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Infant Mortality is a Wicked Problem

• Tame: a problem you can solve
vs.

• Wicked (malignant/risky/tricky/aggressive): a 
problem you can work at

• Wicked problems:
– Lack a common definition
– Require continuous (endless) attention
– No single solution (bad/better/best)
– Difficult to validate solutions
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Infant Mortality is a Wicked Problem

– Controlled trial and error is risky/impossible
– The value of previous knowledge is limited
– Are characterized by a more desired future 

state
– Those who attempt to solve wicked problems 

are open to criticism if they are “wrong”
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What is                   ?
• Co-Founded with Elizabeth Kelly, MD, MPH, 

Executive Vice Chair, Department of Obstetrics 
and Gynecology, UCCOM in 2013 as a collective 
impact collaborative to eliminate infant mortality in 
Hamilton County OH

• Response to excess infant morality in metropolitan 
Cincinnati

• Housed within the Perinatal Institute at the 
Cincinnati Children’s Research 
Foundation/Cincinnati Children’s Hospital Medical 
Center
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What is                   ?
• Budget

– Annual: $4.5M
• Public (federal, state, local)
• Maternal Health Centers
• Philanthropy

– Direct service
– Data
– Communication/Outreach/Advocacy 
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Infant  Mortality Rate, Hamilton County, 
2016-2021
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Key Points:
• In 2021, 66 babies died in Hamilton County – 10 

fewer than in 2020. 

• With 10,266 live births, the 2021 Hamilton County 
infant mortality rate was 6.4 deaths per 1,000 live 
births. 

• This is by far the lowest rate ever measured in 
Hamilton County since modern record keeping 
began in 1968.

• Hamilton County below the state (7.8)1 and above 
the nation (5.6)3.

Sources:
1 Ohio Department of Health (ODH) (2021)
2 Hamilton County Fetal and Infant Mortality Review (FIMR)
3 National Vital Statistics Reports (CDC) (2019)
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“Questions”

• What did you do?
• How did you do it?
• What are your interventions?
• We want to do this in (insert 

location/organization here). Can you help 
us get started?
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“Answers”

• Specifics are important
• But not necessarily relevant
• Context is key: “All politics is local”

But there are generalizable 
concepts 
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1. Choose a Framework

• Infant Mortality is a wicked 
problem

• Collective Impact: a 
framework for wicked 
problems
– Common agenda
– Shared measurement
– Mutually reinforcing activities
– Continuous communication
– Backbone organization

• Cradle Cincinnati June, 
2013 

• www.cradlecincinnati.org
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Channeling Change: 
Making Collective 
Impact Work 
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2. Define the Primary Outcome

• The single variable that you will use to 
judge success.

• Measurable
• Easily understood
• Matters to all stakeholders
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Infant Mortality!
• Among standard public health metrics, infant 

mortality is considered the “canary in the coal 
mine” as a measure of overall community well-
being.

• Deaths per 1,000 live births in a specific geographic 
location

• “Live birth” in Indiana:
– Evidence of live outside the womb
– Breathing/gasping, heart action, movement of skeletal 

muscles
• Counted until first birthday
• Counted at Mom’s home address
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3. Define the Geography

• High incidence
• Reliable and sustainable measurement
• Minimal contamination
• Hamilton County OH

– 10,200 live births/year
– 2007: 120 infant deaths
– Two major public health department jurisdictions
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Some Modificat ions
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4. Data, Data, Data

• Sources
• Access
• Trust
• ODH
• Hamilton County
• City of Cincinnati
• Maternity centers

56%
Preterm birth-
related

23%
Birth defect-

related

14%
Sleep-related

7%
Other

Causes of Infant Death 
Hamilton County 2015-2019

Sources: Hamilton County FIMR, Hamilton County Public Health, 
City of Cincinnati Health Department
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5. Translate Theory Into Action

• Theory (preterm birth):

SES 

Stress 

Racism 

Social Determinants 

Health Behaviors 

Geography 

Nutrition 

* -1radleaoonnatL 

• Infection 

• Inflammation 

• Genetics 
• Health stat.us 

Preterm Birth 

• uterine contractions 

• Dilation of cervix/LUS 

• ROM 

Term Birth 
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A. Strategy
• Community-driven!
• Is it effective?

– Published evidence/Plausibility
– Learning from others

• Will it matter?
• Is it feasible?

– Cost
– Time

• Is it measurable?
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B. Tactics

• The “3 S’s”
– Smoking
– Spacing
– Sleep

• Smoking
• Spacing
• Sleep
• Equity

Community-driven!
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6. Avoid Well-Intended Distractions

• Impact on IMR:
– Poverty
– Education
– Housing
– Breast feeding
– Parent support/Home 

visiting
– Infant vaccination 

Post "Conceptional" Age at Time of Infant 
D -Hamilton County 

~ a.le-• 
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Health Care & Public Health

7.

