
DATE:  October 2, 2024  
Amy C. Hermesch, MD, PhD

Challenges in Access to Rural 
Obstetric Care 



No financial disclosures.





Objectives

• Describe current state of rural inpatient obstetric care. 
• Identify and discuss challenges to patients, providers and 

hospitals.
• Cultivate discussion about possible solutions and strategies to 

improve access. 



Pregnancy Morbidity and Mortality 
• 700 women per year die of complications 

related to pregnancy in the US
• 2022: US maternal mortality rate of 22.3 

deaths per 100,000 live births
• At least two-thirds of these deaths are 

preventable.
• Leading causes: cardiovascular 

complications, infection/sepsis, 
cardiomyopathy, hemorrhage and other non-
cardiovascular events

CDC





Disparities exist by race and geographic 
location 
• Maternal mortality disproportionally affects black and 

American/Indian/Alaska Native women in the US
• Rural Areas have pregnancy related mortality ratio of 29.9 per 

100,000 live births versus 18.2 in urban areas in 2015.



Obstetric Service Closures

• 2004: 45% of all rural 
US counties has no L&D 
unit

• 2014: 54% of all rural 
US counties had no L&D 
unit

• 2015-2019: Trend 
continues, another 89 
obstetric units in rural 
hospitals closed– 
American Hospital Association

P. Huang et al. Access to Obstetric Services in Rural Counties Still Declining. 2017 Sept 1:36(9): 1663-1671.



Association of Driving Distance to Maternity Hospitals and Maternal and Perinatal Outcomes

Minion, Sarah C.; Krans, Elizabeth E.; Brooks, Maria M.; Mendez, Dara D.; Haggerty, Catherine L.

Obstetrics & Gynecology140(5):812-819, November 2022.
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Closer to home… 



Rural Labor and Delivery Units: Challenges 

• Workforce shortages (nurses, physicians, CNM).
• Low volume births may be associated with higher rate of 

complications.
• Geographic isolation leading to travel difficulties. Distance is a 

disparity.
• Limited access to healthcare services to support complicated 

pregnancies.
• EMS availability to transport patients. 



Impact of Gaps in Care on Maternal and 
Infant Health
• Higher rates of preterm births and maternal mortality in rural 

areas.
• Delayed prenatal care due to lack of services.
• Increased need for emergency transportation to distant hospitals 

for labor and delivery.



Financial constraints

• 24-hour anesthesia coverage
• Operating room availability
• Blood product availability
• High RN patient ratio
• Obstetric provider on-call 24/7



Gender bias exists in Medicare 
reimbursements for female-specific services

• A 1997 study found male services were paid more in 80% of 
similar procedures. Goff et al. Gynecologic Oncology V 66:2, Aug 1997, 313-319

• A 2021 study showed improvement in disparity but male-specific 
cases still had higher reimbursement rates than female ones. Polan 
et al. Obstet Gynecol. 2021 Dec 1; 138(6): 878–883.

• Medicaid covers ~ 41% of births in the U.S.



Malpractice

• Obstetrics faces one of the highest medical-malpractice insurance 
rates.

• 64% of ob-gyns have been sued, compared to 16% of psychiatrists 
and 17% of pediatricians (AMA).

• High litigation rates have led many ob-gyns to reduce deliveries or 
limit high-risk patient care (ACOG).



Improving skills and patient safety

• Ensure participation in deliveries by all healthcare professionals.
• Rotate staff to higher-volume regional facilities for clinical 

experience.
• Provide structured orientation and training for new staff.
• Conduct regular multidisciplinary drills and simulations.
• Establish regional systems for consultation, education, and data 

analysis.



Policy 

• US Senator Ron Wyden proposed legislation, Keep Obstetrics Local 
Act (KOLA)

• Increase Medicaid payments at eligible rural and "high-need" 
urban hospitals.

• Low-volume hospitals would receive "standby" payments to cover 
staffing and capital costs

• Require states to study and report costs of providing obstetric 
services in rural and underserved areas

• Require 12 months postpartum Medicaid coverage



Additional support for low volume facilities

• Policies for timely transport of patients requiring urgent care.
• Maintain essential obstetric medications, supplies, and diagnostic 

tools.
• Utilize telemedicine and teleconsultation to support care 

coordination.
• Emphasize shared responsibility among community, government, 

payers, and facilities to retain obstetric services and skills in rural 
settings.



Innovative Approaches in Rural Maternity Care

• Telemedicine programs for 
real-time consultations and 
diagnostics.

• TeleOB staffed by OB 
Hospitalists at tertiary L&D

• Real-time audio-visual robot 
devices for 17 EDs and 8 
L&Ds across 2 states

• Shared fetal monitoring 
system accessible in real-
time

Telemed J E Health. 2024 Jun;30(6):1600-1605. doi: 10.1089/tmj.2023.0358. Epub 2024 Feb 13.



Future Directions for Rural Labor and 
Delivery Units
• Sustainable funding and support.
• Community-based solutions and local training.
• Training and incentives for rural obstetric professionals
• Ongoing research into maternal health outcomes in rural settings.



Thank you!

• Amy Hermesch, MD, PhD
• Hermesch@ohsu.edu



Case Study: Maternity Care Deserts

• Define "Maternity Care Deserts" (areas with limited or no access to 
maternity care).

• Use a visual map showing maternity care deserts in the U.S.
• Discuss one or two specific rural regions as examples.



Balance 
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