate 
Sustainability Group

ORCID: 0000-0003-0925-7737

KEYNOTE TITLE

How Air Pollution Affects Pregnancy

Keynote Abstract

Maternal exposure to air pollution is increasingly recognised as a major global public health 
challenge, with growing evidence linking environmental pollutants to adverse pregnancy 
outcomes, including fetal growth restriction, preterm birth and stillbirth. Women with pre-existing 
respiratory conditions, particularly asthma, are especially vulnerable, while emerging evidence 
suggests that environmental exposures may also influence fetal development. 

Black carbon (BC), a major component of fine particulate matter (PM2.5), can enter the maternal 
circulation and cross the placental barrier from early pregnancy. BC particles have been detected in 
the placenta, fetal tissues, including the fetal brain, and in breast milk, raising important questions 
about their long-term effects on health. The placenta is a primary target of environmental exposure. 
Air pollution induces molecular and cellular changes, including alterations in DNA, gene expression 
and the placental proteome, providing important insights into the biological mechanisms linking 
environmental exposure with adverse pregnancy outcomes. 

This keynote lecture will review the latest evidence on the impact of air pollution during pregnancy, 
advances in exposure assessment using personal monitoring, low-cost sensors and geographic 
information systems (GIS), and emerging opportunities for risk prediction, prevention and clinical 
translation. The lecture will also consider how environmental science can inform public health 
policy to improve outcomes for mothers, babies and families.

Biography

Professor Eric Jauniaux is Professor of Obstetrics and Fetal Medicine at the Elizabeth Garrett 
Anderson Institute for Women’s Health, University College London (UCL). An internationally 
recognised clinician-scientist, he has spent more than 35 years investigating placental development 
and pregnancy complications. 

A world authority on early pregnancy, miscarriage and placenta accreta spectrum disorders, 
Professor Jauniaux has published more than 500 peer-reviewed papers and co-edited 15 books, 
including Embryonic Medicine & Therapy with Nobel Laureate Sir Robert Edwards. He was awarded 
a Personal Chair at UCL in 2002. 

Professor Jauniaux serves on the UK Government’s Advisory Committee on the Medical Effects 
of Air Pollutants (COMEAP) and was Guest Editor of the 2024 BJOG themed issue Women’s and 
Reproductive Health and the Environment. At the UK Preterm Birth Conference 2027, Professor 
Jauniaux will discuss how environmental air pollution affects placental function, fetal development 
and pregnancy outcomes, highlighting opportunities for prevention, clinical translation and public 
health policy to improve maternal and infant health.
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Professor Claire Kendal-Wright (MSc, PhD)
Associate Chair for Research and Innovation, Department of 
Obstetrics, Gynaecology and Women’s Health, John A. Burns School 
of Medicine, University of Hawaii, Hawaii, USA. 

ORCID: 0009-0009-6361-998X 

KEYNOTE TITLE

Biomechanics of Human Parturition: 
Utilizing Advanced Ex Vivo Fetal Membrane Models to 
Target Sterile Inflammatory Pathways in Preterm Birth
Keynote Abstract

Understanding the mechanisms that initiate human labour remains a major challenge because 
animal models do not accurately reproduce the unique biology of the human fetal membranes 
and feto-maternal interface. Human ex vivo tissue models now provide new opportunities to 
investigate the biomechanical and molecular pathways that contribute to preterm birth and 
preterm prelabour rupture of membranes (PPROM).

This keynote will present how advanced human fetal membrane explant and three-dimensional 
cell culture models are being used to study the effects of mechanical stretch on pregnancy tissues. 
Professor Kendal-Wright’s research has demonstrated that chronic mechanical stress activates 
sterile inflammatory pathways rather than infection, triggering oxidative stress, downregulation 
of the antioxidant regulator Nrf2, and release of damage-associated molecular patterns (DAMPs), 
including HMGB1 and cell-free fetal DNA. These signalling pathways promote extracellular matrix 
degradation and progressive weakening of the fetal membranes.

