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Objectives

Understand the 
scope of severe 
maternal morbidity 
and mortality in 
Pennsylvania

1

Explore contributing 
factors and 
disparities

2

Highlight data-
driven solutions and 
collaborative efforts

3



Key definitions
• Pregnancy associated mortality: A death during or within 

one year of pregnancy, irrespective of cause

• Pregnancy related mortality: A death during or within one 
year of pregnancy from a pregnancy complication, a chain of 
events initiated by pregnancy, or the aggravation of an unrelated 
condition by the physiologic effects of pregnancy 

• Severe maternal morbidity: unexpected outcomes of labor 
and delivery that result in significant short- or long-term 
consequences to a woman’s health



Severe maternal morbidity



SMM’s impact on maternal and infant health

• Adverse delivery outcomes 
• Intrauterine fetal death and infant mortality
• NICU admission
• preterm birth

• Greater risk of cardiovascular disease after pregnancy, both in the short and long term

• Associated with a negative impact on growth and neurodevelopment aspects of perinatal and infant 
health

• Higher risk for postpartum mental illness which impacts:
• mother-child bonding
• mother’s ability to parent
• associated with behavioral and cognitive development in off-spring



Impact of reducing SMM

Many cases of severe maternal 
morbidity are preventable.

Richer understanding of maternal 
health before, during, and after 

childbirth is a foundation for 
developing safer, more effective 

approaches to maternal health care 
and is critical to influencing long term 

health.



National 
SMM Data





How is this data 
captured?

• Pennsylvania Health Care Cost 
Containment Council (PHC-4)

• Inpatient diagnosis and procedure 
codes 

• Patient county of residence
• CDC: algorithm to identify SMM events 

during hospitalization
• 16 diagnosis codes
• 5 procedural codes



SMM in PA: 
2016-2022



Rates by 
county of 
residence



SMM by 
Indicator, 
2016-2022



Change in 
rate of SMM 
by Indicator



SMM Rate by Patient Characteristics, 2016-2022



Key takeaways



Philadelphia SMM Surveillance

• Philadelphia BOH passed regulation in 2023 mandating reporting 
of SMM to Philadelphia Department of Public Health

• >4 units PRBC transfusion
• ICU admission
• Postpartum hospital stay >5 days
• Postpartum hospital readmission (within 30 days)

• Goal:
• Accurately understand true SMM cases in Philadelphia Hospitals in real 

time
• Correlate SMM incidence with clinical diagnosis and individual risk 

factors



Maternal mortality



The significance

• Infrequent and relatively small number, but an important one
• Reflects the quality and effectiveness of our healthcare system
• Beyond healthcare, it’s a measure of societal well-being and care
• Societal implications are vast:

• The loss of a mother deprives families of a key pillar.
• We lose significant productive years and societal contributions.
• Most heartbreakingly, children are left without their mothers.



Maternal mortality has been gradually declining 
before recently rising



The United States vs. everyone else



PA Pregnancy 
Associated 
deaths: 
2013-2018 



Pennsylvania Maternal 
Mortality Review 
Committee
• Established in 2018
• Led by PA Department of Health 
• Review all pregnancy associated deaths of 

PA residents
• Multidisciplinary membership



Causes of 
death



Pregnancy-Related Mortality Ratio by Race in 
Pennsylvania, 2020
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Includes individuals who identify as Hispanic/Latine ethnicity and White or Black race.



Pregnancy-Related Mortality Ratio by
Urban/Rural Classification, Pennsylvania, 2020
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Urban/Rural Classification*

*Urban/Rural Classification designated at the county level by the Center for Rural Pennsylvania



Timing



Preventability

CDC: death that may 
have been “averted by 

one or more reasonable 
changes to patient, 

community, provider, 
facility, and/or systems”

93% of pregnancy related 
deaths in PA are thought 

to be preventable



Themes



What’s going on in PA?



• Established in 2019
• Membership: 75 hospitals representing 

90.4% of Live Births in PA
• Current initiatives:

• Maternal Substance Use 
• Maternal Sepsis
• Substance Exposed Newborns
• Safe Sleep

https://www.papqc.org/about/hospitals



Caucus chairs:
State Reps. Gina Curry, La’Tasha Mayes, and Morgan Cephas 



Goal: Address maternal health issues at the local level through 
collaboration
Regions:

• South Central: The Pennsylvania State University
• Central: Family Health Council of Central PA
• Northeast: Maternal and Family Health Services
• Southeast (minus Philadelphia): Maternity Care Coalition

• Initiative is part of PA DOH’s new launched Division of Maternal 
Health Services



• Established in 2020
• Action arm of the Philadelphia 

Maternal Mortality Review 
Committee

• Pillars:
• Implementation Teams
• Building Bridges
• Community Education

https://www.birthjusticephilly.com/



Bringing it all together

• Issues are a result of systemic failures spanning generations.
• We may not see the fruits of our labor for decades.
• It’s about what you do AND how you do it. Centering needs and voices of Black 

birthing people is vital.
• We need to innovate!  The same old interventions are just that—old!
• Take the harm reduction approach—fix the things you can right now through 

thoughtful investment and program planning while also working methodically and 
strategically on the upstream issues.

• The system is perfectly designed for the outcomes it achieves—LET’S START 
DISRUPTING!!



Thank you!
Aasta.mehta@phila.gov

www.Birthjusticephilly.com  
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