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Execvutive Summary

In March 2018, the Dane County Health Council initiated a community engagement
campaign around the African American low birthweight crisis in our community. The
Council contracted with The Foundation for Black Women's Wellness and its project
partner EQT By Design, LLC. to execute this effort with the explicit goal of gathering the
insights, perspective, and feedback of members of Dane County's African American
community. More specifically, the project’s aim was to bring the voice of the community
most impacted by the issue to the table as an active partner in identifying and informing
root causes and solutions.

The initiation of the project is an extension of the Council’'s efforts over the past 20 years to
implement and support health system and community-driven efforts that work to address
and improve the quality of maternal and child health in the African American community,
and specifically fo address and eliminate disparities in the birth outcomes of Black women
and their babies. The effort comes at a time when achieving significant gains in improving
Black maternal and child health in our county has never been more urgent.

Presently, we know that babies born to Black mothers in Dane County are 2 times more
likely to be born at low birth weight than babies born to white mothers, placing them at
increased risk of significant health and developmental challenges, and of dying within the
first year of life. These gaps in birth outcomes occur alongside a troubling frack record of
stubborn health disparities in Dane County where African American residents comprise
roughly 5% of the total population, but are over-represented in all major categories of
disease and illness, including hypertension, heart disease, diabetes, cancer, stroke, obesity
and reproductive disorders. Black women and men are more likely than their peers to live
with and die from treatable and preventable ilinesses, and at younger ages. And despite
greater access to healthcare in Dane County and Wisconsin than in many other states,
African Americans still experience the worst overall health and mental health outcomes
than any other group. Furthermore, Wisconsin was recently cited (2014) as the only state in
the U.S. where the life expectancy gap between black women and white women had
widened.[1]

A recent analysis of Dane County public health data revealed a Black infant mortality rate
as high as 15.4 infant deaths per 1,000 live births during the period of 2015-2017. [2] A most
sobering illustration of this crisis in one of our many engagement sessions was the testimony
of a local church pastor who shared that within her church congregation, 8 babies have
died at or shortly after birth in the past 7 years to seven families. Two died from sudden
infant death syndrome (SIDS); the others from complications related to premature birth or
unknown causes. The families are sfill struggling with the immense grief and loss of these
unspeakable casualties.

These harsh realities reflect a larger troubling trend and reality in our state where we carry
the unfortunate designation of first in the nation for Black infant mortality, and where Black
women's health and that of their communities is colored by an overarching theme of
disparity.

[1] Trends In The Black-White Life Expectancy Gap Among US States, 199082009, Published Aug 2014¢
[2] 2015-2017 Dane County Infant Mortality Rate, Public Health Madison Dane - reference for page 5
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A 2017 report named Wisconsin a national leader in racial inequality. Similarly, a 2018
report published by the Centers for Disease Confrol (CDC) found that Wisconsin,
comparatively, had the highest state infant mortality rate among non-Hispanic Black
women during the period of 2013-2015. The rate, 14.28 infant deaths per 1,000 live births,
was 1.7 times higher than the corresponding rate in the state with the lowest mortality rate
for infants born to Black women (MA). This present state of Black maternal and child
health in our county and State is one of the MOST significant and urgent health
challenges we face, and one for which this engagement effort was designed to
uncover viable, sustainable and community-driven solutions that will furn the fide
towards healthier birth outcomes for Black women and their babies.

Our engagement strategy centered on the design, development and implementation of a
series of community conversations which targeted local Black women as the primary
audience, and included Black men and Black youth as critical memlbers and extensions of
Black women's lives and families; as well as the inclusion of at-large members of the Dane
County health and social services community who serve Black women and families. We
were not tasked with carrying out a rigorous research study in order to identify a specific
truth, but rather to facilitate the stories and experiences of African American women in
Dane County. The outcome we achieved was a space for many different fruths to come
forth while taking careful record to share what we learned about their experiences with
local healthcare and community systems, their perceptions of and vision for their overall
health and wellbeing, and their identification of factors that both promote and hinder the
realization of well-being.

Our work over the past nine months has been unprecedented in that we were able to
engage the voices of nearly 300 Black women, men, youth and community members in a
process that has been as rewarding as it has been challenging. Participants gave
generously of their time, their stories, their experiences, and their truths. While our African
American participants did not constitute a random or fully representative sample of Dane
County’s Black residents, the individuals we engaged did reflect a significant cross-section
of the diversity existing among African American residents in ethnicity, age, education,
family composition, income and location.

Like the Dane County Health Council, we believe there is no one better equipped to
inform our community’s understanding of the drivers of adverse Black maternal and infant
health outcomes than our County's Black mothers and families. We have listened deeply
and captured the voices, challenges, ideas, needs, and hopes of a subset of Black
women, men and youth in our community, and have been inspired by their strength,
resilience, perseverance, loving commitment to their families and community, and their
desire and willingness to be a part of the solution.

