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6,000 African-American infant deaths a year 
could be prevented if the IMR of African-
Americans was lowered to the level of whites. 

NEONATAL MORTALITY RATES
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• LBW (< 2500g) infants account for 7.9% of 
births and 66% of deaths.

• VLBW (< 1500g) infants account for 1.5% 
of births and 50% of deaths.

Six Decade Trend in Low Birth 
Weight Rates in the United States
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Six Decade Trend in Very Low 
Birth Weight Rates in the United 

States
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Low Birth Weight Rates by Maternal 
Education and Race

(Chicago, IL)
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RACIAL GAP IN BIRTH OUTCOME 
AMONG INFANTS CONCEIVED BY ART 

(Schieve et al, Obstet Gynecol, 2004)
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Differing LBW Rates Among Low-risk African-
American and White Women in Illinois 

(David and Collins, NEJM, 1997)

MLBW Rates Among Infants of Married Women 
Across a Generation 

(Collins et al, AJE, 2002)

0
2
4
6
8

10
12
14
16

US-Born
Whites

Foreign-
Born

Whites

US-born
AA

African-
Carib-AA

Women's Race and Nativity

M
L

B
W

 r
at

es
 (p

er
 1

00
) 

Daughters
Grand-Daughters

White

African
American

Puberty Pregnancy0 5ys 

The Racial Gap in Reproductive Potential: A Life-Course Perspective  Lu and Halfon,MCHJ, 2003
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Changing Research Focus from 
Pregnancy to Pre-Pregnancy Factors 
• Early-Life Programming Hypothesis:

-- Impaired fetal growth is a risk factor for later poor    
reproductive outcome.

• Cumulative Pathway Hypothesis:
-- Life-long exposure to neighborhood poverty   

and racial discrimination are risk factors 
for poor reproductive outcome.
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LBW RATES BY MATERNAL AGE AND 
NEIGHBORHOOD POVERTY:

African-Americans
(Collins et al, Ethn Dis, 2006)
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Race
“Race” is not a biological construct that reflects 

innate differences, but a social construct that 
precisely captures the impacts of racism. 

(Jones,  AJPH, 2000)

MATERNAL LIFETIME EXPOSURE TO  
INTERPERSONAL RACISM AND INFANT 

BIRTH WEIGHT
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MATERNAL LIFETIME EXPOSURE TO 
INTERPERSONAL RACISM IN 1 OR MORE 
DOMAINS AND INFANT BIRTH WEIGHT

(Collins et al, AJPH, 2004)
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MATERNAL LIFETIME EXPOSURE TO 
INTERPERSONAL RACISM IN 3 OR MORE 
DOMAINS AND INFANT BIRTH WEIGHT

(Collins et al, AJPH, 2004)
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MATERNAL LIFETIME EXPOSURE TO 
INTERPERSONAL RACISM AT THE WORKPLACE 

AND INFANT BIRTH WEIGHT

• “Because you are African-American, you are assigned jobs 
no one else will do”.  OR=1.7 (0.7OR=1.7 (0.7--4.3)4.3)

• “Whites often assume that you work in a lower class job 
than you do and treat you as such”. OR=2.3 (1.0OR=2.3 (1.0--5.15.1

• “You are treated with less dignity and respect than you 
would be if you were white.  OR=2.0 (0.8OR=2.0 (0.8--4.3)4.3)

• “You are watched more closely than others because of 
your race”.  OR=2.3 (0.8OR=2.3 (0.8--6.1)6.1)

• “Because you are African-American, you feel that you 
have to work twice as hard”. OR=1.9 (0.9OR=1.9 (0.9--4.1)4.1)

MATERNAL CHRONIC EXPOSURE TO  
INTERPERSONAL RACISM IN THE 
WORKPLACE AND INFANT BIRTH 

WEIGHT
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SUMMARY
The long-standing racial disparity in infant outcome cries 
out for fresh analyses that take into account the non-
random, pervasive, and multifaceted inequality that is 
bound up in the historical context of race and begin to 
capture its effect on human beings over time.  Pregnancy, 
while occurring during a limited time period, should not be 
considered independent of prior life experiences.   
Published data highlight that adulthood exposure to 
neighborhood poverty and the cumulative lifelong 
experiences of interpersonal racial discrimination are risk 
factors for poor reproductive outcome among African-
American women.  

Life Course Perspective
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