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Abstract

Few countries match the performance of the United States in saving the lives of pre-term infants. The
higher rate of pre-term births in the United States is an important contributor to its low international
ranking for infant mortality overall.

The United States ranks poorly in terms of infant mortality rates, but this too says little about the
performance of its health care system. The United States has the third-highest infant mortality rate in
the OECD. This rate is somewhat overstated due to differences in statistical methods for measuring infant
deaths. The United States is one of only eight countries that count extremely premature infants as "live
births," even though they have extremely low odds of survival.

More important, compared with most other industrialized countries, the United States has a much
higher rate of premature and/or low-birth-weight infants. Although adequate prenatal care certainly can
influence such rates, many other social factors also contribute. For example, low-birth-weight infants are
disproportionately born to mothers from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds. Adolescent pregnancies
also are more likely to result in a premature birth. Even though it has been declining, the U.S. teenage birth
rate far exceeds that of other G7 nations. Maternal smoking, and drug and alcohol use during pregnancy
also increase the odds of a low-birth- weight infant.

A fairer comparison, therefore, examines how well the medical system performs in keeping alive infants
of a given length of gestation. For all birth categories before full term (37+ weeks), the United States ranks
second or third among the nine countries for which comparable data exist (figure 19.10). Unfortunately, the
United States and the UK are the only G7 nations on this list.
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The ability to save premature infants has increased greatly over the past few decades. For white infants,
for example, infant mortality steadily declined between 1983 and 2004 despite a 20 percent increase in the
percentage of such infants falling into the low-birth-weight category. This reflects sizable investments in
(and wide diffusion of) neonatal intensive-care units. Careful studies suggest that since 1960, the 70 percent
decline in mortality for low-birth-weight infants born in the United States was almost entirely the result of
improved medical care.
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