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Agenda
• What: Trend of hospital obstetric unit closures

• Why: Reasons for rural hospital obstetric units
closures

• Where: Communities of these obstetric unit closures

• How: Association between hospital obstetric unit 
closures and accessibility
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What is happening to hospital 
obstetric care?
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Number of Hospital-based 
Obstetric Units by Rurality

Urban
Micropolitan
Noncore

649

592628

443

2,142

2,018

Source: Hung (2017) Discontinuation of Hospital-Based Obstetric 
Unit Services 2002-2013. University of Minnesota. 
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Continuing~
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Why are Rural Hospital Obstetric 
Units Closing?

• Staffing issues
• Retention, recruitment, liability

• Low birth volume
• Low reimbursement

• High proportions of patients on Medicaid
• Financial issues

• Surgical and anesthesia coverage
• Costs of operating the units
• Budget cuts

Hung, P., Kozhimannil, K. B., Casey, M. M., & Moscovice, I. S. (2016). Why are obstetric 
units in rural hospitals closing their doors?. Health services research, 51(4), 1546-1560.
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Rural communities affected by 
hospital obstetric unit closures
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County Map of Rural Hospital 
Obstetric Units 2004-2014

Hung, P., Henning-Smith, C. E., Casey, M. M., & Kozhimannil, K. B. (2017). Access to obstetric services in 
rural counties still declining, with 9 percent losing services, 2004–14. Health Affairs, 36(9), 1663-1671. 9
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Black Communities Had Higher Odds 
of Closures
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Higher Workforce Supply was 
Associated with Lower Odds of Full 
Closures
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Spatial Accessibility to Hospital 
Obstetric Units
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Study Sample

Statewide 
Inpatient 

Databases

All-Payer Hospital Discharge Data in 2002 and 2013

Maternal 
Childbirth 

Hospitalization

Linked Hospital 
and County 

Characteristics

6,777 ZIP codes in 2002 and 2013
• 661,240 maternal childbirth hospitalizations in 2002
• 634,807 maternal childbirth hospitalizations in 2013
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Average Driving Distances (Miles) to 
Nearest Hospital Obstetric Units by 
Loss of Services & Residence Rurality
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No Loss of OB Services Loss of the Nearest Hospital OB

14



1
5

Implications
• Low birth volume: Additional rural hospitals may be 

vulnerable to obstetric unit closure in the future. 
• Staffing concern: Challenges faced by rural communities 

in recruiting and retaining obstetric providers are 
concerning.

• Community factor: The overall financial status of the local 
population may influence a hospital’s capacity or decision to 
maintain obstetric services.

• Continuity of maternity care: When hospital obstetric units 
close, it’s important to ensure communication between local 
prenatal care providers and more distant hospitals and 
clinicians providing inpatient intrapartum care.

• Driving distance to the nearest hospital obstetric units: 
closures increased travel distance to obstetric care
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Future 
Research

Optimal distribution of 
hospital obstetric units 
• How far is too far?

Closures and perinatal 
care continuity 
• Differential effects by residential 

proximity to care

Evidence-based 
maternity care
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Thank you! 
Peiyin Hung, PhD, MSPH

Twitter-@peiyinhung
hungp@mailbox.sc.edu



Potential 
Solutions?
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How far is the nearest 
hospitals or ambulatory 
surgical centers with 
obstetric units in 2018?
Sources: CMS Provider of Services File 2018 and 
American Community Surveys 2017
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Drive Time to Nearest Hospitals or Ambulatory 
Surgical Centers with Obstetric Units in 2018, 
by Residence Rurality?
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Supply of Family Physicians Matters

• Losing Local Hospital Obstetric Units: A lower 
supply of family physicians in a county was associated 
with vulnerability to providing hospital obstetric 
services.

• Reliance of Family Physicians in Rural Hospitals: 
Over half of rural hospitals had family physicians 
attending births, with a quarter that relied solely on 
them to provide obstetrics.

• Nationwide Declines in Family Physicians is 
concerning: The proportion of family physicians 
providing maternity care steadily declined from 20.7% 
in 2002 to 9.7% in 2010.
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Lower birth volume hospitals are more 
likely to close OB Units.

Hung, P., Kozhimannil, K. B., Casey, M. M., & Moscovice, I. S. (2016). Why are obstetric units 
in rural hospitals closing their doors?. Health services research, 51(4), 1546-1560.
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Spatial Accessibility to Hospital 
Obstetric Units
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Study Sample

Statewide 
Inpatient 

Databases

All-Payer Hospital Discharge Data in 2002 and 2013

Maternal 
Childbirth 

Hospitalization

Linked Hospital 
and County 

Characteristics

6,777 ZIP codes in 2002 and 2013
• 661,240 maternal childbirth hospitalizations in 2002
• 634,807 maternal childbirth hospitalizations in 2013
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Proximity to the Nearest Hospitals 
with Obstetric Units in 2002 and 
2013, by Residence Rurality
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Proportion of Rural Counties with 
Hospital Obstetric Services
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Hung, P; Kozhimannil, K. B., Casey, M. M., & Moscovice, I. S. (2017). Closure of Hospital Obstetric 
Services Disproportionately Affects Less-Populated Counties. University of Minnesota Rural Health 
Research Center. 
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