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Objectives. This study assessed the effect of the national Healthy Start Program on its clients.
Methods. We used a cross-sectional survey of a sample from Special Supplemental Nutrition Pro-

gram for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) rosters of women less than 6 months postpartum who were
residents of Healthy Start Program areas.

Results. Healthy Start clients revealed higher sociodemographic risk, but not behavioral risk, for ad-
verse pregnancy outcome than other area residents. They did not differ from other residents in receipt
of services except for a greater likelihood of receiving case management, using birth control at the
time of the interview, and rating their prenatal care more highly.

Conclusions. The Healthy Start Program succeeded in enrolling women at high risk. It had little ef-
fect on the immediately concluded pregnancy, but it might influence future outcomes. (Am J Public Health.
2001;91:1975–1977)

The Impact on Clients of a Community-Based 
Infant Mortality Reduction Program: The National 
Healthy Start Program Survey of Postpartum Women
| Marie C. McCormick, MD, ScD, Lisa W. Deal, ScD, MS, MN, MPH, Barbara L. Devaney, PhD, Dexter Chu, MS, Lorenzo Moreno, PhD, and Karen T.

Raykovich, PhD

we did not attempt to control further for endo-
geneity in the regression models. Several logit
models (standard, fixed effects, random effects)
were estimated with the generalized estimating
equation method and were indistinguishable.23

Our estimates were derived from a standard
logit (STAT svy commands20) and were
weighted to reflect the design of the sample. 

RESULTS

Between December 1995 and April 1996,
of 8042 women screened, 45% were resi-
dents of Healthy Start areas; of these, over
90% responded to the interview, yielding an
analysis sample of 1347 clients and 1329 non-
clients (Table 1). On average, women were in-
terviewed 2 months after delivery.

Clients of HSP exhibited greater sociodemo-
graphic risk for an adverse pregnancy outcome
than did other women on WIC (Table 2), and
they were less likely to receive prenatal care in
a private office or health maintenance organi-
zation (HMO), instead relying more heavily on
a hospital, health center, or other clinics. They
were also more likely to see a midwife as part
of their prenatal care. Both groups were
equally high users of prenatal care services.
HSP clients were more likely to receive ex-

panded prenatal care services such as counsel-
ing on all health topics, case management,
WIC during pregnancy, and all postpartum
teaching topics. They were also more likely to
be using a contraceptive at the time of the in-
terview, to receive income assistance from
food stamps and welfare, and to rate their in-
fants as having less than excellent health. Oth-
erwise, the groups were similar.

Two multivariate models were used to as-
sess the net effect of participation as a client;
models were estimated for variables differing
between the 2 groups at a P value of .1 or less.
The first model adjusted for differences in so-
ciodemographic and obstetric risk (maternal
age, education, race/ethnicity, income, marital
status, and whether the pregnancy was in-
tended); the second added the site of prenatal
care. The association between being a program
client and (1) the receipt of case management
(adjusted odds ratio [OR]=3.25; 95% confi-
dence interval [CI]=2.44, 4.34) and (2) not
using birth control at the time of the interview
(adjusted OR=0.71; 95% CI=0.52, 0.96) re-
mained significant. Differences in receipt of
Aid to Families With Dependent Children
(AFDC) and food stamps, rating of infant
health, and prenatal counseling topics were re-
lated to sociodemographic risk, because a

Strategies to improve pregnancy outcome in-
volve programs in disadvantaged communities
to provide obstetric1–3 and other types of serv-
ices.4–6 Reaching community residents at high-
est risk and providing services not otherwise
available is critical. In evaluating the national
Healthy Start Program (HSP),7,8 we assessed
(1) the success of HSP in enrolling community
residents at risk for poor pregnancy outcome
and (2) the experience of pregnant HSP clients
compared with that of other pregnant commu-
nity residents. 

METHODS

The original national HSP, begun in 1991,
was a 5-year demonstration of community-
based approaches to reduce infant mortality in
15 geographically defined disadvantaged com-
munities (see Acknowledgments). It has been
described elsewhere.9,10

A survey11 targeted women who were resi-
dents of HSP areas and less than 6 months
postpartum by selecting a sample of mothers
attending Special Supplemental Nutrition Pro-
gram for Women, Infants and Children (WIC)
clinics serving each HSP service area (see Table
1 for sample per site). Sample weights were cal-
culated to adjust for the probability of selection,
and a poststratification adjustment was used to
make the final sample match external counts of
HSP client and nonclient births in 1995 on the
basis of birth records and the service data set.
(A detailed memorandum on this procedure12

is available from the authors.) 
After verifying the respondent’s address and

HSP client status, we queried eligible respon-
dents about their experiences in pregnancy and
delivery (Table 2). Analyses were conducted
with Stata.20 Bivariate analyses relied on the
Pearson χ2 statistic and the likelihood ratio test.
The hypothesis that status as client is exoge-
nous21 was tested22 and was not rejected; thus,
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TABLE 2—Comparison of Healthy Start Clients and Nonclients by Sociodemographic,
Service, and Behavior Variables

Healthy Start Program Status

% Distribution by— Clients (n = 1347) Nonclients (n = 1329) P

Maternal age <20 y 25.0 15.2 <.001

Maternal education less than high school 45.6 36.2 <.005

African American 83.8 66.6 <.001

Household income

Missing 17.0 16.8 <.05

<$5000/y 44.6 36.0 . . .

