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Objectives
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Understand the importance of building social support as a solution to 
maternal health disparities1

2
Comprehend methods for engaging with the birthing parents’ support team 
when language and cultural barriers are present3

Review tools to facilitate communication and engagement of family 
members and social support systems throughout the birthing process



Disparities in Maternal & Child Health
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Source: New America’s Health Rankings 
data brief highlights maternal and infant 
health disparities | UnitedHealth Group

https://www.unitedhealthgroup.com/newsroom/posts/2024/2024-08-27-uhf-ahr-maternal-and-infant-disparities.html
https://www.unitedhealthgroup.com/newsroom/posts/2024/2024-08-27-uhf-ahr-maternal-and-infant-disparities.html
https://www.unitedhealthgroup.com/newsroom/posts/2024/2024-08-27-uhf-ahr-maternal-and-infant-disparities.html


Social Support
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What is it?
A network of family, friends, neighbors and community members that is available in times 
of need to give psychological, physical and financial help

Tangible aid or services 
to a person in need

Suggestions and 
information to 

address problems
Empathy and love

Informational Support

Social support is a modifiable social determinant of health

Instrumental Support Emotional Support



Social Support
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The Impact of Disparities

• Racial/ethnic minorities are less likely than 
White individuals to have a robust social 
support system

• Low-income households are more likely to 
report less social support

• The COVID-19 pandemic further disrupted 
social support systems

Sources: 
• Disparities and intersectionality in social support networks: addressing social inequalities during the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond 
• Humanities and Social Sciences Communications; Loneliness and Social Support Networks: Findings from the KFF Survey of Racism, 

Discrimination and Health - Findings - 10412 | KFF

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-022-01163-y
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41599-022-01163-y
https://www.kff.org/report-section/loneliness-and-social-support-networks-findings-from-the-kff-survey-of-racism-discrimination-and-health-findings/
https://www.kff.org/report-section/loneliness-and-social-support-networks-findings-from-the-kff-survey-of-racism-discrimination-and-health-findings/


Social Support
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Within Maternal Health

Provides a buffering mechanism 
between maternal stress and 

outcomes such as preterm birth

Shorter labor durations and 
decreased rates of interventions 

such as cesarean sections

Lack of social support negatively 
impacts exclusive breastfeeding

Predicts fetal growth and is 
related to higher birth weight

Sources: 
• Maternal social support predicts birth weight and fetal growth in human pregnancy – PubMed
• Social Support and Breastfeeding Outcomes Among a Racially and Ethnically Diverse Population – PubMed
• Addressing Racial/Ethnic Inequities in Maternal Health Through Community-Based Social Support Services: A Mixed Methods Study 
• Family-Centered Maternity Care: Facilitating Communication and Involvement in the Birthing Process

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/11020102/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36460526/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8724658/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/378495859_'Family-Centered_Maternity_Care_Facilitating_Communication_and_Involvement_in_the_Birthing_Process'


Social Support
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Within Maternal Health

Informational support promotes 
learning and prepared women for 

motherhood

Emotional, informational, and 
instrumental support worked to 

create positive relationships 
between women and health care 

providers

Emotional support improved 
emotional well-being and helped 
women build lasting, supportive 

connections 

Source: The Influence of Four Constructs of Social Support on Pregnancy Experiences in Group Prenatal Care - PMC

Social support is considered a 
critical protective factor for the 

perinatal period

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8243703/


Social Support
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Examples in Maternal Health

Friends & 
family

CHWs

Doulas

Prenatal/
parenting 

classes

Local 
groups & 

orgs.

Online 
forums

Social 
media & 

blogs

Clinical 
team

Therapist



Social Support
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Strategies for Engaging Social Support

Assess and identify social support systems

Establish an equity-informed birth plan

Facilitate shared-decision making

Identify and navigate cultural and language barriers

Integrate doulas into the clinical team



Screening for Social Support
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Purpose of Assessment 
Assess current level of social support as part of the overall maternal care plan at the first 
prenatal visit and multiple points thereafter, to:

Identify and mobilize social support

Discuss childbirth support plan (e.g., labor support, transportation, doula)

Discuss postpartum support, emphasizing instrumental support (e.g., meals, 
household responsibilities infant care, baby supplies)



Screening for Social Support
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Can be completed 
alongside SDOH screening 

