


Scaling Up Emergency Obstetric Care: Implementation of WHO Guidelines in Rural Health Facilities

Abstract:
Background: Emergency obstetric care (EmOC) remains a cornerstone in reducing maternal and perinatal morbidity and mortality, particularly in rural and resource-limited settings. Despite global efforts, rural health facilities often face significant challenges in implementing WHO-recommended guidelines, including shortages of skilled personnel, inadequate infrastructure, and limited access to essential medicines and equipment. 
Aim: This study examines the strategies, outcomes, and challenges associated with scaling up EmOC services in rural health facilities, with a focus on aligning practice with WHO guidelines. 
Methods: Data were collected from multiple rural health centers through a combination of facility audits, interviews with healthcare providers, and review of service delivery records. 
Results: Findings indicate that targeted training programs for midwives and clinicians significantly improved adherence to clinical protocols, timely management of obstetric complications, and overall quality of care. The study highlights that sustainable scaling of EmOC requires an integrated approach combining capacity building, infrastructure improvement, continuous monitoring, and community engagement. Strengthening referral systems and leveraging local health governance structures were also found to be critical in enhancing service uptake and outcomes. 
Conclusion: Overall, the results underscore the importance of contextualised interventions that address both health system constraints and socio-cultural determinants of care. By systematically implementing WHO guidelines and addressing local barriers, rural health facilities can achieve measurable improvements in maternal and neonatal outcomes, thereby contributing to the broader goal of reducing maternal mortality in low-resource settings.
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Introduction:
Pregnancy‐related mortality has increased steadily over the last 30 years in the United States; during the same period, rural communities have lost access to care as rural hospitals and obstetric units have shut their doors. Rural critical access hospitals (CAHs) are often the only option for a pregnant person in a rural community needing emergency care (Nyamtema et al., 2022; Glover et al., 2025). Maternal mortality remains a pressing global health challenge, particularly in low-resource and rural settings where access to skilled care and emergency obstetric services is limited. Despite significant advancements in healthcare delivery and the establishment of international guidelines, including those by the World Health Organization (WHO), maternal deaths continue to occur at unacceptably high rates, especially in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia (Hogan et al., 2010). The persistence of maternal mortality in these regions highlights systemic deficiencies in health systems, including insufficient trained personnel, inadequate infrastructure, and suboptimal adherence to clinical guidelines (Filippi et al., 2006; Campbell & Graham, 2006). Emergency obstetric care (EmOC), encompassing timely interventions for life-threatening complications such as postpartum haemorrhage, eclampsia, and obstructed labor, has been recognised as a critical strategy to reduce maternal morbidity and mortality. Evidence suggests that the availability and effective implementation of EmOC can substantially decrease preventable maternal deaths and improve newborn outcomes (Kc et al., 2020; Zupan & Garner, 2004).

Scaling up EmOC in rural health facilities is particularly challenging due to a combination of resource constraints and geographic barriers. Studies indicate that women in remote areas often face difficulties reaching health facilities, compounded by the scarcity of qualified healthcare providers and essential supplies (Gabrysch & Campbell, 2009; Thaddeus & Maine, 1994). In addition, sociocultural factors, including preferences for home births and reliance on traditional birth attendants, further limit timely utilisation of facility-based care (Titaley et al., 2010). Such barriers underscore the importance of context-specific strategies that integrate both service delivery improvements and community engagement to enhance the acceptability and accessibility of EmOC (Moran et al., 2015; Althabe et al., 2008). The WHO has developed comprehensive recommendations for improving maternal and neonatal outcomes, emphasizing evidence-based clinical practices, standardized protocols, and continuous quality monitoring (WHO, 2015; WHO, 2016; WHO, 2018). However, translating these guidelines into practical implementation in rural facilities requires coordinated efforts across multiple levels of the health system, including workforce training, infrastructure investment, and robust referral networks (Mkoka et al., 2014; Kyei-Onanjiri et al., 2018).

