
Maternal disability and risk for pregnancy, delivery, and post-
partum complications: a systematic review and meta-analysis 

What is the research about? 

Pregnancy is becoming more common in women 

with disabilities. Studies are beginning to show 

that women with disabilities may be at increased 

risk for complications around the time of 

pregnancy. A summary of this research is needed 

to inform health care programs. This new report  

examines existing research on the risk of 

complications during pregnancy and delivery, and 

after pregnancy, in women with disabilities.  

What did the researchers do?  

The researchers used data from published papers 

that were obtained by searching several library 

databases. They looked at data on the risks of 

complications during pregnancy and delivery, and 

after pregnancy, among women with physical, 

sensory, and intellectual and developmental 

disabilities, compared to women without these 

disabilities.  

What did the researchers find?  

 The researchers found 23 studies reporting on 

pregnancy-related outcomes among women 

with disabilities; only 3 of these studies were 

Canadian.  

 Women with any disability and intellectual 

and developmental disabilities had 

increased risk for complications related to 

high blood pressure in pregnancy. 

 Women with any, physical, and intellectual 

and developmental disabilities also had 

increased risk for cesarean delivery. 

 More than half of the studies were rated as 

having weak quality. Their most important 

limitation was that they did not account for 

social and health factors that could explain 

differences in risk between women with and 

without disabilities.  

  

What you need to know 
 

Women with disabilities may be 
at greater risk for complications 
around the time of pregnancy 
compared to women without 
disabilities. More research is 
needed to understand the 
reasons for this risk and to 
develop services to support 
women with disabilities during 
and after pregnancy. 
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How can we use this research? 

Knowing that women with disabilities may be at increased risk for 

pregnancy-related complications shows the need to explore what 

social and health factors might be contributing to these risks. 

These findings also show the need to consider what programs and 

services might best support women with disabilities before, during, 

and after pregnancy. For example, women with disabilities might 

benefit from better pre-pregnancy care to address risk factors 

early and from more specialized services during and after 

pregnancy. Health care providers such as obstetricians may require 

more disability-related training to support these efforts.   
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About the Disability and 
Pregnancy Study 

The Disability and Pregnancy Study 
is a research program aiming to 
enhance the perinatal care of 
women with disabilities. This work 
is conducted by an international 
team of researchers in partnership 
with a dedicated Advisory 
Committee comprised of individuals 
with lived experience, service-
providers, and policy-makers. 
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