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How does the U.S. compare to the 
rest of the world? 

www.birthbythenumbers.org



U.S. in a Comparative Context, 1910, 1927, 2020
1901-19101 1927 2 2020 3

per 100K births per 100K births per 100K births
Norway 290 245 2
Australia 530 592 3
Italy 270 264 5
Sweden 230 278 5
Northern Ireland 550 480 5
New Zealand 460 491 7
France 520 287 8
England & Wales4 410 411 10
United States5 650 647 24

Sources & Notes:
1. Meigs. Maternal Mortality in U.S. & other countries.  1917; 2. Tandy. Comparability of Maternal Mortality Rates in the United States 
and Certain Foreign Countries. 1933;  3. WHO. Trends in Maternal Mortality, 2000-2020; 4. UK rate in 2020; 5. Based on 10 reporting 
areas (CT,ME,MA,MI,NH,PN,RI,VT,NYC, DC) in 1910 & about 90% of all births in 1927.

www.birthbythenumbers.org

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Historically, the U.S. has long been doing worse than other industrialized countries, ranking last – by a wide margin –  across the past century. 



Maternal Mortality Ratios (per 100,000 births), 2020
Using the most conservative measure (PMSS) we have of U.S. maternal mortality
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Presentation Notes
Among the countries listed in the most recent WHO report on maternal mortality, the U.S. ranks about 69th between China and Armenia. This should be a major embarrassment to the U.S., However, care should be taken when making country comparisons on maternal mortality, since, except in very large, impoverished countries, maternal deaths will be relatively rare (< 1 in 1,000 births), so ratios can fluctuate widely. As noted in the slide, the countries in green in this figure have fewer than 100,000 births a year. What if we did a more reasonable comparison? Let’s examine comparably wealthy countries with at least 300,000 births annually and see where the U.S. stands. 



U.S. Maternal Mortality Ratio (per 100,000 births ) Compared 
to Industrialized Countries with 300,000+  births, 2021-22
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
In this comparison,  the U.S. is no longer 69th, we’re now 10th….out of 10. This is even using the more conservative measure  from the CDC Pregnancy Related Surveillance System. One rationalization used to explain the poor U.S. performance is that we are a more diverse society than our comparison countries. What if we revised this comparison? 



U.S. Maternal Mortality Ratio (per 100,000 births )*Compared 
to Industrialized Countries with 300,000+  births, 2021-22
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Presentation Notes
Even when you limit the U.S. population to non-Hispanic Whites, the U.S. rates are far higher than any of the comparable countries. 



Maternal Mortality Ratio (per 100K births), 2000-2023, 
U.S. & Comparable Countries*
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* Countries with 300,000+ births (2019): Australia, Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, S. Korea, Spain, United Kingdom 

Sources: OECD Health Data 2024; & U.S. Estimated from NVSS & Pregnancy Mortality Surveillance System www.birthbythenumbers.org 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Again, using the conservative measure, the US is consistently performing worse than comparison countries with the gap apparently widening. 

http://www.birthbythenumbers.org/


Pregnancy 
Related Mortality# 

Ratios, U.S. 
States*, 
2018-22

* States with < 10 pregnancy related deaths, 
2018-2022, are excluded from reporting

# Deaths during pregnancy through 
1 year postpartum

www.birthbythenumbers.org

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Visualizing state differences for 2018-2022 reaffirms the strong regional differences in mortality rates with much higher rates in the deep South. 



The Persistence of Racial 
Disparities

www.birthbythenumbers.org



U.S. Maternal Mortality (per 100,000 live births), 
1951-2007 by Race
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Source: NCHS. Maternal Mortality and Related Concepts. Vital & Health Statistics. Series 33; #3. & annual data reports. 1915-1960 data from NCHS. Vital Statistics Rates 
In The  United States 1940-1960. NOTE: Shifts in measurement (e.g. not all states were part of registration system prior to 1933; infant race was based on race of the 
child until 1980 & then race of the mother post 1980) accounts for some of the variation over time. 2007-2016 based on 2 year estimates of the pregnancy related 
mortality rate: Petersen E. MMWR.9/6/19.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Black-White disparities we cite so regularly now are neither new nor much different than those in the past. The main difference is that maternal mortality rates for both Black and White women have come down, but the persistence of black rates being 3-4 times higher than White rates has been consistent. Interestingly at the beginning of the period described above an editorial in JAMA bragged about the maternal mortality ratio in the U.S. getting to what it described as the “the apparently irreducible minimum” of 1 in 1,000 overall (or 100 per 100,000 in current terms), the ratio for Black mothers was still more than twice that figure. 