While we are aware of many past local community engagement efforts, we are unaware
of any that have engaged as many Black women as this campaign, or around the specific
issue of maternal and child health. We cannot understate the significance of this
accomplisnment, as it is a strength of this outreach and of this report. The information we
collected provides a rich perspective and body of work that can and should inform critical
steps, sustainable strategies, and effective solutions that reduce and eliminate Dane
County’s Black low birthweight and infant mortality gap. We are fully committed to this
work for the long haul, and offer this summary report as a first step in a powerful direction of
collaboration fowards saving our babies.
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Big Messages We Heard

At the root of poor birth outcomes rests:

O« O¢ O«

Stressed Black family systems.
Generational struggle for economic security and stability.

Institutional racism and bias and its looming impact on Black life and
progress.

Furthermore:

0

O«

Though African Americans see Dane County as a place of opportunity, that
opportunity does not franslate consistently into success or stability for them
and their families despite their best efforts.

Although there are instances of individual stability and “success” to point to,
participants overwhelmingly cite a persistent pattern of racial inequality
and opportunity imbalance across all domains of community life
(education, employment, income, social capital) that relegates Dane
County’s African American community as a whole to a second-class status.
This makes them susceptible to the poor health outcomes and pattern of
disparity that persists in our region.

Root causes of Black low infant birthweight stem from this backdrop of
racial and economic inequality in Dane County that goes unchanged.

The dual impact of economic insecurity and racial inequality on the Black
family system, past and present, has created a toxic cycle of stress and
pressure that is driving Black infant low birthweight and other health
disparities.

Black mothers and families, though hopeful, resilient and persevering, are in
far too many cases, living under a state of duress and chronic stress in Dane
County. This toxic cycle of stress impacts Black women and families of all
education and income levels.

Solutions that eliminate Black birth disparities and improve mother and baby
health must be broad and cross-sector, within and beyond healthcare, to
address both improved maternal and child health, and whole-family and
community well-being.

Our Recommendations and Why

Our recommendations, outlined on pages 39-41, are written in response to the rich
feedback offered by participants, and shaped around ten (10) subsequent and
consistent themes that emerged across the twenty-two (22) target population
sessions we hosted and one (1) additional session with healthcare and social service
providers. Key factors cited by Black women (and men) that heavily impact their
quality of life and health in Dane County, including the quality of their pregnancies
and the health of their babies can be best understood through the table below.
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10 Critical and Consistent Themes

The following themes capture our assessment of what we identified as the drivers oft
low birthweight births and maternal and child health disparities in Dane Countyfsé
African American community based on participant feedback and our analysis:é

e Racism, discrimination and e Inadequate social supports
institutional bias e Gaps in health literacy, education
e Bias and cultural disconnect in and support
healthcare delivery experiences e Disconnected and hard-to-navigate
e Economic insecurity community resources
e Housing insecurity and high cost of e Systemic barriers to individual and
living family advancement
e Poor access to health-supporting e Chronic stress ¢
assets ¢

We expand on these themes on pages 25 - 37, providing participant insights and select
data sets. In response to these themes, our recommendations (pages 39-41) are
necessarily broad and systemic in nature, calling for actions and investments within
healthcare systems, community, and in cross-sector systems and policy level change.
This multi-pronged approach allows for the deployment of readily available resources
and assets for immediate and short-term impact, while building capacities and
collaborations needed to achieve long-term transformational change that stabilizes
Black family systems and improve Black birth outcomes.

The Opportunity at Hand

It is often said that the health of a community is best measured by the well-being of its
children. By this measure and in the case of Black babies, we have urgent and
considerable work to do. Yet, despite the challenges we face and the barriers outlined
in this report, there is a significant opportunity before us to make unprecedented
change in elevating the health of Black mothers, babies and their families in Dane
County. The timing of this engagement effort and the completion of this report and
recommendations are happening at a time where our state leadership has made
promising commitments signaling a wilingness to confront health disparities in ways it
hasn't before, and to prioritize maternal and child health and infant mortality
specifically as policy imperatives. In this climate, and with proper investments and
collaborations at the local level, we are poised to move from a position of “worst fo
best” for African American maternal and child health, and for Black families overall.

The time to be bold and courageous together is now!é

The findings of this engagement effort and the subsequent recommendations we
propose provide a roadmap to a bold new path that confronts racial inequity, leads
with a social determinants of health lens, and aims to dismantle systemic roadblocks
that have compromised the stability of Black families in Dane County for far too long.
We know that the path to healthier mothers and babies begins with strong families and
community systems that support them. Our greatest opportunity lies ahead to lead,
invest and partner in powerful ways that secure the health and future of Black babies.
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