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The U.S. Infant Mortality Rate: International Comparisons, Underlying Factors, 
and Federal Programs

The infant mortality rate (IMR)—the number of deaths occurring in the 
first year of life per 1,000 live births—is a widely used proxy for the 
health status of a nation, and is commonly used for international 
comparisons. As of 2008, the U.S. IMR was 6.6, a historically low rate of 
the United States, but a rate that is still higher than the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) average of 4.6. The 
relatively high U.S. rate—and the number of infant deaths it indicates—
concerns some policymakers. In addition, there is concern that the U.S. 
IMR has leveled off after four decades of decline. Reducing the U.S. 
IMR has been—and continues to be—a recognized public health 
objective.

Researchers and policymakers debate the various factors that may 
explain the high U.S. IMR relative to other developed countries and its 
recent stagnation. Potential factors include international differences in 
the recording of live births, different rates of low birthweight and short 
gestational age births, and racial and ethnic disparities. Researchers 
conclude that international recording differences do not explain the 
relatively high U.S. IMR. In addition, the data suggest that racial 
disparities may only partially explain the relatively high U.S. IMR. 
Instead, researchers suggest that higher U.S. rates of low birthweight 
and short gestational age births may explain the relatively high U.S. 
IMR.

Table 2. Infant Mortality Rates (Infant Deaths/1,000 Live Births) and Rankings for OECD and 
Other Selected Countries, 2008

 Country                            IMR                                       Rank
   Luxembourg   1.8        1
   Norway    2.7        7
   Spain    3.5       13
   United States   6.6       31
   Mexico    15.2       33
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Maternal mortality ratios have increased from 6.6 deaths per 100,000 
live births in 1987 to 13.3 deaths per 100,000 live births in 2006. While 
some of the recorded increase is due to improved data collection, the 
fact remains that maternal mortality ratios have risen significantly.

The USA spends more than any other country on health care, and 
more on maternal health than any other type of hospital care. Despite 
this, women in the USA have a higher risk of dying of pregnancy-
related complications than those in 49 other countries, including 
Kuwait, Bulgaria, and South Korea.
African-American women are nearly four times more likely to die of 
pregnancy-related complications than white women. These rates and 
disparities have not improved in more than 20 years.

http://www.amnestyusa.org/our-work/campaigns/demand-dignity/
maternal-health-is-a-human-right/maternal-health-in-the-us

1º Write down in you notebook all the words you don´t understand.

2º What is infant mortality rate (IMR) and Maternal mortality? Are they 
ralate? Why?

3º First text is from a U.S. Congress inform, so it´s very institutional, the 
second it´s from well known organitation, Amnesty International, can 
you tell any difference between their point of view?

4º Reading the second text do you think that race differences are a 
real problem in U.S.? Discuss with your classmates.
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