Black to White Ratios, U.S. Maternal 
Mortality, 1915-2023
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Presentation Notes
This presents the ratios themselves. Notably the disparities rise steadily from 1933, when all states are finally part of the reporting system, from about 2 to more than 3 times by the late 40s and generally stays between 3 to 4 for the next 70 years.   Of late the ratio is between 2.5 to 3.0, until 2023 when it rose to 3.5. 



Black to White Ratios, U.S. Infant & 
Maternal Mortality, 1915-2023
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Presentation Notes
To put this in context, this presents a comparison of Black-White ratios for maternal mortality and infant mortality. The infant mortality disparities are profound enough with Black infant mortality consistently 2 or more times the rate for White infants, with the ratio about 2.5 times for the last 30 years. As unacceptable as that disparity is, it is still substantially smaller than the disparity in maternal mortality rates. The reason is simple – while we have a flawed maternity care system, it is geared far more to the protection of the health of infants more than their mothers. 



U.S. Pregnancy Related Mortality by Race, 
2017-2021
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Source: CDC Pregnancy Related Mortality Surveillance System. 
https://www.cdc.gov/maternal-mortality/php/pregnancy-mortality-surveillance/?CDC_AAref_Val=https://www.cdc.gov/reproductivehealth/maternal-mortality/pregnancy-mortality-surveillance-system.htm 

www.birthbythenumbers.org

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The CDC system reports breakdowns by race/ethnicity and in this case we can view them pre and during the pandemic. The differential impact of the pandemic on some groups is explored further below. Notably the Black/White ratio was 2.8 for 2017 to 2019  and 3.1 during the 2020 pandemic year. The extraordinary impact of the pandemic on pregnancy related death rates for non-Hispanic American Indian or Alaskan natives is seen in an almost doubling of that rate in 2020.

https://www.cdc.gov/maternal-mortality/php/pregnancy-mortality-surveillance/?CDC_AAref_Val=https://www.cdc.gov/reproductivehealth/maternal-mortality/pregnancy-mortality-surveillance-system.htm


U.S. NVSS Maternal Mortality, by Race/Ethnicity, 2018-2023
2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

Non-Hisp. White 14.9 17.9 19.1 26.6 19.0 14.5

Non-Hisp. Black 37.3 44.0 55.3 69.9 49.5 50.3

Hispanic 11.8 12.6 18.2 28.0 16.9 12.4

Non-Hisp Asian 13.3 13.8 12.3 16.8 13.2 10.7

Non-Hisp. AIAN * 49.2 48.5 118.7 46.7 40.7

All 17.4 20.1 23.8 32.9 22.3 18.6

www.birthbythenumbers.orgSource: NVSS Hoyert. Maternal mortality rates in the United States, 2022. NCHS Health E-Stats. 2024; CDC Wonder; * < 10 deaths

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This draws on the official NVSS ratios which tend to be higher than CDC published ratios. The 2023 ratios are calculated from CDC Wonder. The impact of the pandemic is clearly seen as disparities grow more extreme and Hispanic ratios are now higher than those for White non-Hispanics. Of particular concern is the extraordinary ratio for American Indian/Alaskan Natives. While there are more concerns about false positives for those giving birth at 40+ in age, the ratios for that group are extraordinarily high. 



Pregnancy Related Mortality Ratios (per 100,000 
births) by Race/Ethnicity, U.S. 2007-2021.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Using CDC PMSS ratios, we find that, while the black/white disparity is profound, so is that between American Indian/Alaskan Natives (AIAN), peaking in 2011-12 when the AIAN ratio was 3.1 times that of whites and almost as high as blacks (38.4 compared to 44.3) and with the pandemic, the NH-AIAN rate was easily the highest. 



