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OVERVIEW
The infant mortality rate is considered one of the most important indicators of the health of a community
or even of a nation. It tracks the number of infants who die before their first birthday, per 1,000 live
births. The statistic is closely monitored worldwide by such organizations as the World Bank.
The infant mortality rate in Colorado is 5th lowest overall among the states. But within that ranking is
one of the nation’s most striking racial disparities.
The rate of infant death for black babies is triple that of white babies in Colorado, according to the state
Department of Public Health and Environment, about 12 per 1,000 compared to about four per 1,000.
That inequity is also reflected to varying degrees in other states. The fetal mortality rate, which tracks
fetus death after 20 weeks gestation, is monitored by the federal Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention. It shows similar anomalies for black families.

“What I want for our country is to not tolerate
the fact that our children have different rates of
survival to their first birthday based on their
race and ethnicity.”

– Dr. Lauren Smith, executive project director,
National Institute for Child Health Quality

“Black babies die at three times the rate as our counterparts,
and that’s something that nobody in this community wants
to talk about. It’s like our little black secret.”
– Demetra Seriki, certified professional midwife, Colorado Springs

INFANT MORTALITY OVER TIME
The infant mortality rate for all races and ethnicities has declined in recent decades. However, the loss
of black babies has remained consistently higher – by about the same margin – since the Colorado
Department of Public Health and Environment began keeping the record in 1979.
The risk that Latino infants face has increased over time relative to white infants. The Latino rate is now
about 70 percent higher than the white rate of infant death.

“Overall the rates of infant mortality for the United
States have gone down over time, which is a very
good thing and we should celebrate that. But the
crux of the problem is there is such significant
disparities in our different populations.”

– Dr. Lauren Smith, executive project director,
National Institute for Child Health Quality
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UNPREDICTABLE DISPARITY
The persistently higher rates of infant death in black families cannot be entirely explained by traditional
health indicators, including income, education, marital status or age.
For other races and ethnicities, including whites and Latinos, income correlates directly to infant
mortality. For those groups, as a family gains greater financial stability they decrease their chances of
losing an infant. But black families at all income levels, and at all education levels, still have a higher
rate of infant death. The health benefits of wealth and education are not shared.

“Why is it that women who are otherwise
achieving in our culture, well paying job,
climbing the career ladder, otherwise seeming
to do well in this society, why would they have
such high infant mortality rates?”

– Kellie Teter, maternal child health program manager, Denver Health
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“You see that economics doesn’t explain it all.”

– Dr. Susan Hwang, neonatologist, Children’s Hospital Colorado

A NEW MEASURABLE FACTOR
Dr. Camille Hoffman and her team at Denver Health are studying another factor that could help explain
part of the striking disparities in infant mortality. In her ongoing research project, Hoffman measures
the stress hormone cortisol in the hair, blood and saliva of pregnant mothers.

“Our assumption is that African American moms
have higher levels of stress, and that may be part of the
relationship with preterm birth in that population.”

– Dr. Camille Hoffman, obstetrician and researcher, Denver Health

THE CORTISOL STUDY
The stress hormone cortisol is linked to health conditions including heart disease, diabetes and stroke.
High levels of cortisol can be toxic, and are linked to shorter life expectancy. In pregnant women, the
“fight or flight” hormone emitted by the body’s adrenal glands is linked to complications including
premature birth, a leading cause of infant mortality.

“Studies have demonstrated that maternal report
of racism is associated with higher reported rates of
stress, inflammation, infection and preterm birth.”

– Dr. Susan Hwang, Children’s Hospital Colorado

“Our babies matter just like your own children. We all
matter – so what are we going to do to support each other?”

- Niesha Thorne, Denver

WHAT’S NEXT?
Learn more online at race.rmpbs.org/health
• Watch complete Precious Loss documentary
• Review our research and data
• Apply to host your own screening of Precious Loss
• Watch our Colorado State of Mind panel discussions
• Inform our coverage by taking our survey
• Engage with the community through links to additional resources and organizations
working to eliminate inequities in Colorado’s infant mortality rate

“The goal is not just to reduce disparities in infant mortality
and preterm birth, but to actually eliminate them.”
- Dr. Susan Hwang, Children’s Hospital Colorado
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