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close family member
die) were linked with a
reduced risk of an ad-
verse outcome (Table 3).

Two pregnancy atti-
tude variables were as-
sociated with an in-
c reased risk of adverse
outcomes. Women who
felt unhappy about
being pregnant were
m o re likely to have a
very low birth weight
baby than a normal-
birth-weight baby (odds
ratio, 1.5) and were more
likely to have a moder-
ately low birth weight
baby than a normal-
birth-weight baby (odds
ratio, 1.4). In addition,
women who denied
their pregnancy were more likely to have
a very low birth weight baby than either
a normal-birth-weight (odds ratio, 1.7) or
a moderately low birth weight baby (odds
ratio, 1.4). 

Traditional measures of pregnancy in-
tention revealed only one significant as-
sociation with birth weight (Table 3).
Women whose pregnancies were mis-
timed were slightly less likely to have a
moderately low birth weight baby than a
normal-birth-weight baby (odds ratio, 0.8).

Effect of Adjusting for Controls
Once we had adjusted for the effects of fac-
tors known to be associated with low birth
weight, the associations between birth-
weight outcomes and such measures as

Findings
Sample Characteristics
The three groups of women were gener-
ally similar in their characteristics, with the
majority being younger than 30, having 12
or more years of schooling and having re-
ceived adequate prenatal care (Table 1).

Table 2 shows factors that were tested
for association with birth outcomes.
Women who had a very low birth weight
baby most frequently said they almost al-
ways perceived stress during their preg-
nancy (25%). Perceived stress was also
higher among women who a moderately
low birth weight baby (21%) than among
those who had a normal-birth-weight
baby (16%). Similarly, several measures of
negative pregnancy attitudes or intentions
(such as pregnancy denial and unhappi-
ness about the pregnancy) were more
common among women who had a low
birth weight baby than among the others.

Eight of the 30 major life events were
found in chi-square analyses to be signif-
icantly associated with birth weight; these
a re shown in Table 2. The proportions who
report having experienced these major life
events were sometimes higher among
women with a low-birth-weight baby.
H o w e v e r, the patterns vary, and in the
cases of having had a close family mem-
ber die or of taking out a mortgage or loan,
the proportion was highest among those
with a normal-birth-weight baby and low-
est among women with a very low birth
weight baby.

Unadjusted Models
Perceived stress was related to both very
low birth weight and moderately low
birth weight when they were compare d
with normal birth weight (Table 3), but not
when very low birth weight was com-
p a red with moderately low birth weight.
In each model with a statistically signifi-
cant association, the risk of an adverse out-
come was increased, more so for very low
birth weight compared with normal birth
weight (odds ratio, 1.7) than for moder-
ately low birth weight compared with nor-
mal birth weight (odds ratio, 1.4).

None of the eight major life events had
consistent effects across all three com-
parison groups. Four (getting back with
a husband or partner, having pro b l e m s
with parents or in-laws, having suff e re d
a major injury, accident or illness, and hav-
ing been in a physical fight) were associ-
ated with an increased risk in at least one
of the birth-weight comparisons. In con-
trast, the other four (having a husband or
partner change jobs, being arrested, tak-
ing out a mortgage or loan and having a

p e rceived stress and unhappiness over the
p regnancy changed (Table 4, page 292). For
both, associations with moderately low
birth weight versus normal birth weight
w e re no longer statistically signific a n t .
H o w e v e r, the remaining relationships with
s t ress and with pregnancy attitude and in-
tention changed only slightly, and did not
d i ffer significantly from the unadjusted
m o d e l s .

The addition of control variables also af-
fected the association of birth weight with
major life events. Three life events (“pro b-
lems with parents or in-laws,” “husband
or partner changed jobs” and “I was ar-
rested”) were no longer associated with
birth-weight outcomes. Additionally, the
death of a close family member was no

Ta ble 2. Among recent mothers, perc e n t age who almost alw ay s
felt stress, percentage reporting selected measures of pregnan-
cy attitudes and intentions, and perc e n t age who experienced se-
lected major life events, all by birth weight of recent infant

Measure Very low Moderately Normal
low

(N=779) (N=799) (N=800)

Almost always felt stress 25.0 21.2 16.1
Pregnancy attitude/intention

Unhappy 18.6 17.3 13.3
Unsure 9.2 7.6 6.6
Pregnancy denial 15.9 12.1 9.9
Unintended pregnancy 57.9 59.3 61.9
Mistimed pregnancy 41.9 41.1 46.9
Unwanted pregnancy 16.1 18.3 15.0

Major life events
Got back with husband/partner 10.3 12.6 7.3
Had problems with parents/in-laws 24.0 21.1 18.7
Husband/partner changed jobs 9.8 13.1 9.8
Was arrested 1.7 2.9 1.6
Took out mortgage/loan 3.5 5.9 6.7
Suffered major injury/illness 7.0 6.1 3.4
Was in physical fight 8.6 6.7 5.0
Close family member died 10.2 13.1 13.6

Table 3. Unadjusted odds ratios (and 95% confidence intervals) of selected birth-weight com-
parisons, by effects of stress, major life events and pregnancy attitudes and intentions

Factor Very low Moderately low Very low vs.
vs. normal vs. normal moderately low

Stress
Almost always felt stress 1.74* (1.36, 2.23) 1.40* (1.08, 1.80) 1.25 (0.98, 1.57)

Major life events†
Got back with husband/partner 1.35 (0.96, 1.90) 1.75* (1.26, 2.81) 0.77 (0.57, 1.05)
Had problems with parents/in-laws 1.33* (1.05, 1.70) 1.16 (0.91, 1.48) 1.15 (0.91, 1.46)
Husband/partner changed jobs 0.82 (0.60, 1.12) 1.17 (0.87, 1.57) 0.70* (0.52, 0.95)
Was arrested 0.82 (0.42, 1.59) 1.52 (0.86, 2.70) 0.54* (0.29, 0.99)
Took out mortgage/loan 0.49* (0.32, 0.78) 0.89 (0.62, 1.37) 0.55* (0.35, 0.89)
Suffered major injury/accident/illness 1.78* (1.15, 2.75) 1.67* (1.07, 2.55) 1.07 (0.73, 1.57)
Was in physical fight 1.58* (1.08, 2.32) 1.30 (0.88, 1.93) 1.22 (0.85, 1.74)
Close family member died 0.70* (0.52, 0.95) 0.96 (0.73, 1.27) 0.73* (0.54, 0.99)

Pregnancy attitude/intention
Unhappy about pregnancy 1.50* (1.14, 1.97) 1.37* (1.04, 1.80) 1.10 (0.85, 1.42)
Unsure wanted to be pregnant 1.44 (0.99, 2.08) 1.17 (0.80, 1.71) 1.23 (0.86, 1.76)
Pregnancy denial 1.73* (1.28, 2.34) 1.26 (0.92, 1.73) 1.37* (1.03, 1.82)
Unintended pregnancy 0.85 (0.69, 1.04) 0.90 (0.74, 1.10) 0.94 (0.77, 1.15)
Mistimed pregnancy 0.82 (0.67, 1.00) 0.79* (0.65, 0.96) 1.03 (0.85, 1.26)
Unwanted pregnancy 1.08 (0.83, 1.42) 1.27 (0.97, 1.65) 0.86 (0.66, 1.11)

*Statistically significant at  p<.05. †Only major life events with statistically significant odds ratios are included in this table.


