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Abstract 
Infant mortality serves as a major health indicator for both developed and developing countries. 
Currently, Alachua County, Florida carries an infant mortality rate over a third greater than the 
Florida state average rate, with the African American infant mortality rate being over double the 
Florida state average rate. This study explores expert attitudes and opinions of those working in 
the field of maternal/infant health and related fields through in-depth interviews conducted via 
zoom/by phone. By method of qualitative content analysis, major themes were identified by 
researchers regarding the drivers of infant mortality, solutions/barriers to solutions, and racial 
inequalities. Themes were then compared among different types of participants (physicians, 
educators, and community workers) to identify similar/dissimilar perceptions based on 
occupation. Significant findings indicate the following themes of racial disparities, preterm birth, 
healthcare access, insurance coverage/income inequality, and lifestyle factors regarding the 
drivers of infant mortality. Other major themes were identified for solutions/barriers to solutions 
and racial inequalities. Our findings indicate issues pertaining to Alachua County itself, such as 
healthcare access, along with societal issues such as the U.S. healthcare system and healthcare 
inequities experienced by minority groups. 
 Keywords: infant mortality, Florida, Alachua County  
 
 

Introduction 

     Infant mortality continues to be one of the most pressing yet preventable public health issues 

in the United States and around the world. Infant mortality serves as an important health 

indicator, often alluding to a nation's overall health and well-being as it relates to many of the 

social determinants of health. Although this issue presents itself more prominently in 

underdeveloped countries, it still proves to be an area of concern in the United States, especially 

for certain demographic groups. Infant mortality rate (IMR) is defined as the number of infant 

deaths (those that die before reaching their first birthday) per 1,000 live births (CDC, 2021). As 

of 2018, the top five causes for infant deaths, respectively, were birth defects, preterm birth and 

low birth weight, injuries, sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS), and maternal pregnancy 
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complications (CDC, 2021). Those of certain racial backgrounds, namely non-Hispanic Black 

and Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islanders, have over twice the number of infant deaths per 1,000 

infants than do non-Hispanic Whites (Ely & Driscoll, 2020). Although there is no one answer as 

to why this is, several hypotheses point to this inequality being a result of social conditions 

created based on discrimination and structural racism (Imari, 2018). Along with this, residing in 

a rural setting as opposed to urban, regardless of individual sociodemographic and health factors, 

points to increased rates of infant death (Mohamoud, 2019). In the past century, a dramatic 

decline in the IMR can be seen within the United States (Singh et al., 2019). However, this 

decline is not indicative of all groups. Still today, a large disparity persists between IMRs in 

those of different racial, socioeconomic, and geographic groups (Singh et al., 2019). 

 In Alachua County, Florida, the IMR is over a third greater than Florida's average IMR, 

making Alachua one of the highest counties for infant mortality in all of Florida (Hernandez & 

Macdonald, 2016). This manifests as a major public health concern for those living in Alachua 

County and surrounding areas. Little is known about the current implications that have led 

Alachua County to hold such a high IMR. There are a number of support programs for expecting 

mothers and current mothers, both through the University of Florida and independent 

organizations such as Healthy Start and Planned Parenthood. Along with this, Alachua County is 

home to one of the largest provider networks in all of Florida, greatly exceeding the state average 

rate of physicians per county (Alachua County Community Health Needs Assessment, 2020). 

Coupled with this extensive provider network is hospital facility resources, 612.3 per 100,000 

population, which more than doubles the state average rate of hospital facility resources per 

county (Alachua County Community Health Needs Assessment, 2020). All this makes it difficult 

to fabricate the possibility of such unseemly high rates regarding infant death.  
 

