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Introduction Results

The practice of midwifery in the
United States underwent certain changes
between 1975 and 1988. (1975 is the first
year for which data permit a detailed ex-
amination of midwife-attended births.)
Midwives seem a natural solution to the
problems of escalating costs and limited
access in the US health care system.1-3
Despite a heavy reliance on midwifery in
many European countries with positive
perinatal outcomes,4-6 the use of mid-
wives in the United States has been lim-
ited for a variety of reasons,7 although
there has been a significant recent growth
in the number of nurse-midwives.8 The
last major national study to examine
comparable data9 was based on findings
from 1978 and 1979, and several notable
changes have been documented since
that study. In this paper I examine the
characteristics of mothers served by
midwives, the settings in which mid-
wives attend births (in or outside of hos-
pitals), and regional variations in these
factors.

Methods

All results presented are based on
birth certificate data provided by the Na-
tality, Marriage and Divorce Statistics
Branch of the National Center for Health
Statistics, Centers for Disease Control.
With the exceptions of mother's educa-
tion (73%) and Apgar scores (77%), the
variables studied were reported in at least
99% of the cases. The basic comparisons
will distinguish midwife-attended births,
both in and outside of hospitals, from all
births in the United States.

Contemporary Midwifery Practice
Figure 1 illustrates the substantial

growth in midwife attendance at births
over the years from 1975 to 1988. Virtually
all (93.2%) ofthe increase occurred in hos-
pital births.lo Overall, the proportion of all
births that were attended by midwives in-
creased from 0.9% in 1975 to 3.4% in
198810; the number of midwife-attended
births outside of hospitals decreased from
33.1% of all midwife-assisted births in
1975 to 12.7% in 1988. Because the birth
certificate category of "midwife" as at-
tendant includes both nurse-midwives and
lay midwives, and the latter virtually
never have hospital privileges,1' the con-
centration of midwife practice in hospitals
points to the growing dominance of nurse-
midwives. These distinctions should be-
come clearer with 1989 birth certificate
data, which will, for the first time, distin-
guish between lay midwives and nurse-
midwives.

Past research has found distinctions
between the populations served by mid-
wives in and outside of hospitals9; there-
fore, in the results shown in Table 1, both
attendant and place of delivery have been
controlled for. Midwives in hospitals serve
mothers who are distinctly younger than
average (48.3% are younger than 25 years,
compared with 39.8% of all mothers),
whereas midwives outside of hospitals at-
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tend mothers who are older than average
(40.2% are older than 30 years, compared
with 28.5% of all mothers). Midwife-at-
tended births in hospitals differ somewhat
from the norm in terms ofprion non-
white. Mothers attended by midwives out
ofhospital aremuch more likely (94.6%) to
be White. Midwives as a whole are also
much more likely to serve foreign-born
mothers (13.5% of all births are to foreign
born mothers compared to 22.8% of mid-
wife attended births); a nt propor-
tion of those attended by midwives are
Mexican-bom mothers in Texas. Texas
alone accounts for one third of all midwife-
attended out-of-hospital births in the
United States.

The findings on parity mirror those
concerming age. Midwives attend mothers
of much higher parity out of hospital
(47.4% are parity 3+) than in hospital
(29.4% are parity 3+) or all births (26.5%).
Four states (California, Texas, Washing-
ton, and New York [outside ofNew York
City]) do not report data on the education
of mothers; therefore, the analysis of ma-
ternal education must be limited. How-
ever, the trends noted elsewhere are reaf-
firmed: mothers who are attended by
midwives in hospitals are less well edu-
cated than average, and mothers who are
attended by midwives outside of hospitals
are generally better educated. The distinc-
tions between hospital and out-of-hospital
practice are even clearer with regard to
marital status: 35.4% ofmidwife-attended
hospital births are to unmarried mothers,
and only 9.7% of out-of-hospital births at-
tended by midwives are to unmarried
mothers. This is a partial reflection of the
difference in proportion of black mothers
served in each setting.

Midwife-attended mothers typically
begin prenatal care later than average,
particularly in the case of out-of-hospital
births. What is unknown, and clearly
needs further study, is both the provider
and the content of prenatal care delivered
in these various settings. Mothers at-
tended by midwives, both in and outside
of hospitals, have low-birthweight babies
(< 250 g) at less than half the general
rate. This is particularly true for babies
bom outside ofhospitals, which is not sur-
prising, given the characteristics of moth-
erswho give birth outside ofhospitals and
past studies on birthweight and Apgar
scores in out-of-hoSpital births.12 There is
little variane in low Apgar scores (< 7)
among any of the comparison groups. Of
the babies bom out of hospital to mothers
attended by midwives, 58.5% have a
1-minute Apgar score of 9 or 10. Of all

births, 42.1% of babies achieve such a
score; for midwife-attended hospital
births, the figure is 45%. These findings
are at least in part afnction ofcareful risk
assessment by midwives and referral of
higher risk cases to doctors. The extent to

which the nature of midwifery care plays
a role in these results remains unclear.

StateAnlysis
Because the laws regulating mid-

wives vary widely across states,11.13 I an-
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alyzed interstate differences. Figure 2 il-
lustrates regional variations in midwife-
attended hospital births in 1988. Midwife
attendance at hospital births was concen-
trated along the coasts and in the upper
Midwest. Figure 3 also shows a strong re-
gional pattern in the prevalence of mid-
wife-attended out-of-hospital births: it is
largely a Western phenomenon. Eight of
the nine states where midwife-attended
out-of-hospital births account for more
than 1% of all births are locatedwestofthe

Mississippi. In only four Eastern states
are more than 0.5% of all births out-of-
hospital births attended by a midwife. In
this case there appears to be a potential
inverse relationship with urbanization.