The lecture will also highlight how human-based experimental platforms are identifying spatial 
vulnerabilities, sex-specific differences and novel molecular biomarkers that may improve 
prediction and prevention of preterm birth. By integrating mechanobiology with translational 
research, this work is advancing precision medicine approaches and accelerating the development 
of targeted therapies for pregnancy complications.

Biography

Professor Claire Kendal-Wright is Associate Chair for Research and Innovation in the Department of 
Obstetrics, Gynaecology and Women’s Health at the John A. Burns School of Medicine, University of Hawaii, 
USA. She is an internationally recognised reproductive scientist specialising in maternal-fetal medicine, 
mechanobiology and the molecular mechanisms underlying fetal membrane integrity and preterm birth.

Her research focuses on understanding how mechanical forces regulate inflammation and tissue 
remodelling during pregnancy using advanced human ex vivo fetal membrane and three-dimensional 
cell culture models. Her pioneering work has identified key mechanotransduction pathways linking 
mechanical stretch with sterile inflammation, oxidative stress and membrane weakening, providing 
new therapeutic targets for preventing PPROM and preterm birth.

Professor Kendal-Wright directs the Placenta Biorepository, leads major NIH-funded research 
infrastructure programmes and is the President of the Fetal Membrane Society. Her internationally 
recognised research bridges fundamental biology with clinical translation, advancing precision 
approaches to improve outcomes for mothers and babies. 
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Professor Katie Morris
Department of Applied Health Sciences
Head of Birmingham Clinical Trials Unit
Professor of Obstetrics and Maternal Fetal Medicine
Honorary Consultant Maternal Fetal Medicine, 
Birmingham Women’s and Children’s Hospital

ORCID: 000-0003-1247-429X

KEYNOTE TITLE

A stitch in time? Evidence from CSTICH and CSTICH2

Keynote Abstract

Cervical cerclage — a “purse-string” stitch placed around the cervix — has long been offered to 
women at high risk of second-trimester miscarriage and preterm birth, yet key questions about 
how and when to use it have remained unanswered. 

This talk presents evidence from two UK multicentre trials addressing these gaps. C-STICH 
randomised 2,049 women undergoing planned vaginal cerclage to monofilament or braided 
suture thread, finding no difference in pregnancy loss between groups (8.0% vs 7.6%), challenging 
the assumption that suture material influences outcome through bacterial colonisation of braided 
thread. C-STICH2 takes on a more contentious question: whether emergency cervical cerclage 
benefits women presenting with cervical dilatation and exposed, unruptured membranes, 
compared with expectant management alone — a scenario where clinical equipoise and the 
emotional intensity of decision-making make recruitment particularly challenging. I will outline 
the rationale, design, and headline findings of both trials, reflect on what they mean for routine 
practice and shared decision-making with women, and consider the lessons learned for running 
pragmatic surgical RCTs in obstetrics.

Biography

Professor Morris graduated from the University of Liverpool in 1998 and undertook a PhD related 
to fetal growth restriction at the University of Birmingham awarded in 2011. She is a Professor of 
Maternal and Fetal Health at the University of Birmingham and is Director of the Birmingham 
Clinical Trials Unit. Her research aims to improve the care for women with multiple pregnancies, 
fetal anomalies, growth restriction, reducing infection in maternity and prevention of preterm 
birth, employing prognostic and diagnostic research, modelling, systematic reviews and clinical 
trials. She sits on the RCOG Academic and Scientific Advisory Committees, Wellbeing of Women 
Scientific Advisory Committee, British Maternal and Fetal Medicine Society Executive Committee 
as Past President. She Director for the NIHR Research Support Service National Collaborative and 
NIHR Research Delivery Network National Specialty and Settings Lead for Reproductive Health 
and Childbirth.

