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U.S. Maternity Care: Understanding 

the Exception That Proves the Rule

Raymond De Vries
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University of Michigan, School of Medicine

Exceptional!

ƼThe numbers

ƼThe reasons

ƼHow we organize our lives

ƼHow we give meaning to our lives

ƼThe response (or: why we need to stop 

preaching to the choir)
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How exceptional are we?

The American way of 

birth in context

Two exceptional countries

Less medicalized More medicalized

Netherlands United States
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Two exceptional countries

(Almost) no home birth Plenty of births at home

NetherlandsThe developed

world
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Births at Home (as percent of all births), Netherlands and the United States, selected years

Netherlands 38.2 34.1 34.1 31.9 31.6 29.4 28.4

United States 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.6

1989/1991 1994/1996 1998/2000 2001/2003 2004/2006 2005/2007 2006/2008

Source: Centraal bureau voor de Statistiek, NL; NCHS, US
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Two exceptional countries

Less surgical birth More surgical birth

Netherlands United States
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C aesarean sect io ns, per 100 live births, 2006
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Caesarean sections per 100 live births, 1990-2007 (or nearest year) 

Source: OECD Health Data 2009. 
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Two exceptional countries

Low rates of High rates of 

The developed

world
United States

Low birthweight, infant, neonatal, maternal mortality
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Infant mortality 

The number of deaths of children aged under one year of age that occurred in a given year, expressed per 1000 live 

births.

(Note: Some of the international variation in infant and neonatal mortality rates may be due to variations among 

countries in registering practices of premature infants (whether they are reported as live births or not). In several 

countries, such as in the United States, Canada and the Nordic countries, very premature babies (with relatively low 

odds of survival) are registered as live births, which increases mortality rates compared with other countries that do 

not register them as live births.)

Neonatal mortality 

The number of deaths of children under 28 days of age in a given year, expressed per 1,000 live births.

Note: Some of the international variation in infant and neonatal mortality rates may be due to variations among 

countries in registering practices of premature infants (whether they are reported as live births or not). In several 

countries, such as in the United States, Canada and the Nordic countries, very premature babies (with relatively low 

odds of survival) are registered as live births, which increases mortality rates compared with other countries that do 

not register them as live births.
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Perinatal mortality 

The ratio of deaths of children within one week of birth (early neonatal 

deaths) plus foetal deaths of minimum gestation period 28 weeks or 

minimum foetal weight of 1000g, expressed per 1,000 births.

Maternal mortality 

Number of maternal deaths, all causes, per 100 000 live births. (Note: the 

maternal mortality series records very small numbers so there may be large 

annual fluctuations, particularly in countries with low population levels.)
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Two exceptional countries

Low rates of High rates of 

Western

Europe

United 

States

Midwife attended births

Netherlands
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Two exceptional countries

Low rates of High rates of 

? United 

States

Use of drugs at birth
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Why?

structure and meaning

meaning and structure
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Structure

How do we organize our lives?

Other areas where we are exceptional
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Our economic life

Gini index of inequality

Ƽ This index measures the degree of inequality in 

the distribution of family income in a country. 

The index is calculated from the Lorenz curve, in 

which cumulative family income is plotted 

against the number of families arranged from the 

poorest to the richest. if income were distributed 

with perfect inequality, the Lorenz curve would 

coincide with the horizontal axis and the right 

vertical axis and the index would be 100. 
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Our health care 

system