     Aims and Hypotheses    

     This study explores expert opinions on the possible drivers behind Alachua County's IMR by 

conducting in-depth interviews (via zoom / by phone) with those experienced in the field of 

infant/maternal health and related fields. These interviews aimed to identify:  

1. Trends in expert opinion that would help explain the possible drivers of infant mortality in 

Alachua County 
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2. Explain marginally greater differences of infant mortality within Black/African American 

infants as opposed to White and Hispanic infants    

3. Identify solutions and barriers to solutions used to address the IMR in Alachua County  

     Similarly, this data will help compare differences in expert opinion between providers, 

educators, and community workers in the field of infant/maternal health, identifying possible 

boundaries or differences in opinion between professions. Furthermore, this data will provide 

Alachua County with possible reasons why the IMR is so high and help determine what public 

health approaches are needed to address this issue. Investigators predicted the highest drivers of 

infant mortality in Alachua County to be discrepancies in access to healthcare and racial 

inequities resulting from lack of community outreach, specifically lack of public health 

messaging among marginalized populations. 
 

Methods 
 

     This study was approved by the University of Florida Institutional Review Board (IRB Project 

#: IRB202101965). Recruitment of participants for this study implemented purposive sampling 

methods derived from traditional grounded theory methodology, (GT) (Chun et al., 2019). 

Internet searches were conducted to identify experts in the field of infant and maternal 

health/related fields. Searches encompassed a range of professionals working in community 

health, academia, and clinician healthcare. Once identified, possible participants were contacted 

through email, briefly describing study purposes and procedures while also identifying inclusion 

criteria for the study. Inclusion criteria stated that the identified individual must have lived in 

Alachua County for at least five years and must work/study in the field of infant/maternal health 

or related fields for the purposes of being deemed an 'expert' eligible to be interviewed. 

Individuals who responded to the email indicating interest in participating in the study were 

emailed further instructions to set up an interview time along with a consent form elaborating on 

participant rights and provisions. Data was then obtained through Zoom platform/phone 

interviews in which participants were recorded via Zoom. Interviews took place in a semi-

structured fashion, with questions remaining consistent throughout the interviews as shown in 

Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. Interview Questions 

 

     Methods of 'snowball sampling' were also used to contact additional participants. No 

identifiable information on participants was collected during interviews. All interview recordings 

were uploaded and stored on a google drive to which only the principal investigator and co-

investigator had access. All information studied came from completed interviews. Interview 

recordings collected through this process were transcribed into scripts and coded to identify 

concepts and relationships between concepts. Researchers used combinations of qualitative 

content analysis and inductive/deductive reasoning to identify themes and trends in data while 

implementing elements of traditional grounded theory methodology. These elements consisted of 

purposive sampling, and constant comparative analysis to generate consistencies and nuances in 

data themes (Chun et al., 2019).  

Results 

     Researchers identified themes for each of the following domains of the interviews: drivers of 

infant mortality in Alachua County, solutions to address infant mortality rates in Alachua 

County, barriers to these solutions, and racial inequalities seen within IMRs. In total, nine 

participants were interviewed. Of the nine participants, four were physicians, three were 

educators/researchers (one of these simultaneously serving as a health care professional but not 

as a physician), and two were community workers. These groups were created to further explore 

similar/dissimilar opinions between professions in the field. Participants consisted of a mix of 
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races including Black/African American, White, and Asian.Two independent researchers coded 

interviews and later identified and agreed upon similar themes.  

 
 

Drivers 

     Perceptions among participants regarding drivers of infant mortality in Alachua County were 

identified and categorized into five major themes: racial and ethnic disparities, preterm birth/low 

birth weight, healthcare access, insurance coverage/income inequality, and lifestyle factors as 

shown in Table 1. Physicians and educators discussed similar concepts and identified all five 

themes, while community workers only identified prematurity and lifestyle factors as drivers of 

infant mortality. 
 

Table 1. Thematic Review of Drivers of Infant Mortality 

 



KAILEY SEILER AND ELIZABETH WOOD 
 

University of Florida | Journal of Undergraduate Research | Volume 24| Fall 2022 
 

Solutions/Barriers to Solutions  

     Of the solutions used to address infant mortality, four main themes were identified by 

physicians, educators, and community workers: community support, education/awareness, 

empowerment of women, and policy/systems change as shown in Table 2. Another theme, access  

to care, was identified by physicians and educators only.  
 

