
UNDERSTANDING BLACK MATERNAL HEALTH: A DOULA’S PERSPECTIVE 
 

Darshal Smith, MBA, CD  

Dee the Doula Maternal & Holistic Wellness Services, LLC 

www.deethedoula.com 

Instagram at @deethedoula_  

Omega Eta Omega Chapter 

 Fulton, Maryland 

 

 

 

 

 

Caption: Soror Darshal Smith assisting Virginia-

based family at a nearby birth center. 

 

 

The issue of Black maternal health in the United States has been a topic of concern for quite some 

time. The Centers for Disease Control and reported an alarming increase in the mortality and morbidity 

rates amongst Black women between 2020 and 2021. The data further reveals a deeply entrenched 

disparity in healthcare - Black women are three times more likely to die from childbirth-related 

complications than White women. A staggering 84% of these deaths are preventable. Maternal deaths 

in the U.S. have surged to the highest rate in nearly 60 years, with the maternal mortality rate reaching 

33 deaths per 100,000 live births, the highest since 1965. This crisis calls for urgent comprehensive 

strategies to address the systemic issues plaguing Black maternal health.  

The Role of Doulas in Improving Black Maternal Health  

Doulas, trained professionals who provide emotional, physical, and educational support to mothers 

before, during, and after childbirth, are increasingly being recognized as critical to improving maternal 

health outcomes. They play a particularly important role in providing care and support for Black 

mothers who face increased risks during childbirth. The support from doulas can help reduce the 

maternal mortality rate and bridge the racial disparity gap in maternal health. Doulas provide essential 

education and advocacy, ensuring that mothers are informed about their health and rights, and that 

they receive the care they need.   

Overcoming Barriers to Accessing Doula Services  

Despite the benefits, there are considerable barriers to accessing doula services, particularly for Black 

women. These include the cost of services, lack of awareness, and cultural and linguistic barriers. 

Addressing these hurdles requires concerted efforts from government, healthcare providers, and 

community organizations. Policies need to be implemented to make doula services more accessible 

and affordable. Additionally, raising awareness about the benefits of doula support is crucial to 

encourage more women to utilize these services.  

http://www.deethedoula.com/


Empowering Black Mothers Through Education and Advocacy  

Education and advocacy are crucial elements in improving Black maternal health. Mothers need to be 

informed about their health rights and the resources available to them. Doulas can play a vital role in 

providing this education and advocating for mothers. They can ensure that mothers are informed about 

their health options and that they receive the necessary care. Advocacy can also involve working to 

change systemic issues in the healthcare system that contribute to disparities in maternal health.  

 
                     Caption: Soror Darshal Smith with members of the Association of Independent Mid-wives 

                   of Maryland (AIMM) at the Maryland State House lobbying for HB351. 

Representation Matters  

Soror Darshal is not only a doula, but also an active lobbyist in her community regarding outcomes 

for birthing persons and access to care. She has been involved in various legislative efforts, such as 

supporting the Mommies Act, Maryland HB351, and rallying around the 2023 Momnibus Bill for 

positive outcomes surrounding maternal mental health issues. Feedback from her clients, such as 

Soror Tierra Wilson and Soror Miya Robinson, emphasizes the importance of representation and 

advocacy in maternal health. They felt comforted and informed by having a Black doula who could 

understand their experiences and advocate for their needs. Soror Tierra Wilson, a 2018 initiate of the 

Omega Eta Omega chapter (Soror Darshal’s line sister), wanted someone who would help her calm 

her anxiety. She wanted someone who was not fixed about what a birth should look like — one who 

would not object to the use of cultural comfort measures. 

Soror Tierra Wilson states, “As a Black female, I wanted to be able talk to someone who had been 

through this journey, not just for themselves but with other Black women. My near-death experience 

battling preeclampsia during the perinatal and postpartum periods were scary, not knowing what 

interventions [if any] were necessary or what the outcomes would be. It was refreshing to have 



someone who I could identify with as a Black woman and mother and be an advocate for me and my 

family, as well as someone who knows the pressures of maternal outcomes and could answer the call 

and rally around me as a Soror and my line sister. This meant the absolute world to me. It was an 

added layer of comfort and relief. I had been ignored several times regarding symptoms related to the 

onset of preeclampsia. My dear ‘Soror Doula’ was there every step of the way to help navigate my 

pregnancy and birth during these times. She allowed my family and I to make informed decisions that 

didn’t feel heavy, even with all that was taking place.”   

 
     Caption: Soror Tierra Wilson and newborn son 

 

Soror Miya Robinson states, “Representation matters. I felt a sense of comfort in knowing I had a 

Black doula, a soror, to represent me and advocate for my family. We were provided with so many 

educational resources which allowed us to make informed decisions from birth to postpartum, which 

allowed us to limit unnecessary interventions, a contributing factor in the rise of Black maternal 

mortalities and morbidity. She wasn’t afraid to provide evidence-based facts, that were specific to my 

birth and my needs.”  

 
Caption: Soror Miya Robinson utilizing 

the rebozo from Soror Darshal during her 

labor 

 

Conclusion 

Addressing the crisis in Black maternal health requires a comprehensive approach that includes 

improving access to quality healthcare, providing education on maternal health, and advocating for 

systemic changes in the healthcare system. Doulas, with their unique role in providing support and 

advocacy, can play a critical role in these efforts. By improving access to doula services and 

empowering doulas to advocate for their clients, we can work towards improving maternal health 



outcomes for Black women.  We must be the change we want to see, and it starts with exercising our 

God-given rights!  
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Follow the DC Breastfeeding Coalition for her upcoming feature in the docuseries titled: 

“Heroes of Lactation”-  Instagram: @dc_bfc.  

For more resources, see the Omega Eta Omega Chapter website at www.akaoeo.org for upcoming 

events, featuring conversations surrounding the Black maternal and mental health crisis.  

https://voyagebaltimore.com/interview/meet-darshal-smith-of-dee-the-doula-maternal-and-holistic-wellness-services-llc/
https://voyagebaltimore.com/interview/meet-darshal-smith-of-dee-the-doula-maternal-and-holistic-wellness-services-llc/