Can be adapted for 
prenatal care and visits

Source: Postpartum Social Support Screening

https://www.sfpsychological.org/images/uploads/PSSS.pdf


Screening for Social Support

13 Source: Postpartum Social Support Screening

https://www.sfpsychological.org/images/uploads/PSSS.pdf


Screening for Social Support
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Motivational 
interviewing 

techniques can be 
utilized by case 

managers/CHWs

Source: Maternal Health Care Plan – Social Support 

https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=3ad841a52afa087f88615a22baa6deea6090e8812b355cf5f6a17116e4b72f7dJmltdHM9MTc0MDA5NjAwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=3e3cc902-85ab-6025-1455-dda184c46190&psq=maternal+social+support+in+the+care+plan&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cubWljaGlnYW4uZ292L21paHAvLS9tZWRpYS9Qcm9qZWN0L1dlYnNpdGVzL21paHAvTURISFMtNTY3Ml9fTWF0ZXJuYWxfU29jaWFsX1N1cHBvcnRfUE9DMi5kb3R4P3Jldj0yMDA1MzExZDJhM2E0MDhlODg3YWZmN2JhMmQ0NDZkNSZoYXNoPTFFNjZFRTQwQURCQzk5RjA2QjFCM0M0RThBMjcwOEVC&ntb=1


Screening for Social Support
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Connecting Patients to Resources
• Patients who screen positive for low social support can be 

connected to:
− Culturally-relevant support groups 
 National resource directory to support maternal health for 

BIPOC women, mothers and birthing people

− Online groups/forums
− Local low-cost or free maternal/parenting classes

https://www.mmhla.org/articles/maternal-and-mental-health-resources-for-bipoc-women-mothers-and-birthing-people#black


Screening for Social Support
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Examples of MD Resources for Patients
• Counselors Helping South Asians and Indians (CHAI) at Pro 

Bono Counseling

• Bloom Collective: Baltimore Perinatal Wellness Center for 
BIPOC Women

• Cecil County Mom-to-Be Support Group

• A Father’s Place: Prince George’s County Support Group

• Maryland Perinatal Mood and Anxiety Disorder Support Groups

https://www.probonocounseling.org/welcoming-chai-into-the-pbcp-family/
https://www.probonocounseling.org/welcoming-chai-into-the-pbcp-family/
https://bloominbaltimore.com/#about
https://bloominbaltimore.com/#about
https://cecilcountyhealth.org/services/health-promotion/mom-to-be-group/
https://afppgc.org/
https://www.mhamd.org/what-we-do/outreach-and-education/healthy-new-moms/get-help/support-groups/


Screening for Social Support
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MDMOM Maternal Health Resource Map

Source: Resource Map | MD Maternal Health Resource Map

https://mdmomresources.org/map


Screening for Social Support
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Additional Tips for Screening
• Create a structured script for staff
• Start small and scale upwards
• Utilize PDSA cycles to identify ideal workflow

− When will assessment be conducted?

− Where will screening take place?

− How will it be conducted?

− Who will provide resources for patients and how? 



Social Support in the Birth Plan
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Importance

• Provides a way for BIPOC birthing parents to 
communicate their preferences and birthing 
goals before, during and after labor

• Provides the opportunity to name key factors 
such as social supports the birthing parent 
would like present

• Increases patient autonomy 



Social Support in the Birth Plan
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Traditional: Equity-Informed:

• Plan for labor 
• Induction methods
• Pain management
• Delivery room atmosphere
• Newborn care preferences
• Feeding preferences
• Planning for unexpected

• Presence and role of social 
support (e.g., doula, family 
members, partner)

• Addresses fears, concerns and 
personal goals in a culturally 
appropriate manner

• Necessity of interpreters



Social Support in the Birth Plan
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Equity-Informed Birth Plan Example

Source: Addressing Racial Disparities in Maternal Health: The Case for an Equity Birth Plan

https://digitalscholarship.unlv.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2163&context=jhdrp


Shared Decision-Making
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What is it?

• Collaborative discussions between 
providers, patients and social supports to 
discuss best evidence-based practice and 
individual’s personal beliefs and values

• Different from informed consent, where 
clinicians discuss risks, benefits and 
alternatives



Shared Decision-Making
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The SHARE Approach

Seek patient 
and family 

participation

Help explore 
and 

compare 
treatment 
options

Assess 
values and 
preferences

Reach a 
decision

Evaluate 
decision



Shared Decision-Making
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Seek Participation

Summarize health problem

Explain all possible options 

Invite patient to ask questions and seek understanding

Invite patient and family/social support into discussions

Remind patient that their participation is important



Shared Decision-Making
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Example: Seek Participation

• Introduce the topic: “Shall we talk about what options 
are available for newborn feeding, and which you 
think may best fit your needs?”

• “You are welcome to ask questions, do you have any 
initial concerns?”

