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EXCEPTIONAL AMERICAN MATERNAL MORTALITY
According to international groups, maternal mortality rates dropped by an estimated 44% worldwide from 1990
to 2015—a decline of 48% for industrialized countries. All developed
countries did better than the US in maternal mortality, e.g., 4.4 per 100 000
live births in Sweden, 9.2 in the United Kingdom, and 7.3 in Canada.
Lancet reported that global maternal deaths decreased slightly from 390
185 (95% UI 365 193–416 235) in 1990 to 374 321 (351 336–400 419) in
2000 before dropping to 275 288 (243 757–315 490) in 2015, but more
than 250 000 women died during or following pregnancy in 2015, most of
which were preventable deaths. Every woman that died left children,
widowers, family, and their communities behind. More effective and
widespread action and policies to promote education of girls and women,
provide them with comprehensive family planning services, and ensure
that each and every woman has access to the types of reproductive care
they need to survive and thrive1.
Based on US statistics, pregnancy related deaths rose in US by
an estimated 27% from 2000 to 2014, except in California
State where maternal death rate has fallen by half, while deaths
rose across most of the country. An investigation concluded
that US is the most ignorant and dangerous place in the
developed world to deliver a baby, and at least 30 states have
avoided scrutinizing medical care provided to mothers who
died, or they haven't been studying deaths at all, while
thousands of women in the suffer life-changing injuries or die
during childbirth because hospitals, doctors, and nurses ignore
basic best practices known to head off disaster and half of
those women’s lives could be saved if doctors and nurses took
simple steps, including measuring blood loss during and after delivery and giving timely treatment for high blood
pressure2.
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As global maternal mortality rates fell in recent decades, the number
of women in US (except California3) dying in childbirth rose just like
in Afghanistan, Lesotho, and Swaziland4. Approximately 800
women in the US die each year during pregnancy and within 42 days
after delivery. The estimated maternal mortality rate in US was 26.4
per 100 000 live births in 20155.
Despite widespread recognition that the California safety measures
save lives, hospitals in other states have failed to use them6. If an
unexpected emergency arises, mothers and providers should be
prepared. Here are some tips and questions to assess a hospital’s
ability to treat excessive bleeding and high blood pressure, two of the
leading preventable causes of childbirth harms to moms7:
•
•
•

•
•

Does the hospital measure blood loss during and after childbirth? Hospitals should measure cumulative
blood loss by weighing blood-soaked pads or by collecting blood in containers. A visual estimate — made
just by looking at the blood — often winds up being low and results in treatment delays.
Does the hospital measure blood loss for every birth? Some hospitals only start measuring blood loss after
a woman appears to be bleeding too much. That can lead to underestimates and delayed treatment, experts
say.
How will the hospital assess and prepare for your risk of excessive bleeding? Staff should examine your
personal risk factors. If you are at high risk, they should take steps to have matching blood ready for you.
For all births, the hospital should have a “massive transfusion protocol” — essentially a game plan to
ensure a mother can quickly get a large amount of blood in an emergency.
When did the hospital last do a hemorrhage drill? The maternity unit should conduct hemorrhage drills
regularly.
If I need it, does the hospital have a policy to make sure I get the right medication fast? A systolic blood
pressure (the first number) of 160 or higher, or diastolic blood pressure (second number) of 110 or higher
is dangerous — and needs urgent treatment. If your pressure is in either of these danger zones before or
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after delivery, nurses should retest you within 15 minutes. If it’s still too high, pressure-lowering
medication should be given within an hour to prevent a stroke.
What if I’m only given magnesium sulfate? Magnesium sulfate can prevent seizures caused by high blood
pressure. But moms need anti-hypertensive drugs to actually lower their pressure or they risk a stroke.
The primary recommended drugs — considered safe for pregnant and recently delivered moms — are
both delivered by IV: labetalol and hydralazine. One type of pill, immediate-release oral nifedipine, can
also be used.
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