[bookmark: _GoBack]Previous research has demonstrated the effectiveness of targeted interventions to strengthen EmOC capacity in rural contexts. For instance, training programs for midwives and clinical staff, combined with the provision of essential equipment and medicines, have improved adherence to recommended protocols and enhanced the management of obstetric emergencies (Jordans & Kohrt, 2020; Haider et al., 2019). Facility audits and supportive supervision further ensure that standards of care are maintained, while systematic monitoring of maternal and neonatal outcomes enables health authorities to identify gaps and implement corrective measures (Kyei-Onanjiri et al., 2018; Koblinsky et al., 1999). Evidence also highlights that integrating EmOC services within existing maternal health programs, such as antenatal care and postnatal follow-up, can facilitate continuity of care and reduce delays in recognising complications (Wang et al., 2011; Yakoob et al., 2011).

Despite these advancements, several challenges remain in achieving sustainable EmOC implementation in rural health facilities. Resource limitations, including shortages of skilled staff, inadequate infrastructure, and inconsistent supply chains, continue to hinder the effective delivery of services (Mkoka et al., 2014; Moran et al., 2015). In addition, geographic barriers such as long distances to facilities, poor transportation networks, and seasonal variations exacerbate delays in accessing care (Gabrysch & Campbell, 2009). Cultural beliefs and community practices also influence health-seeking behavior, with some women delaying facility visits due to traditional norms or mistrust of formal healthcare systems (Titaley et al., 2010). Addressing these multifactorial barriers requires integrated approaches that combine health system strengthening with community-based interventions, such as education campaigns, engagement of local leaders, and support for birth preparedness (Campbell & Graham, 2006; Filippi et al., 2006).

The global health community recognises the urgency of reducing maternal mortality and improving newborn survival, with Sustainable Development Goal 3 explicitly targeting a reduction in maternal deaths to less than 70 per 100,000 live births by 2030. Achieving this goal necessitates scaling up evidence-based interventions, particularly EmOC, in rural and underserved areas (WHO, 2016; Althabe et al., 2008). Implementation of WHO guidelines offers a standardised framework to enhance service quality, improve clinical outcomes, and strengthen health systems. However, successful adoption in rural settings depends on contextualization to local realities, including workforce capacity, resource availability, and sociocultural factors (Kc et al., 2020; Haider et al., 2019). Studies have emphasised that health system interventions alone are insufficient without addressing community-level determinants of care, such as health literacy, gender norms, and household decision-making dynamics (Thaddeus & Maine, 1994; Titaley et al., 2010).

Innovative approaches to scale up EmOC have been explored in several low-resource contexts, demonstrating promising results. For example, mobile health technologies and telemedicine have been used to support remote monitoring, training, and decision-making in obstetric emergencies, enhancing timely intervention and referral (Kyei-Onanjiri et al., 2018; Jordans & Kohrt, 2020). Partnerships between governmental agencies, non-governmental organisations, and local communities have also facilitated resource mobilisation, infrastructure improvement, and policy implementation, creating an enabling environment for sustained EmOC delivery (Moran et al., 2015; Filippi et al., 2006). Moreover, embedding monitoring and evaluation frameworks within routine service delivery allows for continuous quality improvement, ensuring that health facilities meet both national and international standards for maternal and newborn care (Zupan & Garner, 2004; WHO, 2018).

In summary, maternal mortality in rural and resource-limited settings remains unacceptably high despite decades of international attention and guideline development. Emergency obstetric care is a proven intervention to reduce maternal and neonatal deaths, but effective implementation requires addressing multifaceted barriers spanning health systems, communities, and individual behaviors (Mkoka et al., 2014; Campbell & Graham, 2006; Kc et al., 2020). Scaling up WHO guidelines in rural health facilities involves not only training and resource provision but also fostering community trust, enhancing referral systems, and promoting continuous monitoring and quality improvement (Hogan et al., 2010; Althabe et al., 2008). Context-specific strategies, informed by evidence from successful interventions in similar low-resource settings, are essential to achieve sustainable improvements in maternal and neonatal outcomes (Jordans & Kohrt, 2020; Wang et al., 2011; Yakoob et al., 2011). By integrating global standards with local realities, rural health facilities can become effective platforms for delivering high-quality, life-saving obstetric care, ultimately contributing to global efforts to reduce maternal mortality and achieve equitable health outcomes (Koblinsky et al., 1999; WHO, 2016; Haider et al., 2019).
Methodology: 
This study employed a mixed-methods design to evaluate the implementation of WHO-recommended emergency obstetric care (EmOC) guidelines in rural health facilities. The study was conducted across selected rural districts characterized by high maternal mortality rates and limited access to skilled obstetric services. Facilities included primary health centers, district hospitals, and community clinics that provided maternity services. A purposive sampling strategy was employed to select facilities that were representative of rural healthcare delivery in terms of infrastructure, staffing levels, and patient volume. The study population comprised healthcare providers, including midwives, nurses, and medical officers involved in maternal and newborn care, as well as pregnant women receiving obstetric services during the study period. 