Table 2. Thematic Review of Solutions to Address Infant Mortality 

 

     Barriers to solutions used to address infant mortality included healthcare gaps; community 

intervention, utilization, and outreach; and continuation of care as shown in Table 3. Physicians, 

educators, and community workers all identified healthcare gaps and continuation of care as  
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major barriers, yet only physicians and community workers identified community intervention, 

utilization, and outreach as a barrier. 
 

Table 3. Thematic Review of Barriers to Solutions to Address Infant Mortality 

 

 

Racial Inequalities   

     Five major themes were identified as reasons behind the racial inequality and inequity seen 

between IMRs. Physicians, educators, and community workers identified quality/access of care 

for Black/African Americans, increased stressors for minority groups, and lifestyle factors to fuel 

this disparity as shown by Table 4. Educators and community workers further identified national 

disparities as a driver while physicians and educators identified differences in community/family 

support as an additional driver of racial inequalities impacting the IMR in Alachua County. 
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Table 4. Thematic Review of Racial Inequalities in Infant Mortality 

 

Discussion 

     The results of this study indicate infant mortality in Alachua County to be a multifaceted 

issue. Among the four domains, access to care arose as a driver of infant mortality, a solution in 

increasing access to care, and a racial issue highlighting inequities of access to care for 

Black/African Americans. This overarching issue translates to a variety of other concerns both at 
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the community, national and societal levels. Alachua County is home to several health care 

centers for expecting/current mothers. However, resources are unequally distributed across all of 

Alachua County, with limited access essential healthcare facilities for those living in rural parts 

(Alachua County Comprehensive Plan, 2018). This geographic divide and lack of transportation 

may disenfranchise those living in rural areas of Alachua County to meaningfully receive care. 

Participants also captured several issues related to infant mortality and other health disparities 

stemming from our nation's healthcare system. Insurance access, or lack thereof, was a theme 

present within the drivers of infant mortality and carried over as a barrier to solutions used to 

address infant mortality. Gaps in coverage exist for those who do not qualify for Medicaid yet 

cannot afford private insurance on their own, affecting more than two million Americans, 

primarily in the south (Harker, 2021). Similarly, as of 2021, Florida and 11 other U.S. states 

chose not to expand their Medicaid coverage to include more of those existing in this gap 

(Harker, 2021). Racism was identified as a major driver of infant mortality, with the concept 

being later expanded upon when discussing racial inequalities pertaining to infant mortality. Of 

these concerns were stressors associated with structural and systemic racism. There is a growing 

recognition of the effect stress has on an individual, especially for groups such as Blacks/African 

Americans that have been disenfranchised by race for generations. Interestingly, other racial 

minority groups within Alachua County do not experience nearly the same infant mortality rates 

as Blacks/African Americans. Findings from this study hypothesize this difference to be from 

supposed cultural differences in family and community support. Sometimes seen in Hispanic 

culture, the family unit is strongly valued, possibly leading certain individuals to receive greater 

instances of support from members of their family and ethnically/nationalistically similar 

communities. 

  Possible limitations of this study include the number of participants and the lack of 

gender diversity of participants. There were two male-identifying participants compared to seven 

female-identifying participants, indicating a possible skew in results towards female perception. 

Similarly, a larger participant body comprised of additional variations in professions may have 

yielded to the identification of additional themes. Overall, access to care constituted the main 

underlying driver of infant mortality in Alachua County.   
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Future directions of research include further investigating access to healthcare in Alachua 

County, as well as the delivery methods and success rates of our current outreach and support 

systems. In terms of access to care, investigating the number of private practice physicians who 

accept Medicare or Medicaid in proximity to its users would be helpful in determining the 

number of healthcare facilities accessible to those with government subsidized forms of 

insurance. Similarly, further examining outreach methods and their effectiveness in reaching 

targeted populations will help determine changes and improvements these organizations may use 

to maximize the number of individuals receiving benefits these organizations provide.  
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