
years and bore children at each age in
accordance with prevailing age-specific
fertility rates.) High fertility rates
increase the risk that a woman will die
from maternal causes. While mortality
risks are associated with all pregnan-
cies, these risks rise the more times a
woman gives birth. 

Elevated fertility rates, combined
with weak access to basic health-care
and maternity services, can have life-
long implications for women’s sur-
vival. In the developing world as a
whole, a woman has a 1 in 76 life-
time risk of maternal death, com-
pared with a probability of just 1 in
8,000 for women in industrialized
countries. By way of comparison, the
lifetime risk of maternal mortality
ranges from just 1 in 47,600 for a
mother in Ireland, to 1 in every 7 in
Niger, the country with the highest
lifetime risk of maternal death.8

Neonatal mortality

Neonatal mortality is the probability
of a newborn dying between birth
and the first 28 completed days of
life. The latest estimates from the
World Health Organization, which
date from 2004, indicate that around
3.7 million children died within the
first 28 days of life in that year.
Within the neonatal period, however,
there is wide variation in mortality
risk. The greatest risk is during the
first day after birth, when it is esti-
mated that between 25 and 45 per
cent of neonatal deaths occur. Around
three quarters of newborn deaths, or
2.8 million in 2004, occur within the
first week – the early neonatal period.
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Trends, levels and lifetime risk of maternal mortality

Figure 1.3

Source: World Health Organization, United Nations Children’s Fund, United Nations Population
Fund and the World Bank, Maternal Mortality in 2005: Estimates developed by WHO, UNICEF,
UNFPA and the World Bank, WHO, Geneva, 2007, p. 35.  
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*Sub-Saharan Africa comprises the regions of Eastern/Southern Africa and West/Central Africa.
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Although the number of under-five deaths worldwide has fallen consistently –

from around 13 million in 1990 to 9.2 million in 2007 – the toll of maternal

mortality has remained stubbornly intractable above 500,000.