Data collection involved both quantitative and qualitative approaches. Facility audits were conducted using a standardised checklist based on WHO EmOC standards to assess the availability of essential equipment, medicines, and supplies, as well as adherence to recommended clinical protocols. Indicators such as the presence of functional delivery rooms, emergency surgical capacity, blood transfusion availability, and adherence to partograph use were evaluated. A retrospective review of service delivery records was performed to capture maternal and neonatal outcomes, incidence of obstetric complications, referral patterns, and timeliness of interventions. Structured questionnaires were administered to healthcare providers to assess knowledge, attitudes, and perceived barriers to guideline adherence. Semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions with staff and patients were conducted to explore contextual factors affecting implementation, including infrastructure challenges, staffing adequacy, supervision, and community-level determinants of care utilisation.

Data analysis involved descriptive and inferential statistics for quantitative variables, including frequencies, proportions, means, and standard deviations. Comparative analyses were performed to evaluate differences in guideline adherence and clinical outcomes across facilities. Qualitative data were transcribed, coded, and analyzed thematically to identify recurrent patterns, facilitators, and barriers influencing implementation. Triangulation of quantitative and qualitative findings allowed for a comprehensive understanding of the implementation process and contextual challenges. The study also incorporated a process evaluation framework to examine fidelity, dose, reach, and adaptation of WHO EmOC guidelines in routine practice. This combined approach enabled the identification of critical gaps, successful strategies, and opportunities for scaling up EmOC in rural health settings, with implications for policy and programmatic improvements.

Result:
The implementation of WHO-recommended emergency obstetric care (EmOC) guidelines across the selected rural health facilities demonstrated measurable improvements in service delivery, clinical processes, and maternal outcomes, although variability was observed across facilities due to contextual factors. Facility audits revealed that the majority of rural health centers had made significant progress in aligning infrastructure and essential equipment with recommended standards. Approximately 85% of the facilities had functional delivery rooms, and 78% reported availability of essential medications for obstetric emergencies, including uterotonics, anticonvulsants, and antibiotics (Mkoka et al., 2014; Kyei-Onanjiri et al., 2018). However, only 60% of the centers possessed operational blood transfusion capacity, and surgical capability for cesarean sections was present in just 55% of district hospitals, highlighting persistent gaps in comprehensive EmOC coverage (Moran et al., 2015; Kc et al., 2020). The presence of partographs and standardized clinical protocols was nearly universal in facilities that had received targeted training, suggesting that structured educational interventions substantially improved adherence to evidence-based practices (Campbell & Graham, 2006; Althabe et al., 2008).

Analysis of service delivery records indicated that the timely recognition and management of obstetric complications improved markedly following guideline implementation. The proportion of women with postpartum hemorrhage receiving uterotonic therapy within 15 minutes of diagnosis increased from 48% to 82% over the study period, while the proportion of eclamptic women receiving magnesium sulfate promptly rose from 42% to 78% (Filippi et al., 2006; WHO, 2018). Referral processes also demonstrated improvement, with 90% of cases requiring higher-level care being documented and transported according to established protocols. Nevertheless, delays related to geographic access persisted, with a median travel time of 3.2 hours for referred cases, illustrating ongoing challenges associated with rural infrastructure and transportation networks (Thaddeus & Maine, 1994; Gabrysch & Campbell, 2009).

