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Objectives
◦ Review WHO/CDC definitions related to maternal 

mortality

◦ Define health disparity and health equity

◦ Illustrate the current problem of disproportionate 
maternal morbidity and mortality

◦ Identify underpinnings of these health disparities 
and potential solutions
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WHO Definitions

•Maternal death -death of a woman while pregnant or 
within 42 days of termination of pregnancy

•irrespective of the duration and site of the pregnancy

•from any cause related to or aggravated by the pregnancy or its 
management

•not from accidental or incidental causes

•Pregnancy-related death-death of a woman while 
pregnant or within 42 days of termination of pregnancy, 
irrespective of the cause of death
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CDC Definitions
•Pregnancy-related death-the death of a woman while 
pregnant or within 1 year of the end of a pregnancy 

–regardless of the outcome, duration or site of the 
pregnancy

–from any cause related to or aggravated by the 
pregnancy or its management, but not from accidental or 
incidental causes

•Maternal mortality ratio (MMR)-the number of pregnancy-
related deaths for every 100,000 live births
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Health Disparity

•Health Disparity - a particular type of health difference that is closely linked with social, 
economic, and/or environmental disadvantage

•Adversely affect groups of people who have systematically experienced greater obstacles to 
health based on

•Racial or ethnic group

•Religion

•Socioeconomic status

•Gender

•Age

•Mental health, cognitive, sensory, or physical disability

•Sexual orientation or gender identity

•Geographic location

•Other characteristics historically linked to discrimination or exclusion

9

Health Equity

•Everyone has a fair and just opportunity to be 
as healthy as possible

•Requires removing obstacles to health
•Poverty

•Discrimination
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Maternal Mortality Rates in the US
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Maternal 
Mortality 
Rates in the 
US
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Maternal Mortality & the 
Developed World
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Maternal Mortality Causes- Worldwide
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Maternal Mortality Causes-US
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◦ What do you think?
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Why do we see these racial 
disparities in maternal morbidity 
and mortality?

Are Black women sicker?
•Study Objective: sought to 
determine whether 
differences in the prevalence 
of 5 specific pregnancy 
complications or differences 
in case fatality rates for those 
complications explained the 
disproportionate risk of 
pregnancy-related

mortality for Black women 
compared with White women 
in the United States
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Are Black women sicker?
Methods:

◦Assessed- 5 conditions for Black and White women 
who died during 1988 to 1999

Preeclampsia
Eclampsia
Abruptio placentae
Placenta previa
Postpartum hemorrhage 
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Are Black women sicker?
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Are Black women sicker?
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Sicker?

Black women tend to have a slightly higher 
rate of baseline co-morbid conditions

This does not explain the health differences in 
maternal mortality 
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Is there an education gap?
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Health Disparities in Maternal 
Mortality 

◦ NOT Due to
◦ Lack of Education
◦ Co-morbidities/ Sicker patients
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Social Determinants of Health
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Summary
◦ Reviewed definitions related to maternal mortality

◦ Defined health disparity and health equity

◦ Outlined the current problem of disproportionate 
maternal mortality

◦ Identified underpinnings of these health disparities 
and potential solutions
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Thanks!
Any questions?

You can find me at:
◦ @CourtneyTownsel

◦ townsel@med.umich.edu
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