Health Care ≠ Public Health
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8. Learn Along the Way-This is 
Important!

Racial Disparity in Infant Mortality, Hamilton 
County and United States, 2000-2021 

Key Point: 
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Learning Along the Way…
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A Few Final Thoughts

• This is not easy work (IM is a wicked 
problem)

• Focus
• Persistence
• Systems thinking
• Equity-the racial disparity of infant 

mortality
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Supplemental Slides

Cincinnati 

Child re n's·· 
cha nging the outcome together 



Where Are We Today? All Cause Infant 
Mortality Hamilton County Ohio 2011-2021
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Infant Mortality Rate by Race and Ethnicity,
Hamilton County and United States, 2017-2021
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Key Point:
• Black infant mortality in Hamilton County and the 

United States continues to be far greater than 
other racial and ethnic groups.

Disparity PlacePreterm Birth Birth Defect Sleep

Notes:
• Asian = non-Hispanic Asian as defined by mother
• Black = non-Hispanic Black as defined by mother
• Hispanic = Hispanic or Latinx origin as defined by mother
• White = non-Hispanic White as defined by mother
• United States Asian infant death data not available for 2014-2016

Sources:
1 Ohio Department of Health (ODH)
2 Hamilton County Fetal and Infant Mortality Review (FIMR)
3 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)

1,2
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Black Infant Mortality Rate, Hamilton County, 
2017-2021
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Key Points:
• In 2021, we saw an increase in the Black infant 

mortality rate in Hamilton County.

• The Black infant mortality has rose above the 
national rate of 10.52.

• Any racial disparity is unacceptable, but we are 
encouraged by the work happening in the 
community to guide us in next steps.

Disparity PlacePreterm Birth Birth Defect Sleep

Note:
• Black = non-Hispanic Black as defined by mother
• 2019-2020 United States infant mortality by race data not yet released. 

Sources:
1 Hamilton County Fetal and Infant Mortality Review (FIMR)
2 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) National Vital Statistics 

System WONDER Online Database (2019)

1 1
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Preterm Birth is the Driving Force Behind 
Infant Mortality in the US

r2 = 0.62
P<0.0001

Preterm Birth Rate (%)
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When Are Infants Dying?
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Social Determinants
Meyer et al 2021 SMFM

• Prospective cohort nested case control study
• 261 Non-Hispanic Black postpartum women
• 14.5% preterm birth
• Significantly less social/emotional/financial 

support
• Diminished resilience
• Substandard housing, food insecurity
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Designing Direct Service

• Wraparound model
• Emphasis on trust
• Linking health care and community 

(public) health
• Care delivered by community health 

workers
• Focus on Black Women in 12 

geographic zones 
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Racial Disparity in Infant Mortality, Hamilton 
County and United States, 2000-2021

0.0

1.0

2.0

3.0

4.0

5.0

6.0

7.0

2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020

Ra
ci

al
 D

is
pa

rit
y 

In
de

x 
fo

r I
nf

an
t M

or
ta

lit
y

Bl
ac

k 
in

fa
nt

 m
or

ta
lit

y 
ra

te
 d

iv
id

ed
 b

y 
W

hi
te

 
in

fa
nt

 m
or

ta
lit

y 
ra

te

Hamilton…
United States

Key Point:
• Racial disparity in Hamilton County rarely dips 

below the national disparity.
• The racial disparity index for 2021 is 5.9. 

Notes:
• Black = non-Hispanic Black as defined by mother
• White = non-Hispanic White as defined by mother
• 2019-2020 United States infant mortality by race not yet released.

Sources:
1 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
2 Ohio Department of Health (ODH)
3 Hamilton County Fetal and Infant Mortality Review (FIMR)

Disparity PlacePreterm Birth Birth Defect Sleep
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Extreme Preterm Birth Rate by Race, 
Hamilton County, 2017-2021

Key Points:
• Extreme preterm birth is defined as a child born at 

less than 28 weeks gestation. 
• Despite recent improvement, persistent racial 

disparity in this outcome drives overall disparities 
in death. 

Disparity PlacePreterm Birth Birth Defect Sleep

Notes:
• Asian = non-Hispanic Asian as defined by mother
• Black = non-Hispanic Black as defined by mother
• Hispanic = Hispanic or Latinx origin as defined by mother
• White = non-Hispanic White as defined by mother
• Extreme preterm birth = Less than 28 weeks gestation
• Rate of extreme preterm births in 2016-2020

• non-Hispanic Asian = 0.7%
• Hispanic = 0.7%

Source:
• Ohio Vital Statistics

2021 2021

--------------------------------
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