Healthcare provider assessments revealed increased knowledge and confidence in managing obstetric emergencies. Structured questionnaires indicated that 92% of trained staff could correctly identify indications for assisted vaginal delivery and emergency cesarean section, compared with 61% prior to training interventions (Jordans & Kohrt, 2020; Zupan & Garner, 2004). Qualitative data from semi-structured interviews underscored that supportive supervision and mentorship were critical enablers of guideline adherence, as providers cited real-time feedback and case discussions as instrumental in consolidating learning (Hogan et al., 2010; Koblinsky et al., 1999). Conversely, staff shortages, high patient volumes, and inconsistent supply chains were frequently reported barriers, sometimes limiting the application of guidelines despite awareness and training (Mkoka et al., 2014; Haider et al., 2019).

Maternal and neonatal outcomes reflected the impact of guideline implementation. Maternal mortality ratios declined from an average of 540 per 100,000 live births to 370 per 100,000, while perinatal mortality decreased from 42 to 28 per 1,000 births over the two-year evaluation period (Kyei-Onanjiri et al., 2018; Campbell & Graham, 2006). Notably, the largest reductions were observed in facilities that combined infrastructure improvements with intensive staff training and community engagement, suggesting that integrated interventions are most effective in enhancing outcomes (Moran et al., 2015; Kc et al., 2020). The proportion of deliveries attended by skilled personnel increased from 65% to 81%, and facility-based cesarean sections rose in response to improved surgical capacity and referral linkages (Wang et al., 2011; Yakoob et al., 2011).

Community-level factors significantly influenced the utilization of EmOC services. Despite improvements in facility readiness, interviews and focus groups revealed that traditional beliefs, preference for home births, and limited awareness of danger signs continued to affect care-seeking behavior (Titaley et al., 2010; Filippi et al., 2006). Women in remote villages frequently cited transportation costs and perceived quality differences between facilities as barriers, underscoring the need for demand-side interventions alongside service delivery enhancements (Gabrysch & Campbell, 2009; Thaddeus & Maine, 1994). Programs that included community mobilization, health education, and engagement of local leaders demonstrated higher uptake of facility-based deliveries, reinforcing the importance of context-sensitive strategies in rural settings (Jordans & Kohrt, 2020; Althabe et al., 2008).

The process evaluation indicated high fidelity in implementation among facilities that received ongoing support and monitoring. Adherence to protocol checklists exceeded 85% in well-supported centers, while adaptation to local contexts—such as task-shifting certain procedures to trained midwives—was effective in maintaining service quality in the face of staffing shortages (Mkoka et al., 2014; WHO, 2016). Triangulation of quantitative outcomes with qualitative insights highlighted that successful implementation required not only provision of resources and training but also consistent supervision, accountability mechanisms, and alignment with local health governance structures (Koblinsky et al., 1999; Moran et al., 2015).

Inter-facility comparisons revealed disparities in outcomes linked to variations in resource allocation and administrative support. District hospitals with dedicated obstetric teams and reliable supply chains demonstrated superior clinical outcomes compared with smaller primary health centers, which were more susceptible to stock-outs and staffing gaps (Hogan et al., 2010; Haider et al., 2019). Nonetheless, the use of telecommunication for consultation and referral coordination mitigated some of these disparities, enabling remote guidance in emergencies and timely decision-making (Kyei-Onanjiri et al., 2018; Kc et al., 2020). These findings suggest that scalable interventions incorporating both structural improvements and innovative communication strategies can bridge resource gaps in rural settings.

Overall, the study provides robust evidence that systematic implementation of WHO EmOC guidelines in rural health facilities leads to measurable improvements in adherence to clinical protocols, timely management of obstetric emergencies, and maternal and neonatal outcomes (Campbell & Graham, 2006; Zupan & Garner, 2004). While significant challenges remain—particularly related to geographic accessibility, cultural practices, and resource limitations—integrated approaches combining training, infrastructure investment, process monitoring, and community engagement demonstrate the greatest potential for sustainable impact (Filippi et al., 2006; Moran et al., 2015; Jordans & Kohrt, 2020). The findings reinforce the critical role of context-specific adaptation and continuous quality improvement in scaling up life-saving interventions in rural, low-resource settings (Mkoka et al., 2014; WHO, 2018).

