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Innovating for Maternal and Child Health in Africa
Changing the lives of women and children in sub-Saharan Africa

Approximately 68% of pregnancy and childbirth related 
deaths in the world and 55% of all deaths of children 
under age 5 occur in sub-Saharan Africa.

Limited access to health services such as prenatal and 
postnatal care compromises maternal, sexual and 
reproductive health outcomes. Between 2014 and 2021, the 
Innovating for Maternal and Child Health in Africa (IMCHA) 
initiative made important strides towards improving the 
lives of women and children in 11 countries in sub-Saharan 
Africa. Co-funded by Global Affairs Canada, the Canadian 
Institutes of Health Research and Canada’s International 
Development Research Centre, IMCHA was an 8-year, 
CAD36-million initiative. 

Objectives
IMCHA funding supported 19 research teams, 28 research 
projects and 2 Health Policy and Research Organizations. 
Activities were designed to 

• address gaps in research, policy and practice to 
strengthen health systems with primary health care as 
the entry point

• explore practical and affordable solutions to critical 
maternal, newborn and child health challenges 

• strengthen collaborations between Canadian and 
African researchers and decision-makers

• support the uptake of research findings into policy  
and practice

Achievements 
IMCHA’s activities contributed to important progress in 
improving outcomes in maternal and child health in sub-
Saharan Africa. These include:

• Community engagement 
By raising awareness and involving the community in 
problem solving, IMCHA projects helped increase the 
number of women using health services for prenatal 
care, delivery and postnatal care.  
In Edo State, Nigeria, a research project contributed to a 300% 
increase in the number of women receiving prenatal care.

• Quality services in facilities 
IMCHA projects helped women access better quality 
services in health facilities, such as comprehensive 
emergency obstetric and newborn care, and more 
welcoming and competent service providers. 

In intervention areas in Mwanza region, Tanzania, a 
research project led to a 25% increase in births assisted by a 
skilled birth attendant.

• Policy improvement
Countries demonstrated more reliance on evidence 
to develop or revise their healthcare policies, plans, 
standards and protocols at local and national levels. 
An IMCHA-funded research team provided Ethiopia with its 
first-ever meta-analysis of the causes of neonatal, infant, 
childhood and maternal deaths. This helps to inform health 
sector policy responses and ensures a more efficient use of 
healthcare resources for prevention and treatment.

• Human resources for health
Health workers are using new skills acquired through 
training and mentorship to offer better services.  
The Tanzania Ministry of Health is rolling out a new 
curriculum for anaesthesia training to bring comprehensive 
emergency obstetric care to 320 health facilities across  
the country. 

Mother and child at an antenatal class at the Ewatto Community 
Primary Health Center, Edo State, Nigeria.
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Learn more
Visit idrc.ca/imcha to explore additional resources on IMCHA, such as success stories, impact briefs and videos.

Success story: Adolescent health 

A research team used community engagement to address 
barriers for adolescents and women to access services in 
the Natikiri district of Nampula province, Mozambique. 
Through community drama groups, radio broadcasts, local 
champions and more, they delivered key messages on 
maternal and child health to more that 350,000 adolescents 
and adults. The research team also trained 38 professors 
on sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) and 
worked with traditional leaders to include SRHR in initiation 
rites for adolescents. These activities contributed to more 
women attending prenatal and postnatal visits and 
institutional deliveries. Adolescent and youth health visits 
at the project intervention site hospital more than doubled 
between 2016 and 2019.

Lessons learned
• Engaging decision-makers early on and at the right 

level can fast-track uptake of research evidence into 
policy and practice.

• Building collaboration between research teams 
and regional policy organizations can open the door 
to reaching high-level decision-makers for incorporating 
research evidence into policy and practice.

• Engaging adolescents, women, men and 
community leaders in defining relevant solutions is 
key to changing harmful social norms and to reaching 
successful outcomes.

Next steps
Results from the IMCHA initiative can be scaled to continue 
to move towards more inclusive and evidence-informed 
decision-making, and healthier communities.

Partners

http://idrc.ca/imcha