• “What supports do you have around newborn 
feeding?” (informational, instrumental, emotional)



Shared Decision-Making
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Help Explore and Compare Options

Assess what the patient already knows

Share options in plain language

Clearly communicate risks and benefits of each option

Use simple visual aids (graphs, charts, pictographs)

Use teach-back techniques



Shared Decision-Making
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Example: Help Explore and Compare Options

• Explain the risks and benefits of 
breastfeeding/bottle feeding

• “What do you already know or have seen about 
breastfeeding/bottle feeding?”

• “What do you perceive will be the benefits 
and/or challenges?”

• “How do you feel about the decision to 
breastfeed/bottle feed?”



Shared Decision-Making
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Assess Values and Preferences

Encourage patient to talk about what matters most to them

Ask open-ended questions

Listen actively to the patient

Acknowledge the values/preferences that matter most

Agree on what is most important to your patient



Shared Decision-Making

29

Example: Assess Values and Preferences

• “Why is the decision to breastfeed/bottle 
feed important to you?” 

• “When you think about the benefits/risks, 
what matters most to you?”

• “Who can support you when you face 
challenges related to feeding?”

• “What do you hope to achieve by 
breastfeeding/bottle feeding?”



Shared Decision-Making
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Reach a Decision

Ask if additional information tools or decision aids are needed

Check to see if the patient needs more time

Listen actively to the patient

Ask if a social support system is needed

Help the patient move toward a decision and confirm decision



Shared Decision-Making
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Example: Reach a Decision

• “Would you like additional information on 
breastfeeding/bottle feeding?”

• “Would you like to discuss this decision with your 
family/social support?”

• “What additional questions do you have?”

• “Would you like more time or are you ready to 
decide?”



Shared Decision-Making
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Evaluate Decision

Monitor the extent to which the decision is implemented

Assist with managing any barriers to implementation

Reevaluate decision and determine if other decisions 
need to be made 



Shared Decision-Making
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Example: Evaluate Decision 

• “Can we talk about this topic next time to see 
how things are going?”

• “If things aren’t going well, we can talk about 
a different approach for you.”



Shared Decision-Making
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Strategies for Implementation

• Establish hospital or unit policy with roles and responsibilities clearly defined

• Use the EHR to facilitate communication of patient preferences into routine workflows

• Use decision aids and integrate them into workflows and documentation systems

• Elicit patient preferences and advocate for them in care team discussions and meetings

• Measure and evaluate patient experience with shared decision-making

Source: Shared Decision Making in Perinatal Care - Journal of Obstetric, Gynecologic & Neonatal Nursing

https://www.jognn.org/article/S0884-2175(24)00013-3/fulltext


Shared Decision-Making
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Measurement & Evaluation
• Consider the Childbirth Options, Information, and 

Person-Centered Explanation (CHOICEs) tool
− Captures a patient’s experiences of care in 

prenatal and intrapartum periods
− Scores can provide insight into implementation 

and effectiveness of your organization’s shared 
decision-making processes 

Source: Reliability and Validity of a Perinatal Shared Decision-Making Measure: The Childbirth Options, 
Information, and Person-Centered Explanation - Journal of Obstetric, Gynecologic & Neonatal Nursing

https://www.jognn.org/article/S0884-2175(22)00293-3/abstract
https://www.jognn.org/article/S0884-2175(22)00293-3/abstract


Culture & Language
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What is it?

Culturally-appropriate services 
consider the preferences and 

aspirations of individuals and the 
cultures of their communities



Culture & Language
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Intervention Strategies

Source: Interventions to provide culturally-appropriate maternity care services: factors affecting implementation - PMC

Incorporate 
interpreters

Provide staff 
training to 

improve cultural 
awareness

Adapt the 
physical or social 
setting in which a 

service is 
provided (e.g., 

including family 
in the room 

during the birth)

Use participatory 
approaches

Incorporate local 
birthing practices 

into service 
provision

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC5577805/


Culture & Language
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Example: Familias Sanas (Healthy Families)

• Implemented at an urban hospital in Phoenix, AZ, to address low-income Latina 
women’s low rate of return for postpartum appointments

• Aimed to bridge the cultural gap and be responsive to Latina beliefs, including the 
importance of social support

• Utilized Prenatal Partners (PPs) who acted as bicultural and bilingual patient 
navigators, encouraged self-advocacy and assisted with communication

• Patients engaged with the PPs were 2.5x more likely to attend their postpartum visits

Source: Familias Sanas: an Intervention Designed to Increase rates of Postpartum Visits among Latinas - PMC

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC2944022/


Culture & Language
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Recommendations: Interpreter Services
Whenever possible, ensure continuity of the interpreter to foster 
a trusted relationship