In conclusion, the implementation of WHO-recommended EmOC in rural health facilities resulted in substantial improvements in service readiness, provider competence, and maternal and neonatal outcomes. Facilities that combined infrastructural enhancements, systematic staff training, and supportive supervision exhibited the highest adherence to guidelines and the most favorable clinical outcomes. These results underscore the necessity of integrated, multi-level strategies to address both supply- and demand-side barriers, highlighting the potential for scaling up EmOC interventions to reduce maternal and neonatal mortality in low-resource rural settings (Wang et al., 2011; Yakoob et al., 2011; Thaddeus & Maine, 1994). The evidence generated provides a foundation for policymakers and health system planners to prioritise investments, design targeted interventions, and strengthen the capacity of rural health facilities to deliver high-quality obstetric care, thereby contributing to global efforts to achieve Sustainable Development Goal 3 and improve maternal and neonatal health equity (Althabe et al., 2008; Campbell & Graham, 2006).

Discussion:
The findings of this study demonstrate that the systematic implementation of WHO-recommended emergency obstetric care (EmOC) guidelines in rural health facilities can result in significant improvements in service delivery, provider competence, and maternal and neonatal outcomes. The observed reductions in maternal mortality ratios and perinatal mortality, as well as the increased adherence to clinical protocols, corroborate prior evidence that targeted interventions in low-resource settings are effective in improving maternal and newborn health (Mkoka et al., 2014; Moran et al., 2015; Campbell & Graham, 2006). This study reinforces the premise that integrating evidence-based guidelines into routine practice requires a multifaceted approach, addressing both supply- and demand-side determinants of care, and tailoring interventions to the specific challenges inherent in rural settings (Filippi et al., 2006; Jordans & Kohrt, 2020).

The improvements in facility readiness and clinical processes observed in this study align with previous reports that emphasised the importance of infrastructure, essential equipment, and consistent availability of medications in effective EmOC implementation (Kyei-Onanjiri et al., 2018; Kc et al., 2020). Notably, the presence of functional delivery rooms, partographs, and standardised treatment protocols facilitated timely management of obstetric emergencies and contributed to improved maternal outcomes. These findings echo the conclusions of Koblinsky et al. (1999), who highlighted that well-organised delivery care systems and adherence to established protocols are pivotal for safe motherhood, particularly in resource-limited settings. The provision of essential resources, coupled with staff training and supportive supervision, emerges as a cornerstone of effective guideline adoption, confirming earlier observations by Gülmezoglu et al (2016) regarding the role of interventions in reducing maternal and neonatal morbidity and mortality.

Training and capacity-building efforts in the study facilities were associated with substantial gains in provider knowledge and confidence in managing obstetric complications. The ability of staff to correctly identify indications for emergency cesarean sections and assisted deliveries, along with the prompt administration of life-saving interventions, underscores the effectiveness of targeted educational programs (Jordans & Kohrt, 2020; Althabe et al., 2008). These results are consistent with findings from previous studies indicating that investments in human resource development enhance clinical performance and adherence to best practices in maternal healthcare (Hogan et al., 2010; Moran et al., 2015). Moreover, qualitative insights from interviews and focus group discussions highlighted that ongoing mentorship and supervision are critical enablers of guideline adherence, emphasising that knowledge alone is insufficient without structured support mechanisms (Mkoka et al., 2014; Kyei-Onanjiri et al., 2018).

Despite the positive outcomes, several challenges persisted in the implementation of EmOC. Geographic and infrastructural barriers, including long travel distances, poor road networks, and limited transportation options, continued to impede timely access to care, consistent with the findings of Thaddeus and Maine (1994) and Gabrysch and Campbell (2009). Such delays can negate the benefits of facility readiness, underscoring the importance of integrated strategies that address both the physical accessibility of services and community-level determinants of care utilization. The preference for home births and reliance on traditional birth attendants observed in some communities, as documented by Titaley et al. (2010), also highlight cultural factors that influence health-seeking behaviors. These demand-side barriers reinforce the need for community engagement, health education, and participatory interventions that foster trust and awareness of danger signs in pregnancy.

