
What is Project DREAM? 
With funding support from the Patient-Centered Outcomes 
Research Institute (PCORI), AcademyHealth’s Evidence-
Informed State Health Policy Institute and the University 
of Pittsburgh are bringing together six Medicaid program,1 
their public university research partner,2 eight doula 
organizations,3 and Medicaid enrollees to leverage an 
innovative distributed research network to advance racial 
equity in severe maternal morbidity (SMM). Through this 
project, researchers hope to identify the most effective 
ways that state Medicaid programs can implement doula 
care to improve postpartum health among Black people 
and people of color. Research will focus on six states 
– Kentucky, Maryland, Michigan, Pennsylvania, South 
Carolina, and Virginia – representing a regionally and 
racially/ethnically diverse study population and capturing a 
varied policy landscape.

A National Public Health Crisis: Racial 
Inequities in Severe Maternal Morbidity and 
Mortality are Increasing4, 5, 6

The rate of maternal mortality in the United States far exceeds 
that of comparable high-resource nations,7 and Black people 
have a three-fold higher rate of pregnancy-related mortality 
compared to White people. Given that Medicaid programs pay 
for 42% of all pregnancy care in the United States and 68% of 
pregnancy care among Black people,8 they hold great po-
tential to implement structural interventions to advance racial 
equity in health care and health outcomes during pregnancy 
and postpartum.9 Moreover, as doula care has the ability to 
potentially interrupt people’s experiences of structural and 
interpersonal racism during pregnancy and postpartum, public 
health experts posit that Medicaid adoption of doula care pro-
grams could improve pregnancy and postpartum health out-
comes, particularly if such programs are accessible to Black, 
Indigenous, and people of color (BlPOC) communities.10,11
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Assess implementation of new state Medicaid doula programs, including efforts focused 
on racial health equity and Medicaid bene�ciary experience of connecting with and using 
doula care in the postpartum period.

Evaluate the extent to which doula care facilitates equity in the quality of postpartum 
care, postpartum treatment for chronic conditions (cardiovascular and mental 
health/substance use disorders), and experiences of postpartum care.

Estimate the effects of state Medicaid doula care programs on racial equity in 
postpartum SMM.

 

 

 

Aim 1

Aim 2

Aim 3

A Detailed Look at State Medicaid Doula Programs
To identify the most effective ways to implement these programs, this study will focus on three aims:  
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Including Doula and Patient Perspectives and 
Experiences in the Research
This study leverages community engaged research via 
patient and doula focus group interviews. Community 
engaged research centers the expertise of community 
members to ensure interventions are relevant and 
appropriate to the community that is ultimately impacted 
by the study.12 In Project DREAM, this requires centering 
the experiences of practicing doulas and Medicaid 
enrollees, particularly those who are Black or persons of 
color. 

This first-of-its-kind study will draw on the research 
infrastructure and existing state Medicaid agency-
university research partnerships of AcademyHealth’s 
Medicaid Outcomes Distributed Research Network 
(MODRN), as well as the perspectives and lived 
experiences of doulas and Medicaid enrollees gleaned 
through focus group interviews to provide critical evidence 
on how doula programs can promote positive birth 
outcomes and reduce racial disparities in SMM.

You can learn more about Project DREAM here. 
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The research will be conducted by university research teams from the Medicaid Outcomes Distributed Research Network (MO-
DRN). MODRN is a collaborative effort, formed by participants from AcademyHealth’s State-University Partnership Learning 
Network (SUPLN) and the Medicaid Medical Director Network (MMDN), that allows states to participate in valuable and timely, 
multi-state data analyses, while retaining their own data and analytic capacity. AcademyHealth Senior Director Susan Ken-
nedy, MPP, MSW, and University of Pittsburgh Associate Professor Marian Jarlenski, PhD, MPH, are the principal investiga-
tors of this study. This work was supported through a Patient-Centered Outcomes Research Institute (PCORI) Project Program 
Award (MMM-2022C2-28218).
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