Never married 67.8 53.9 <.001

Parity = 1 44.2 40.4 NS

Pregnancy intended13,14 22.3 28.8 <.05

PNC in private office/HMO 18.8 35.9 <.001

Physician sole PNC provider 58.6 66.4 <.05

Insurance coverage for entire pregnancy 85.6 90.0 NS

Type of insurance

Medicaid 73.7 67.4 NS

None 4.3 3.0 . . .

Smoking in pregnancya,13 31.4 32.0 NS

Alcohol use in pregnancya,13 16.4 11.7 NS

Drug use in pregnancya,13 29.8 25.8 NS

Barriers to PNC 15.2 13.3 NS

Start of PNC later than 1st trimester 20.4 17.6 NS

PNC less than adequate15 22.8 18.7 NS

Fewer than all medical procedures performed15 14.4 19.1 NSb

Counseled on fewer than all health topics plus HIV13 44.8 50.9 <.05

Case management16 58.4 28.0 <.0001

No WIC services in pregnancy 16.2 22.7 <.05

Fewer than all postpartum teaching topics 54.7 62.0 <.05

Duration of postpartum stay <24 h 11.2 10.2 NS

Perceived quality of PNC less than excellent17–19 54.2 58.7 NSc

No continuity of obstetric provider 53.5 53.0 NS

No breastfeeding 59.7 54.3 NS

Not receiving food stamps 33.5 40.6 <.05

Not receiving AFDC 42.0 48.8 <.05

Not currently using birth control 47.9 56.7 <.05

Postpartum checkup not completed 37.2 36.1 NS

Well-baby care not started 18.6 20.7 NS

Immunizations not started 15.5 17.1 NS

Less than very satisfied with PNC 15.1 18.9 NSd

Rating of infant’s health as less than excellent 40.5 46.2 <.05

Note. PNC = prenatal care; HMO = health maintenance organization; WIC = Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for
Women, Infants, and Children; AFDC = Aid to Families With Dependent Children; NS = not significant.
aAmong those who had smoked, drunk, or used illicit substances.
bP < .06.
cP = .10.
dP = .10

TABLE 1—Distribution of Respondents to
the Postpartum Survey Among Healthy
Start Program Clients and Other Area
Residents, by Project Area, 1996

Healthy Start Program
Participation Status

Project Area Participants Nonparticipants

Baltimore 57 5

Birmingham 231 75

Boston 45 89

Chicago 35 178

Cleveland 92 83

Detroit 122 105

District of Columbia 33 70

New Orleans 111 98

New York City 147 90

Northwest Indiana 80 89

Oakland 52 140

Pee Dee, SC 53 95

Philadelphia 131 110

Pittsburgh 158 102

Total 1347 1329

woman’s status as client ceased to be signifi-
cantly associated with these variables in the
first model. The reliance of program clients on
hospital or neighborhood clinics accounted for
their greater use of WIC services prenatally.
However, program clients remained less likely
to be less than very satisfied with their prena-
tal care (adjusted OR=0.72; 95% CI=0.52,
0.99) and to rate it as less than excellent (ad-
justed OR=0.72; 95% CI=0.57, 0.91). 

DISCUSSION

These results suggest that HSP has been
successful in enrolling women who have fac-
tors associated with risks of adverse preg-
nancy outcomes; this has been achieved by
focusing on prenatal care providers who serve
higher-risk clients (i.e., hospital and neighbor-
hood health clinics) and by enrolling younger,
poorer women. The major advantage of being
an HSP client is the receipt of case manage-
ment. In addition, clients are more likely to
rate their prenatal care more highly in quali-
tative terms and to be using birth control at
the time of the interview. Although few differ-
ences in other services and behaviors were
seen, the types of services that distinguished
HSP clients from other residents (the use of

birth control and perceptions of quality of
care) may serve to improve subsequent use of
services24 and birth outcomes.25 Future pro-
grams might devise strategies to work with
women in smaller, private settings, where

their supportive services may not duplicate
those found in larger clinical settings.26,27

Limitations of this study include the short
interval after delivery, which precludes exam-
ining many infant outcomes, including effects
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of HSP on mortality and completion of immu-
nization. Recruiting the target numbers of
clients and nonclients in program areas with
low proportions of either proved difficult
within the resources of the evaluation, result-
ing in uneven sample sizes per area. Further,
a sample of WIC participants provides infor-
mation from those well integrated into serv-
ices, indicated by higher proportions of our
respondents with early prenatal care and
more prenatal counseling than in national
samples.28,29 Thus, the experience of women
who have more difficulty obtaining care may
differ. Despite the limitations, the results sug-
gest that community-based interventions like
Healthy Start may require substantially longer
in an individual’s life to affect the use of
health services and pregnancy outcomes.
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This report represents one in a series of evaluation
reports on the Healthy Start Program and should be in-
terpreted in that light. The final report on the national
evaluation, which was completed in the summer of
2000, synthesized all previous findings and presented
findings on key outcome variables, including infant
mortality rates. An assessment of the ultimate effective-
ness of the Healthy Start Program was included in the
final report on the program.30
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