






Building on Research
Certain pre-pregnancy characteristics of women, 
such as history of previous preterm delivery and low 
BMI, are associated with preterm delivery.11-13 Experi-
ences during pregnancy may also increase a woman’s 
risk for preterm delivery. For example, stress has 
been thought to increase a woman’s risk for preterm 
delivery; however, epidemiologic investigations have 
shown inconsistent results.14 More research on stress 
and its biological mechanisms during pregnancy may 
help improve our understanding of the effects of 
stress on pregnancy and possible interventions that 
would promote stress reduction. 

More research is needed to help us understand the 
racial disparities associated with preterm delivery. 
African Americans have higher rates of preterm birth 
than any other racial or ethnic group,11 and preterm 
delivery is the leading cause of death for African 
American infants. 10

Genetics may play a part in preterm birth, as evi-
denced by the increased risk for mothers with previ-
ous preterm infants and among sisters and children 
in the same family. 5 Other possible factors that may 
increase the risk of preterm delivery include Assisted 
Reproductive Technology (ART) and inflammatory 
responses; however, more research is needed to ex-
amine these relationships.10 

Future research on the early identification of women 
at high risk and the evaluation of interventions are 
needed to help discover the complexities of preterm 
birth and how it can be prevented.

Acknowledgements:
Christina Holub, Megan Price, Leslie Harrison, 
and the PRAMS Working Group. 

References:

	 1.	 Martin JA, Hamilton BE, Sutton, PD, Venura SJ, Menacker F, 
Munson ML. Births: final data for 2002. Natl Vital Stat Rep 
2003;52(10):1–113.

	 2.	 MacDorman MF, Martin JA, Mathews TJ, Hoyert DL, Ventura 
SJ. Explaining the 2001–02 infant mortality increase: data 
from the linked birth/infant death data set. Natl Vital Stat Rep 
2005;53(12):1–22.

	 3.	 Demissie K, Rhoads GG, Ananth CV, Alexander GR, Kramer MS, 
Kogan MD, Joseph KS. Trends in preterm birth and neonatal 
mortality among blacks and whites in the United States from 
1989 to 1997. Am J Epidemiol 2001;154(4):307–15.

	 4.	 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Healthy People 
2010. 2nd ed. 2 vols. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing 
Office, 2000.

	 5.	 Moore ML. Preterm labor and birth: what have we learned 
in the past two decades? J Obstet Gynecol Neonatal Nurs 
2003;32(5):638–49.

	 6.	 David RJ, Collins JW Jr. Differing birth weight among infants of 
US-born blacks, African-born blacks, and US-born whites. New 
Engl J Med 1997;337(17):1209–14.

	 7.	 Schieve LA, Cogswell ME, Scanlon KS. Maternal weight gain 
and preterm delivery: differential effects by body mass index. 
Epidemiology 1999;10(2):141–47.

	 8.	 Arnon S, Dolfin T, Litmanovitz I, Regev R, Bauer S, Fejgin M. 
Preterm labour at 34–36 weeks of gestation: should it be arrested? 
Paediatr Perinat Epidemiol 2001;15(3):252–56.

	 9.	 York J, DeVoe M. Health issues in survivors of prematurity. South 
Med J 2002;95(9):969–77.

10.	 Lackritz E. Meeting the Challenges of Prematurity: CDC 
Prevention Efforts. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
Before the U.S. Senate 5/12/2004. [online]. Available at http://
www.cdc.gov/washington/testimony/Ch5122004196.htm 

11.	 Chang SC, O’Brien KO, Nathanson MS, Mancini J, Witter FR. 
Characteristics and risk factors for adverse birth outcomes in 
pregnant black adolescents. J Pediatr 2003;143(2):250–57.

12.	 Orr ST, Miller CA, James, SA, Babones S. Unintended pregnancy 
and preterm birth. Paediatr Perinat Epidemiol 2000;14(4):309–13.

13.	 Cnattingius S, Granath F, Petersson G, Harlow BL. The influence 
of gestational age and smoking habits on the risk of subsequent 
preterm deliveries. New Engl J Med 1999;341(13):943–48.

14.	 Whitehead N, Hill HA, Brogan DJ, Blackmore-Prince C. 
Exploration of threshold analysis in the relation between 
stressful life events and preterm delivery. Am J Epidemiol 
2002;155(2):117–24.
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