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Abstract

Background: Maternal health services, such as antenatal care (ANC), skilled birth attendance
(SBA), postnatal care (PNC), and child vaccination, have been instrumental in reducing
morbidity and mortality rates among women and children globally. However, despite their
proven efficacy, access to and utilisation of these services in low- and lower-middle-income
countries (LLMICs) remain limited. While much attention has been given to monitoring and
addressing coverage disparities, there has been a notable lack of evidence on disparities in
access to quality care. This study aimed to assess the status of equity in access to quality
maternal and child health (MCH) services in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA).

Methods: This study analysed the SSA countries that had the latest Demographic and Health
Surveys (DHS) conducted between 2013 and 2020. Socioeconomic inequalities were examined
using three equity analysis methods: rate/ratio, concentration curve, and concentration index.
Multilevel analysis that adjusts for clusters, countries, and sampling weights were used to

explain inequalities. In addition, decomposition analysis was used to explain inequalities.

Results: The first study assessed inequalities in quality ANC. The results revealed a significant
gap between the quantity of ANC contacts received by women and the quality of ANC services
provided during those contacts, with just over half (54.4%) receiving four or more ANC contacts,
while only 21% received quality ANC services. The second study analysed spatial patterns and
inequalities in SBA and caesarean section. The proportion of SBA varied greatly across
countries, with Chad having the lowest rate at 24.3% and South Africa having the highest at
96.7%. In ten out of 25 countries, the rate of caesarean delivery was less than 1% for the poorest
quintile, while in nine countries, it was more than 15% for the richest quintile. The third study

evaluated the continuum of care for maternal health services. About 89% of women reported
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having at least one ANC contact, but only 30% of women received the recommended care
package that includes four or mere ANC contacts, SBA, and PNC. Nearly 9% of women reported
not having contact with the health system during pregnancy or childbirth; this ranged from
0.1% in Burundi to 34% in Chad. The fourth study investigated inequalities in child vaccination
across 25 SSA countries. The research findings showed that 56.5% of children received all
recommended vaccinations, 35.1% had incomplete vaccinations, and 8.4% had received no
vaccinations, with a disproportionate concentration of zero-dose vaccination among the poor,
while full vaccination coverage was more common among wealthier households in many
countries. The fifth study revealed an increase in the proportion of children who received full
vaccination in Ethiopia, rising from 24.6% in 2011 to 38.6% in 2016, with higher coverage among
children from wealthier households. Overall, this research highlighted the existing disparities
in maternal health and child vaccination, influenced by various factors such as wealth,

education, access to media, place of residence, as well as maternal factors such as age and

parity.

Conclusions: Progress toward comprehensive MCH coverage has been insufficient at both the
national and across equity dimensions, impeding progress toward universal health coverage
(UHC). Ensuring equitable coverage of MCH services is critical to achieving UHC. Therefore,
when planning interventions and assessing progress, prioritising equity considerations is
essential. Regular evaluations of health inequality can serve as a diagnostic tool to identify and
address the needs of vulnerable populations. To further improve MCH services in SSA, it is
essential to address areas with limited coverage and tailor services to meet the specific needs
of marginalized groups. Additionally, special attention must be given to child immunisation to

maintain previous progress and extend coverage to all demographics.
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