Her clinical practice is at Birmingham Women’s and Children’s Hospital NHS Foundation Trust 
where she cares for women with complex pregnancies including maternal cardiac disease, fetal 
growth restriction and multiple pregnancies including providing fetal therapy.
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Professor Christopher Pain (FREng)
Head, Applied Computation and Modelling Group (AMCG)

Co-Director, Centre for AI-Physics Modelling, Imperial College London, UK.

ORCID: 0000-0003-4194-2590

KEYNOTE TITLE

Neural Physics and Generative AI for Environmental and 
Personal Health Digital Twins

Keynote Abstract

Artificial intelligence and digital twins are transforming how we understand the relationship 
between environmental exposures and human health. By combining advanced computational 
modelling with real-world clinical and environmental data, researchers can develop personalised 
digital models that predict health risks, optimise interventions and support precision healthcare.

This keynote lecture will introduce Neural Physics, a new generation of physics-informed artificial 
intelligence that integrates mathematical models with machine learning to create accurate, efficient and 
interpretable digital twins. Professor Pain will demonstrate how this technology combines environmental 
monitoring, wearable sensors, building data and healthcare information to model individual exposure 
to air pollution and its effects on health. Drawing on examples from major multidisciplinary research 
programmes, Professor Pain will highlight how engineering, physics, computer science, environmental 
science and medicine are converging to create next-generation AI platforms for healthcare. This keynote 
lecture will provide delegates with insights into how digital twins and trustworthy artificial intelligence 
can support future research, clinical decision-making and public health policy to improve outcomes 
across the life course. 

Biography

Professor Christopher Pain is Head of the Applied Computation and Modelling Group (AMCG) 
at Imperial College London, one of the world’s largest computational modelling research 
groups. He also leads the Data Assimilation Laboratory within Imperial’s Data Science Institute 
and is Co-Director of the Centre for AI-Physics Modelling within Imperial-X. His research spans 
computational physics, artificial intelligence, digital twins, computational fluid dynamics, data 
assimilation, environmental modelling and healthcare applications.

Professor Pain has published more than 300 peer-reviewed papers, supervised over 70 PhD 
students and mentored around 100 postdoctoral researchers and fellows. He leads the modelling 
components of several major multidisciplinary research programmes investigating air 
pollution, environmental exposures and human health, including MAGIC, INHALE, AI-RESPIRE 
and AI4Urban-Health. His work is helping shape the future of digital healthcare, environmental 
modelling and precision medicine.

At the UK Preterm Birth Conference 2027, Professor Pain will discuss how neural physics, 
generative AI and environmental digital twins are enabling new approaches to understanding 
environmental influences on pregnancy and maternal health, supporting precision prevention, 
clinical translation and healthier cities.
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Dr Lauren Richardson (BSc, PhD)
Associate Professor and Director of the Tissue Engineering 
and Microphysiology Lab, Obstetrics & Gynaecology, 
University of Texas Medical Branch 
Co-founder Chief Scientific Officer, KaRMa Exotechnologies
Co-founder, Co-Chief Scientific Officer Gravitas WH

ORCID: 0000-0001-8392-2833

KEYNOTE TITLE

Emerging Novel Approach Methods for Modeling Physiology, 
Pathology, and Preclinical Drug Evaluation

Keynote Abstract

Emerging Novel Approach Methods (NAM), including organ-on-a-chip (OOC) platforms, organoids, and 
3D printed tissues, are advancing our understanding of disease mechanisms while enabling more precise 
target identification and therapeutic development. In the context of women’s health and pregnancy, these 
advanced in vitro models address critical limitations of conventional 2D cultures and animal models by more 
accurately recapitulating the structural, functional, and cellular complexity of human reproductive tissues. 
Our team focuses on developing pregnancy-specific organoids, 3D-printed platforms, and OOC systems 
that model key interfaces and organs, including the amnion membrane, chorio-decidua immune interface, 
fetal–maternal interface, placenta (including trimester-specific variants), and the cervix–vagina axis. These 
platforms incorporate primary human maternal and fetal cells and extracellular matrix components, such 
as tissue-derived collagen, to create physiologically relevant environments for studying cellular behavior. 