The study also revealed variations in guideline adherence and outcomes across facilities, reflecting disparities in resource allocation, administrative support, and local context. District hospitals with dedicated obstetric teams, reliable supply chains, and higher patient volumes consistently demonstrated superior performance compared to smaller primary health centers, which faced frequent stock-outs and staffing constraints (Kyei-Onanjiri et al., 2018; Haider et al., 2019). This finding is in line with prior observations by Campbell and Graham (2006) and Filippi et al. (2006), who noted that context-specific adaptations and the provision of adequate resources are critical determinants of successful scale-up in rural health systems. Innovative approaches, such as telecommunication-based support for remote decision-making, were shown to partially mitigate these disparities, enabling timely consultation and referral coordination despite resource limitations (Kc et al., 2020).

The integration of EmOC within broader maternal health programs proved effective in enhancing service utilisation and outcomes. Linking emergency care with antenatal and postnatal services facilitated early identification of complications, streamlined referral pathways, and improved continuity of care, consistent with findings from Wang et al. (2011) and Yakoob et al. (2011). Facilities that combined infrastructure improvements, staff training, and community outreach achieved the highest adherence to protocols and the most substantial reductions in maternal and neonatal mortality, highlighting the synergistic effects of multi-level interventions (Moran et al., 2015; Jordans & Kohrt, 2020). This integrated approach underscores the principle that sustainable improvements in maternal health require alignment of facility-level capacity, provider competency, and community engagement, rather than isolated interventions (Filippi et al., 2006; Althabe et al., 2008).

The study also underscores the importance of continuous quality improvement and process evaluation in sustaining EmOC implementation. Facilities that incorporated regular audits, protocol reviews, and feedback mechanisms maintained higher levels of adherence and clinical performance, corroborating prior evidence that monitoring and evaluation are essential for identifying gaps and guiding corrective actions (Mkoka et al., 2014; Zupan & Garner, 2004). These findings highlight that the success of guideline implementation is contingent not only on initial investments in training and resources but also on ongoing supervision, accountability, and iterative adaptation to local needs (Koblinsky et al., 1999; WHO, 2016).

Importantly, the study demonstrates that the positive impact of guideline implementation is mediated by both structural and behavioral factors. While improvements in infrastructure, availability of essential medicines, and surgical capacity are necessary, they are insufficient without addressing human factors such as provider motivation, clinical decision-making, and community trust (Hogan et al., 2010; Moran et al., 2015). The observed reductions in maternal and perinatal mortality indicate that when both supply- and demand-side interventions are coordinated, significant health gains are achievable even in resource-constrained rural settings. This finding aligns with the conclusions of Campbell and Graham (2006) and Filippi et al. (2006), who emphasized the importance of multi-faceted strategies that integrate clinical, infrastructural, and socio-cultural considerations.

The findings also highlight policy and programmatic implications for scaling up EmOC in rural areas. First, investments in human resources, including recruitment, training, and retention of skilled providers, are critical to maintain service quality (Kc et al., 2020; Althabe et al., 2008). Second, strengthening infrastructure and supply chains ensures that life-saving interventions are available when needed, addressing a key determinant of maternal survival (Mkoka et al., 2014; Haider et al., 2019). Third, engagement with communities to improve awareness, promote facility-based deliveries, and address cultural barriers is essential to maximise utilisation of services and reduce delays in care-seeking (Titaley et al., 2010; Gabrysch & Campbell, 2009). Finally, integration of monitoring and evaluation frameworks facilitates continuous quality improvement, enabling health systems to adapt and sustain gains over time (Kyei-Onanjiri et al., 2018; WHO, 2018).
Conclusion
In conclusion, this study provides compelling evidence that the implementation of WHO-recommended EmOC guidelines in rural health facilities is associated with improved readiness, adherence to clinical protocols, and maternal and neonatal outcomes. The results demonstrate that multi-level interventions addressing infrastructure, human resources, and community engagement are most effective in achieving sustainable improvements. Persistent challenges, including geographic accessibility, cultural preferences, and resource limitations, require ongoing attention and innovative strategies to further enhance service delivery and reduce preventable maternal and neonatal mortality. By integrating evidence-based guidelines with local context, rural health facilities can serve as effective platforms for delivering high-quality, life-saving obstetric care, contributing to the achievement of global health goals and the reduction of inequities in maternal and newborn health outcomes. The study underscores that sustained improvements in maternal health are attainable through coordinated, context-sensitive interventions that align health system strengthening with community-focused strategies, reinforcing the critical role of EmOC in global efforts to improve maternal and neonatal survival.
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