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Leading Causes of Pregnancy-Related 
Deaths by Race 

Capacity to Review and Prevent Maternal Deaths. (2018). Report from nine maternal mortality 
review committees. Retrieved from http://reviewtoaction.org/Report_from_Nine_MMRCs.

Severe Maternal Morbidity and Disparities

• For every maternal death,                                   
100 women experience                                 
severe maternal morbidity

• Life-threatening diagnosis    
during delivery; affects          
50,000 women annually

• Racial and ethnic
disparities exist

Callaghan. Obstet Gynecol 2012;120:1029-36; Howell EA. Am J Obstet Gynecol. 
2016 Aug;215(2):143-52; Howell EA. Obstet Gynecol. 2017 Feb;129(2):285-294. 
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Severe Maternal Morbidity by Educational 
Attainment, New York City
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Source: New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (2016).
Severe Maternal Morbidity in New York City, 2008–2012. New York, NY.

Patient Factors 
- Socio-demographics: age,

education, poverty, 
insurance, employment, 
language, literacy

- Knowledge, beliefs, health
behaviors

- Psychosocial: weathering,
stress, self-efficacy, social
support
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Figure 1: Pathways to Racial and Ethnic 
Disparities in Severe Maternal Morbidity 
& Mortality
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Community/ Neighborhood
- Community, social network
- Neighborhood: crime,

poverty, built environment,
housing
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Provider Factors
- Knowledge, experience,

implicit bias, cultural
competence, communi-
cation

System Factors
- Access to high quality care,

transportation, structural 
racism, policy

Adapted from Howell EA. Clin Obstet 
Gynecol. 2018 Jun;61(2):387-399



Elizabeth A. Howell, M.D., MPP June 27, 2019

4Addressing the Drivers of  Maternal Mortality

Quality of Care and Disparities

• Nearly one-half of maternal deaths/ severe
maternal morbidity events are preventable

• Hospital quality important contributing factor

• Growing body of research suggests
– Black mothers deliver in specific set of hospitals and

these hospitals have worse outcomes for both black
and white women

Capacity to Review and Prevent Maternal Deaths. (2018). Retrieved from 
http://reviewtoaction.org/Report_from_Nine_MMRCs; Howell EA. AJOG. 2016 
Aug;215(2):143-52; Howell EA. AJOG. 2016; Jan;214(1):122.e1-e9. Howell EA. 
Obstet Gynecol. 2017 Feb;129(2):285-294
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Hospitals ranked from lowest to highest 
Observed rates: 0.6% to 11.5%; Risk standardized rates: 0.8% to 5.7%

New York City Hospital Rankings for Severe 
Maternal Morbidity

Black and Latina women 
more likely to deliver in 
high morbidity hospitals

… and less likely to 
deliver in low morbidity 
hospitals 
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Outcomes 
Severe 

Maternal 
Morbidity & 

Mortality

Preconception 
Care

Antenatal 
Care

Delivery & 
Hospital Care

Postpartum 
Care

Levers to Reduce Racial and Ethnic Disparities 

Access to contraception, 
preconception health care

Access to high quality 
antenatal care, 
subspecialists, new 
models of care

Access to postpartum 
care; extended Medicaid 
coverage

Quality improvement, 
standardization, team 
training, bundles, 
disparities dashboard

https://www.vox.com/identities/2018/1/11/16879984/serena-williams-childbirth-scare-
black-women
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Outcomes 
Severe 

Maternal 
Morbidity & 

Mortality

Preconception 
Care

Antenatal 
Care

Delivery & 
Hospital Care

Postpartum 
Care

Levers to Reduce Racial and Ethnic Disparities 

Access to contraception, 
preconception health care

Access to high quality 
antenatal care, 
subspecialists, new 
models of care

Access to postpartum 
care; extended Medicaid 
coverage

Quality improvement, 
standardization, team 
training, bundles, 
disparities dashboard

Key Recommendations
- Collect Self-Identified

Race/Ethnicity/Language
- Disparities Dashboard
- Maternal Mortality and Severe

Maternal Morbidity Reviews
- Community Participation in Quality

and Safety Committees
- Implicit Bias Training
- Promote Culture of Equity

Howell EA. Obstet Gynecol. 2018 May;131(5):770-782
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THANK YOU

Follow us on Twitter: 
@MountSinaiWHRI
@LizHowellMD