By integrating immune cells into these systems, we enable the investigation of immunotolerance and 
inflammatory responses at critical maternal–fetal interfaces, providing insights into pathologies such as 
histologic chorioamnionitis and preterm birth. These models allow detailed examination of cell–cell and 
cell–matrix interactions, as well as the identification of migratory and activation phenotypes of immune 
populations. Furthermore, these platforms support translational applications, including environmental 
toxicology screening and therapeutic evaluation. Drug candidates, including anti-inflammatory agents, 
statins, and exosome-based therapies, can be assessed for pharmacokinetic, mechanism of action, 
cytotoxicity, and efficacy in a human-relevant context. Collectively, these emerging NAMs offer a powerful 
and scalable framework to advance disease modeling and accelerate the development of targeted therapies 
in reproductive health.

Biography

Dr. Lauren Richardson is an Associate Professor at the University of Texas Medical Branch and Chief Scientific 
Officer of Gravitas Women’s Health and KaRMa Exotechnologies. Her research focuses on developing 
advanced microphysiological systems to model human reproduction and pregnancy. She engineers 
physiologically relevant fetal–maternal interface platforms using primary human cells and tissue-derived 
matrices, overcoming key limitations of traditional in vitro and animal models. Through these systems, she 
investigates cell–cell and cell–matrix interactions, mechanisms of immune tolerance, and pathways leading 
to adverse pregnancy outcomes. Dr. Richardson is a part of a highly collaborative, interdisciplinary team that 
integrates reproductive biology, bioengineering, immunology, and pharmacology. Their work supports studies 
of preterm birth, evaluation of environmental toxicants, and discovery and screening of therapeutics. Across 
academia and industry, she drives translation of organ-on-chip technologies to improve women’s health 
outcomes and advances regulatory science by promoting adoption of human-relevant models for safer, more 
effective interventions worldwide.
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Professor Andrew Shennan 
(OBE, FMedSci, FRCOG)
Tommy’s Chair in Maternal and Fetal Health, Professor of Obstetrics 

Head of Department, Women and Children’s Health, 
King’s College London

ORCID: 0000-0001-5273-3132

KEYNOTE TITLE

A possible addition to QUiPP –  Cervical stiffness as a novel biomarker 
for improving triage of women with suspected preterm labour
Keynote Abstract

Preterm birth remains a leading cause of neonatal morbidity and mortality worldwide. Accurately 
identifying women at highest risk of delivery following threatened preterm labour (tPTL) remains 
a major clinical challenge, particularly following the withdrawal of fetal fibronectin (fFN) testing.

This keynote will explore the potential of cervical stiffness as a novel biomarker for improving 
risk assessment. Unlike cervical length, which measures anatomical change, cervical stiffness 
reflects the biomechanical remodelling of the cervix during pregnancy. The Pregnolia System, a 
CE-marked device used during routine speculum examination, enables objective assessment of 
cervical stiffness.

Emerging clinical evidence suggests that cervical stiffness may complement cervical length by 
identifying early cervical ripening before measurable shortening occurs. Ongoing research is 
evaluating how cervical stiffness can be incorporated into existing clinical pathways and prediction 
tools, including the QUiPP app, to improve triage and support more personalised management of 
women with suspected preterm labour.

This presentation will discuss the potential of objective cervical biomechanical assessment to 
improve clinical decision-making, optimise resource utilisation and enhance outcomes for mothers 
and babies.

Biography

Professor Andrew Shennan OBE FMedSci is Tommy’s Chair in Maternal and Fetal Health, Professor 
of Obstetrics and Head of the Department of Women and Children’s Health at King’s College 
London. Based at St Thomas’ Hospital, he is also Medical Director of the South London Research 
Delivery Network and serves on the NIHR Global Health Research Board.