The greatest change in midwife-at-
tended births over the years from 1975 to
1988 was concentrated, not surprisingly,
in those states where hospital-based mid-
wife activitywas dominant (Figure 4). The
15 states that experienced at least a 4-per-
centage-point increase are located at the

four corners of the continental United
States; some (Florida, Connecticut, Min-
nesota, Alaska, and California) clearly
show a change based on the increase in
midwife-attended hospital births, whereas
others (Vermont, Oregon) have a more
mixed pattern. Four of the five states that
experienced a decrease were in the South,
and the decline was concentrated among
Black mothers.

The analysis suggested a number of
variables that might influence the fre-
quency ofmidwife-attended deliveries in a
state (e.g., population density, wealth,
race) and there are several variables of
interest (e.g., neonatal and infant mortal-
ity rates) that might in turn be related to
midwife activity. An analysis of the Pear-
son product-moment correlations be-
tween a range of relevant variables and
midwife-attended births in the states un-
covered few statistically significant rela-
tionships. Of interest is the lack of a stron-
ger relationship between midwife activity
in 1975 and in 1988, with a correlation of
only .32 between the proportions of all
births in a state attended by midwives.
Therefore, not only was there growth in
the number of midwife-attended births,
but there was a changing pattem in terms
of the states where midwifery was popu-
lar.

Changes in Midwifery Practice,
1975-1988

Perhaps the most noteworthy change
in midwifery practice in the period studied
was in the racial composition of the moth-
ers served by midwives in 1988. Although
births to non-White mothers as a propor-
tion of all births increased from 1975 to
1988, the proportion of non-White moth-
ers served by midwives decreased dra-
matically, particularly in the out-of-hospi-
tal population (Figure 5). The pattern
among those non-white mothers who are
Black is the same, but with an even more
precipitous decline.

Differences can also be seen between
Taffel's9 analysis of data for 1978 and 1979
and the 1988 data on some of the demo-
graphicvariables discussed above. Mater-
nal characteristics, such as parity, marital
status, and prenatal care, show little
change over the decade. Age differences
between the populations served by mid-
wives and mothers in general were more
pronounced in 1988 than in 1978-1979. Al-
though the proportion of mothers giving
birth after the age of 30 rose in general
over the decade (from 19% to 29%), the
growth was even greater among midwife-
attended mothers giving birth outside of
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hospitals (from 23% to 40%). The reverse
occurred in the case of nativity. An in-
crease in the proportion of foreign-born
mothers in general (from 10% to 14%) and
a decrease in the proportion of midwife-
attended mothers delivering out of hospi-
tal who were foreign-born (from 29% to
25%) resulted in differences in nativity be-
ing considerably lessened. Although the
overall incidence of low birthweight did
not change over the decade, the propor-
tion of low-birthweight infants born to
mothers who were attended by midwives
in hospitals decreased from 4.9% in 1978-
1979 to 3.4% in 1988; for mothers attended
by midwives outside of hospitals, the pro-
portion decreased from 3.8% in 1978-1979
to 2.0% in 1988. This decrease in low-
birthweight babies born to mothers at-
tended by midwives is partly the result of
the decrease in the number ofBlack moth-
ers served by midwives. Overall, the
changes in midwifery practice between
1978-1979 and 1988 appear to have further
distinguished out-of-hospital births from
those in hospitals: out-of-hospital mid-
wife-attended births seem concentrated
among older White mothers.

Di&cuon
How can contemporary midwifery

practice be summarized? Midwifery prac-
tice in the United States is currently hos-
pital based: 87.3% of all midwife-attended
births occurred in a hospital in 1988. Mid-
wives who practice in hospitals serve
mothers who are younger; who are more
likely to be unmarried, more likely to be
foreign-born, and more likely to be minor-
ities; and who receive less prenatal care
than the average mother in the United
States. Midwiveswho attend mothers out-
side of hospitals support a clientele that is
older, has higher parity, and is much more
likely to be White; is more likely to be
foreign-bom and married; and receives
less prenatal care than mothers as awhole.
Judged by the only two measures of out-
come available on birth certificates, birth-
weight and Apgar score, mothers and ba-
bies have distinctly better than average
outcomes when births are attended by
midwives, either in or out of hospitals.
Despite the obvious limitations of birth-
weight and Apgar scores as measures of
outcome, when one considers that mid-
wives, particularly in hospitals, are serv-
ing a population apparently at risk, some-
thing about the system of care developed
in these cases (careful screening of risk
with referral of high risk cases to doctors,

more attention to prenatal care, less inter-
vention at birth?) is working.

The findings of positive outcomes to
midwifery care are hardly unique to this
study, and recent research on birth cen-

ters14 provides more support for the in-
creased use of midwives and suggests the
need for systematic studies ofthe cost sav-
ings associated with midwifery care. The
degree to which some of the different pat-
terns noted above are a result of funding
mechanisms (e.g., Medicaid reimburse-
ment rules) also deserves further inquiry.
Midwives can help relieve problems of ac-
cess for poor and minority mothers, and

midwifery care in hospitals is increasingly
serving these populations. Pressures to
concentrate midwifery care in these set-
tings will likely grow and result in a clear
split in midwifery practices between mid-
wives serving the poorest mothers in hos-
pitals and those serving upper-middle-
class mothers outside of hospitals.

I found a strong regional pattem of
midwife attendance at birth, and distinct
interstate differencesboth at present and in
developments over time. Because mid-
wifery is regulated at the state level, differ-
ences are likely to persist, permitting the
systematic study of the imfpact of both ex-
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isting policies and innovative approaches
to the further integration of midwifery into
perinatal care in the United States. O
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