
61% of maternal deaths worldwide occur in fragile states,
many of them affected by conflict and recurring natural disasters

Calculating The Statistic

Correct Statistic: 61% of maternal deaths worldwide occur in 
fragile states, many of them affected by conflict and recurring 
natural disasters.

The 50 countries with highest fragility score on the 2015 OECD 
index were selected. Notably, among the 50  are several 
population-dense countries where only a fraction of the population 
lives in settings of conflict, displacement, and/or natural disaster.

Next WHO’s Trends in Maternal Mortality: 1990 to 2015 was used 
to calculate the sum of maternal deaths in these 50 countries.

That sum was divided by the world total of maternal deaths to 
obtain 61%.

The problem arises when the total number of maternal deaths 
occurring in the 50 countries is inaccurately represented as the 
number of maternal deaths occurring in settings of conflict, 
displacement, and natural disaster.

Background
In October 2016, Helena Nordenstedt and Hans 
Rosling published a Comment in The Lancet, titled 
Chasing 60% of maternal deaths in the post-fact 
era, that points out an inaccurate and widely used 
statistic on maternal mortality in humanitarian 
settings. They primarily take issue with the incorrect 
assertion that 60% of preventable maternal deaths 
take place in settings of conflict, displacement, and 
natural disasters. They conclude that the calculation 
represents a “fourfold inaccuracy”, tweaked for 
advocacy purposes, which effectively overshadows 
the fact that most maternal deaths occur in extreme 
poverty. The authors appropriately take issue with 
the conflation of humanitarian settings and fragile 
states. However, the IAWG wishes to emphasize that 
the meaning and significance of this data, when 
represented correctly, remains.

Key Messages
We advocate for more and better data on maternal death in settings of conflict and displacement

An accurate estimation of maternal mortality in settings of conflict and natural disasters, where health systems may have 
completely collapsed, remains a huge challenge. Applying existing country estimates to numbers displaced is likely to be grossly 
inaccurate given regional variation and inequality experienced by affected populations. Health system strengthening in disaster 
risk reduction (DRR) and emergency preparedness (EP) efforts can help improve data collection during humanitarian crises.

We recognize the undeniable link between poverty, fragility and high rates of maternal mortality
The IAWG implores the development and humanitarian community to avoid efforts to distinguish whether poverty, fragility, 
education or protection are most detrimental to reproductive health outcomes – and instead work to address intersecting 
vulnerabilities. Building the resilience of people and health systems significantly weakened by poverty, conflict, and natural 
disaster is critical to reducing maternal death. 

We call for sustained funding along the humanitarian-development continuum
IAWG is regretful that the authors used their commentary to suggest that funding to settings of poverty and settings of fragility 
are somehow mutually exclusive. Preventing maternal mortality requires deep investments in health, education, economic 
development, and women’s rights – but it also requires peace and security. Countries experiencing instability will be most 
challenged in realizing and sustaining development gains and are also far less likely to receive donor funding. Investments 
in DRR and EP planning will help build resilience, and mitigate development losses caused by crises.

WE RECOMMEND THE CONTINUED USE OF THE ACCURATE STATISTIC

AS AN IMPORTANT TOOL IN OUR COLLECTIVE ADVOCACY EFFORTS TO DRAW ATTENTION 
TO THE LINK BETWEEN POVERTY, INSTABILITY, AND HUMANITARIAN CRISES.

61% of maternal deaths worldwide occur in fragile states, 
many of them affected by conflict and recurring natural disasters

CORRECTED STATISTIC
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