An internationally recognised clinician-scientist, Professor Shennan leads research into the 
prediction and prevention of preterm birth and pre-eclampsia, with a particular focus on improving 
maternal and perinatal outcomes in low- and middle-income countries. He has advised the World 
Health Organization, FIGO, NHS England and the House of Lords, and currently chairs the WHO 
StepMag Trial Steering Committee.

Professor Shennan has published more than 700 peer-reviewed papers (H-index >70), leads 
award-winning NIHR Global Health Research Groups across Africa, India and South America, 
and continues to care for women through specialist high-risk obstetric and preterm birth 
clinics. He was awarded an OBE for services to maternity care and is a Fellow of the Academy 
of Medical Sciences.
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Dr Lynne Sykes (MBBS, PhD, FRCOG). 
Clinical Associate Professor in Obstetrics, 
Imperial College London, UK.  

Consultant Obstetrician, Imperial College Healthcare NHS Trust

ORCID: 0000-0002-7806-5707

KEYNOTE TITLE

Microbe-Immune Modulation for Preterm Birth Prevention
Keynote Abstract

Preterm birth remains one of the greatest challenges facing maternity services worldwide. 
Despite many targets being set globally to reduce the rate of preterm birth, no new or effective 
interventions have been introduced for over half a century. As a result, preterm birth still accounts 
for the majority of childhood morbidity and mortality cases. 

Although a proportion of preterm births are medically indicated, the majority follow spontaneous 
onset of contractions, and/or premature dilation of the cervix or preterm rupture of membranes. 
The most common causal association in these cases include inflammation, which is predominantly 
microbial driven. Despite this, there are no effective treatments that modulate the immune response 
or vaginal microbial composition and lead to preterm birth prevention. This talk will summarise 
the evidence for the role of the microbiome and inflammation in spontaneous preterm birth. A 
summary of existing and new evidence to support the rationale for immune-microbe targeted 
predictive tools and therapeutics, including information on the FLIP-1 and FLIP-2 studies of the 
livebiotherapeutic LACTIN-V.

Biography

Dr Lynne Sykes MBBS PhD FRCOG is a Clinical Associate Professor in Obstetrics at the Institute of 
Reproductive and Developmental Biology, Imperial College London, and Consultant Obstetrician 
at Imperial College Healthcare NHS Trust. She leads the Preterm Birth Prevention Service at Queen 
Charlotte’s and Chelsea Hospital and is Lead for Academic Trainees in Obstetrics and Gynaecology 
across Imperial College Healthcare NHS Trust.

Dr Sykes is an internationally recognised clinician-scientist whose research focuses on understanding 
how inflammation, host immune responses and the vaginal microbiome contribute to spontaneous 
preterm birth. Her multidisciplinary programme combines translational science, clinical trials and 
biomarker discovery to develop innovative strategies for the prediction and prevention of preterm birth.
She has secured substantial competitive funding as Chief Investigator and co-investigator from 
organisations including the National Institute for Health and Care Research, Medical Research Council, 
Wellbeing of Women, and industry partners. She leads pioneering clinical studies evaluating immune-
modulating therapies and live biotherapeutics, including the FLIP-1 and FLIP-2 clinical trials investigating 
Lactin-V as a novel microbiome-based intervention for preventing spontaneous preterm birth.

Through close collaboration with microbiologists, immunologists, engineers and data scientists, 
Dr Sykes is advancing precision medicine approaches that integrate microbial, immunological and 
clinical data to identify women at greatest risk of preterm birth and develop targeted preventative 
therapies. Her work has helped establish Imperial College London as a leading international centre for 
translational preterm birth research.
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Professor Steve Thornton 
(DM, FRCOG, F Acad Med Sci, FRCP)
Queen Mary University of London
University Hospitals Coventry & Warwickshire

ORCID: 0000-0001-7613-0408

KEYNOTE TITLE

Tommy’s National Centre for Preterm Birth Research: 
Discovery to Clinical Care

Keynote Abstract

Addressing the challenge of preterm birth requires coordinated multidisciplinary research that brings 
together clinicians, scientists, patients and policymakers to translate discovery science into improved care. 
This lecture will provide an overview of the work of Tommy’s National Centre for Preterm Birth, highlighting 
how collaborative research across the UK is advancing the prediction, prevention and management of 
preterm birth. 

