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Reducing Disparities in Maternal Mortality

“Black mothers in the United States are 
dying at a rate three to four times higher 
than their white counterparts. While 13 
white women die for every 100,000 live 
births, for black women, the statistic is 
42.8 for every 100,000 live births.”  

)LUVW� &DQGOH
V� H௺RUWV� WR� VXSSRUW� IDPLOLHV� GXULQJ� WKHLU�
PRVW�GLFXOW� WLPHV�DQG�SURYLGH�QHZ�DQVZHUV� WR�KHOS�
other families avoid the tragedy of the loss of their baby 
are without parallel. 

$OLVRQ�-DFREVRQ

7KH�VWDWLVWLF�LV�VWDJJHULQJ��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�&HQWHUV�IRU�'LVHDVH�
&RQWURO�DQG�3UHYHQWLRQ���%ODFN�PRWKHUV�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�DUH�
dying at a rate three to four times higher than their white counter-
SDUWV��:KLOH����ZKLWH�ZRPHQ�GLH�IRU�HYHU\���������OLYH�ELUWKV��IRU�
EODFN�ZRPHQ�� WKH�VWDWLVWLF� LV������ IRU�HYHU\��������� OLYH�ELUWKV���
Even more disturbing, the rate of maternal mortality is actually 
rising in the U.S. 

)RU�%ODFN�EDELHV��WKH�VWDWLVWLFV�DUH�HTXDOO\�DV�VDG��WZLFH�DV�PDQ\�
%ODFN�EDELHV�GLH�EHIRUH�WKHLU�¿UVW�ELUWKGD\�WKDQ�ZKLWH�EDELHV��7KH�
UDFLDO�GLVSDULW\�LQ�LQIDQW�PRUWDOLW\�LV�ZLGHU�WKDQ�LQ�������7KLQN�DERXW�
that for a moment.  

,Q�ORRNLQJ�DW�WKH�UHDVRQV�IRU�WKLV��LW�ZRXOG�EH�HDV\�WR�VLPSO\�FRQ-
clude this is an issue of socio-economic status and, to a great 
degree, this is indeed the case. The CDC has concluded that sixty 
percent of all pregnancy-related deaths can be prevented, in part 
through better health care, communication and support, and ac-
cess to stable housing and transportation. 

7R�EH�VXUH��HQVXULQJ�DFFHVV�WR�FRPSUHKHQVLYH��DႇRUGDEOH��KLJK�
TXDOLW\�KHDOWK�FDUH�LV�YLWDO�LQ�WKH�HႇRUW�WR�HOLPLQDWH�UDFLDO�GLVSDUL-
WLHV�LQ�PDWHUQDO�DQG�LQIDQW�PRUWDOLW\��$�SULRULW\�PXVW�EH�SODFHG�RQ�
underserved populations, including women and infants of color, 
low-income communities, and those living in rural and medically 
underserved areas. 

But far greater is the issue of systemic racism and how it impacts 
D�PRWKHU¶V�FDUH�EHIRUH��GXULQJ��DQG�DIWHU�SUHJQDQF\��%ODFN�ZRPHQ�
DUH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�GLH�LQ�FKLOGELUWK�WKDQ�ZKLWH�ZRPHQ�UHJDUGOHVV�RI�
education, income, or any other socio-economic factors. Tennis 
VXSHUVWDU�6HUHQD�:LOOLDPV��ZKR�KDV�DFFHVV� WR� WKH�EHVW�GRFWRUV�
DQG�XQGHQLDEO\�NQRZV�KHU�ERG\�LQFUHGLEO\�ZHOO��ZDV�LJQRUHG�ZKHQ�
VKH�NQHZ�VRPHWKLQJ�ZDV�ZURQJ�DIWHU�JLYLQJ�ELUWK�DQG�QHDUO\�GLHG���

$V�WKH�1HZ�<RUN�7LPHV��UHSRUWHG�LQ��������)RU�EODFN�ZRPHQ�LQ�
$PHULFD�� DQ� LQHVFDSDEOH� DWPRVSKHUH� RI� VRFLHWDO� DQG� V\VWHPLF�
UDFLVP�FDQ� FUHDWH�D� NLQG�RI� WR[LF� SK\VLRORJLFDO� VWUHVV�� UHVXOWLQJ�
in conditions — including hypertension and pre-eclampsia — that 
OHDGV�GLUHFWO\� WR�KLJKHU� UDWHV�RI� LQIDQW�DQG�PDWHUQDO�GHDWK��$QG�
that societal racism is further expressed in a pervasive, long-
standing racial bias in health care — including the dismissal of 
legitimate concerns and symptoms — that can help explain poor 
ELUWK�RXWFRPHV�HYHQ� LQ� WKH�FDVH�RI�EODFN�ZRPHQ�ZLWK� WKH�PRVW�
DGYDQWDJHV���

7KH�VROXWLRQ�WR�WKH�KLJK�UDWHV�RI�EODFN�PDWHUQDO�DQG�LQIDQW�PRUWDO-
ity lies in providing care that is patient-centered, unbiased, and 
high quality. 