Pregnancy-related mortality ratios (per 100,000 live 
births) by race/ethnicity, U.S. 2007-2016
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2/7/19; 68 (35): 762-765.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is dated, but it’s all we have since most systems don’t report education because it’s not recorded on death certificates. Perhaps this is the most profound way to summarize the power of racial disparities – a college educated black mother has a 65% greater chance of a maternal death than a white women with < a high school education. 



Pregnancy-related mortality ratios (per 100,000 live 
births) by race/ethnicity, U.S. 2007-2016

25.0 25.2

11.7
7.8

50.8
43.7

32.0

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

< High School High School Some College College

White

American Indian Alaskan Native

Source: Petersen E et al.  Racial/Ethnic Disparities in Pregnancy-Related Deaths — United States, 2007–2016. MMWR 
2/7/19; 68 (35): 762-765.

www.birthbythenumbers.org

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Apologies for more dated results, but It’s striking that in contrast to black/white differences, where black ratios don’t decline with greater education, in the case of AIAN, there is a steady decline associated with increased education though not as necessarily as quickly as in the case of white mothers.  Still a similar comparison can be made. An AIAN women with some college education is still 28% more likely to experience a maternal death than a white woman with less than a high school education. 



U.S. Maternal and Pregnancy Related 
Mortality, 2019-2023
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Presentation Notes
This illustrates the differential impact of postpartum deaths in different groups, with American Indian and Alaskan Natives having a higher rate of postpartum deaths than the overall pregnancy related mortality rates for 4 of the groups. 



Maternal mortality rates, by race & Hispanic 
origin and age: United States, 2023
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Presentation Notes
This shows differences by both race and age including women 40+. The ratios for blacks are 137% higher than whites, but the high ratios among women over 40 suggests once again that the problems with false positives associated with the pregnancy checkbox have not been completely resolved. 



Underlying Causes of Maternal Deaths by Race, Maternal Mortality Review 
Committees, 38 U.S. States, 2020
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Repeat of an earlier slide showing substantial differences in causes of death by race. 

https://www.cdc.gov/maternal-mortality/php/data-research/index.html#:%7E:text=Data%20on%20525%20pregnancy%2Drelated,Non%2DHispanic%20Black


Cause-specific pregnancy-related mortality, 
by race/ethnicity, U.S., 2007-2016 (%)
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AIAN – American Indian, Alaskan Native; Asian PI – Asian Pacific Islander 
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THREE NOTES: (1) The respective pregnancy related mortality ratios for each group is listed next to each group. That’s important to keep in mind given the bars represent the proportions within each of these groups and (2) The large proportions of cases listed in the “other” categories represent another failure of the U.S. system of measurement, with 35% overall, and 37% of the causes of deaths of white and Black women being classified as “other.” (3) This is an alternate way to examine the variation in the causes of death. Looking across the race/ethnicity groups, one can see the higher proportions of deaths attributed to infection, for example, among Asian Pacific Islander and Hispanic mothers, while hemorrhage (severe bleeding) is a more common cause of death among American Indian/Alaskan native mothers and Asian PI mothers.  



Maternal Mortality (per 100,000 births) by Race, 
U.S. (2022) and England (2020-2022)
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Presentation Notes
Just for context, here are the data from the England’s Enquiries into Maternal Deaths by race and of course what’s notable is the similarity between the ratios by race in the two countries. Racial disparities are not exclusive to the U.S., but the rate for both Blacks and Whites are far lower in the UK.  Because of their lower White rate, the Black/White ratio for England was 2.80 for 2020-2022, while for the U.S. in 2022 it was 2.61. 



Summary
• Racial disparities in maternal mortality have existing in the U.S. 

as long as data has been collected.  
• The consistency of the disparity with Black maternal mortality 

ratios 3 to 4 times that of white maternal mortality for decades 
reflects the lack of progress made in the U.S.

• Presently, the disparity does not reflect SES differences, with 
maternal education providing no protection for Black mothers.

• The maternal mortality ratios for American Indian/Alaskan 
natives were also far higher than those for white and Hispanic 
mothers. 

www.birthbythenumbers.org
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