Professor Thornton will discuss the Centre’s integrated approach to understanding the biological mechanisms 
underpinning spontaneous preterm birth, developing novel diagnostic tools, evaluating preventative 
interventions and translating research findings into clinical practice. The lecture will showcase recent advances 
in preterm birth research and outline future priorities, including precision medicine, data-driven healthcare, 
patient and public involvement, and further collaboration. He will discuss how partnership between academia, 
healthcare providers, charities, industry and policymakers are helping transform research into meaningful 
improvements in pregnancy care. 

Biography

Steve Thornton is Professor of Obstetrics at Barts and the London, QMUL  and University Hospital Coventry. He 
is an internationally recognised clinician-scientist whose research has focused on the mechanisms, prediction 
and prevention of spontaneous preterm birth. He has led major national and international programmes 
investigating the biology of labour, uterine physiology, prevention and the development of tocolytics to 
reduce preterm birth. His work has improved the understanding of pregnancy complications and developing 
evidence-based approaches to maternal and fetal care. He is the QMUL lead for Tommys National Centre for 
Preterm Birth Research.

Steve has published extensively in major journals, supervised doctoral researchers and has played a leading role 
in shaping national research strategy and clinical practice. He is a Fellow of the Royal College of Obstetricians 
and Gynaecologists and the Academy of Medical Sciences. His leadership in multidisciplinary research and 
clinical innovation was recognised by the award of FRCP (hon).

He has held numerous leadership roles, including Inaugural Dean of the University of Exeter Medical School 
and Vice Principal (Health) at QMUL. He has been a non-executive Director for more than 15 years at NHS trusts, 
including Barts, Plymouth and Coventry. He was a non-exec Birmingham and Solihull Integrated care board 
(ICB). He led University College London Partners as Director. He is a trustee of the Royal College of Obstetricians 
and Gynaecologists, Chair of the equality and diversity board and member of the patient safety committee. 

At the UK Preterm Birth Conference 2027, Steve will present the Tommy’s vision for multidisciplinary preterm 
birth research, highlighting how collaborative science is transforming the prediction, prevention and clinical 
management of preterm birth.
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PREBIC’s mission is to accelerate scientific discovery and translate research findings into clinical practice through 
multidisciplinary partnerships that span the continuum from bench to bedside. Strong governance structures, including 
the Executive Council, Board of Directors, and Branch Directors, ensure that all organisational activities and research are 

conducted with the highest standards of scientific and ethical integrity.

As a truly global organisation, PREBIC operates through five regional branches: Africa, Australasia, Europe, North America, 
and South and Central America. Through its annual international congress and regional branch meetings, PREBIC fosters 

scientific exchange, builds collaborative research networks, and promotes translational research aimed at improving 
maternal and neonatal outcomes worldwide.

PREBIC members have made substantial contributions to global initiatives, including the World Health Organization’s 
Born Too Soon report, and have influenced international policy through the development of influential white papers and 
evidence-based recommendations. The collaborative also provides an inclusive environment that supports and mentors 

early-career researchers, creating opportunities to participate in international, multidisciplinary research teams and helping 
to build the next generation of leaders in preterm birth research.
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Founded in 2003, the Preterm Birth International 
Collaborative (PREBIC) is a global, not-for-profit 
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birth through international collaboration. PREBIC 
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commitment to open communication, trust, 
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PREBIC EXECUTIVE COUNCIL

PREBIC BRANCH DIRECTORS

PREBIC BOARD OF DIRECTORS

https://www.prebicglobal.org/index.php

https://www.prebicglobal.org/index.php


https://pretermconference.com

UK PRETERM BIRTH 
CONFERENCE