Include the interpreter as a member of the multi-disciplinary 
team

Train and provide guidelines for maternity and neonatal teams 
on incorporating interpreters

Consider training and/or seeking medical interpreters with labor 
and postpartum doula skills



Integrating Doula Care
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The Importance of Doulas

• Doulas play a key role in social support
• Doula care can:

− Reduce variation in health and social outcomes

− Support healthcare navigation through education, 
emotional support and advocacy

− Educate health care workers on unique cultural 
birth needs and practices



Integrating Doula Care
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Strategies for Incorporation

Host opportunities to build relationships with doulas

Develop a doula orientation plan

Ensure prenatal and postpartum education programs 
include doulas

Educate staff and providers

Inform birthing people and the community 



Integrating Doula Care
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Host Opportunities to Build Relationships

• Doulas can provide a client introduction letter to share with the OB provider
• Hospitals can host “Meet the Team” events where clinical staff and doulas meet, tour 

the hospital facility and create a list of local doulas
• Host virtual or in-person webinars and Q&A sessions with doula partners 
• Create a “doula badge” (can include headshots and short biography) placed on the unit 

for reference
• Consider post-delivery care team debriefs with patients and their families 



Integrating Doula Care
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Develop a Doula Orientation Plan

• Develop a birth unit policy that supports the integration 
of doulas at the bedside and during procedures

• Develop a clear communication pathway
• Educate doulas on managing emergency obstetric and 

neonatal scenarios
• Provide a unit tour, pointing out the location of supplies 
• Review policies on infection prevention, patient 

protection and confidentiality



Integrating Doula Care
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Ensure Education Programs Include Doulas

• Engage doulas in supporting prenatal and 
postpartum education programs
− Doulas are specialized in low-intervention 

support, which reduces poor outcomes
• Leverage doula certifications to enhance their 

roles as lactation consultants, community health 
workers and educators of parenting skills



Integrating Doula Care
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Educate Staff and Providers
• Provide information on a doula’s role, benefits of 

doula care, policy and process changes and 
communication pathways

• Educate the team on low-intervention birth and 
continuous labor support interventions

• Provide opportunities to gain self-awareness of 
implicit bias

• Collect continuous feedback



Integrating Doula Care
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Inform Birthing People and the Community

• Develop informational tools to explain how 
doulas are integrated into the birth team

• Share best communication pathways for the 
patient and family

• Discuss when and why medical intervention may 
be escalated

• Ensure patients are aware of the doula policy



Engaging Social Support in Maternal Care
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Summary

Assess and identify social support systems

Establish an equity informed birth plan

Facilitate shared-decision making

Identify and navigate cultural and language barriers

Integrate doulas into the clinical team
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Contact Information

Temi Olafunmiloye
Health Equity Manager

804.289.5320 
tolafunmiloye@hqi.solutions
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Resources
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• Postpartum Social Support Screening Tool
• MDHHS Social Support Screening Tool
• Maternal and Mental Health Resources for BIPOC Women, Mothers, and 

Birthing People − Maternal Mental Health Leadership Alliance: MMHLA
• Addressing Racial Disparities in Maternal Health: The Case for an Equity 

Birth Plan
• Integrating Community Doulas into the Health Care Team

https://whatcomperinatal.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Postpartum-Social-Support-Screening-Tool.pdf
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.michigan.gov%2Fmihp%2F-%2Fmedia%2FProject%2FWebsites%2Fmihp%2FMDHHS-5672__Maternal_Social_Support_POC2.dotx%3Frev%3D2005311d2a3a408e887aff7ba2d446d5%26hash%3D1E66EE40ADBC99F06B1B3C4E8A2708EB&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://www.mmhla.org/articles/maternal-and-mental-health-resources-for-bipoc-women-mothers-and-birthing-people#black
https://www.mmhla.org/articles/maternal-and-mental-health-resources-for-bipoc-women-mothers-and-birthing-people#black
https://digitalscholarship.unlv.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2163&context=jhdrp
https://digitalscholarship.unlv.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2163&context=jhdrp
https://mopqc.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Integrating-Community-Doulas-into-the-Health-Care-Team_10524b.pdf


Stay Connected

51

Katie Richards
Collaborative Manager 
krichards@hqi.solutions
804.289.5355

@hqinnovators

Health Quality Innovators

hqi.solutions www.mdpqc.org

md-pqc@listserv.mdpqc.org

mailto:krichards@hqi.solutions
https://x.com/HQInnovators
https://www.linkedin.com/company/healthqualityinnovators/posts/?feedView=all
https://hqi.solutions/
http://www.mdpqc.org/
mailto:md-pqc@listserv.mdpqc.org
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