%LDV�FDQ�WDNH�PDQ\�IRUPV�DQG�FDQ�EH�UHODWHG� WR�HGXFDWLRQ� OHY-
el, income, sexual orientation, disability, and immigration status, 
ZKLFK�FDQ�DOVR�QHJDWLYHO\�DႇHFW�SDWLHQWV¶� H[SHULHQFHV� LQ�KHDOWK�
care settings as well as their health outcomes.  Implicit bias train-
LQJ�FDQQRW�PHUHO\�EH�D�ER[�WR�FKHFN�Rႇ�IRU�KHDOWK�FDUH�SURYLGHUV���
$W�)LUVW�&DQGOH��RXU�6WUDLJKW�7DON�IRU�,QIDQW�6DIH�6OHHS�7UDLQLQJ�H[-
SORUHV�XQFRQVFLRXV�ELDV�DQG�ZRUNV�ZLWK�FDUH�SURYLGHUV�WR�LPSURYH�
communication with patients to understand better their obstacles 
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and objections to adopting safe sleep guidelines and breastfeed-
LQJ��ZKLFK�FDQ�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�UHGXFH�WKH�UDWHV�RI�LQIDQW�PRUWDOLW\�

Patient-centered, high-quality care can be enhanced by including 
D�GRXOD�LQ�D�ZRPDQ¶V�ELUWKLQJ�WHDP��'RXODV�DUH�PRUH�H[WHQVLYH�WR�
HPSRZHULQJ�ZRPHQ�WR�WDNH�FRQWURO�RI�WKHLU�ELUWKLQJ�FKRLFHV��ZKLOH�
also providing a continuum of care from pregnancy through the 
¿UVW�\HDU�RI�D�EDE\¶V�OLIH���

$FFRUGLQJ� WR� D� UHSRUW� IURP� WKH�$PHULFDQ�&RQJUHVV� RI�2EVWHWUL-
FLDQV�DQG�*\QHFRORJLVWV���GRXOD�DVVLVWHG�PRWKHUV�ZHUH�OHVV�OLNHO\�
to deliver babies with low birth weights or with birth complications 
than were mothers who opted not to receive such support, and 
WKH\�ZHUH�PRUH� OLNHO\�WR�EUHDVW�IHHG�WKHLU� LQIDQWV��$QRWKHU�VWXG\�
found that mothers attended by female caregivers during labor 
ZHUH� OHVV� OLNHO\� WKDQ� RWKHUV� WR� KDYH� &DHVDUHDQ� ELUWKV�� UHTXLUH�
SDLQNLOOHUV��RU�GHOLYHU�EDELHV�LQ�SRRU�KHDOWK���

%ODFN�ZRPHQ�KDYH�D�ORQJ�KLVWRU\�RI�VXSSRUWLQJ�HDFK�RWKHU�WKURXJK�
FKLOGELUWK��³*UDQQ\�PLGZLYHV�´�DV�WKH\�ZHUH�NQRZQ��GHOLYHUHG�ED-
bies of all races throughout the rural South in the 1800s, but at the 
EHJLQQLQJ�RI�WKH�����V��GRFWRUV�VRXJKW�WR�GLPLQLVK�WKHLU�UROH�DQG�
discount this form of care.

,W�LV�LQGHHG�LURQLF�WKDW�LQ�WKH�ODWH���V��GRXODV�EHFDPH�LQ�GHPDQG�
E\�ZHDOWK\�ZKLWH�ZRPHQ�ZKR�FRXOG�DႇRUG�WKHLU�VHUYLFHV���'RXODV�
are not usually covered under Medicaid and therefore become 
inaccessible to the very women who need their services most.  
But recently, there has been a growing movement for Medicaid 
H[SDQVLRQ�WR�FRYHU�GRXODV���$�IHZ�VWDWHV�KDYH�SLORW�SURJUDPV�LQ�
SODFH�WR�FRYHU�GRXODV�DQG�SULYDWH�JURXSV�DURXQG�WKH�FRXQWU\�RႇHU�
free or discounted services to women of color

$V�DZDUHQHVV� RI� WKH� LPSRUWDQFH�RI� GRXODV� JURZV��)LUVW�&DQGOH�
VXSSRUWV�DOO�HႇRUWV�WR�SURYLGH�DFFHVV�WR�DOO�ZRPHQ�
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“According to a report from the American 
Congress of Obstetricians and Gynecologists,  
doula-assisted mothers were less likely to 
deliver babies with low birth weights or with 
birth complications than were mothers who 
opted not to receive such support, and they 
were more likely to breast-feed their infants.”


