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“A baby’s health is a city’s 
wealth.” 

- Dr. Leonard Morse

Former Public Health Commissioner
of Worcester



Worcester Healthy Baby Collaborative
The Worcester Healthy Baby Collaborative 
(WHBC) began as the Worcester Infant 
Mortality Reduction Task Force over twenty 
years ago with a focus on reducing infant 
mortality (IM) in the African immigrant 
community of Worcester.

The Task Force was eventually renamed the 
Worcester Healthy Baby Collaborative.

It consists of a number of community 
partners, local healthcare providers, and 
volunteers concerned with the city’s higher 
than state average IM rate.  



Infant Mortality
● Infant mortality rate (IMR) is the number 

of infant deaths per every 1,000 live 
births.

● The US IMR has decreased from 10.9 in 
1983 to 5.8 in 2017.

● Despite this, the US’s IMR is fourth-
highest among the largest high-income 
countries (OECD, 2018)

● At 4.6 in 2016-2018, Worcester’s IMR is 
lower than the US IMR.

● However, it is higher than the state IMR of 
4.3 (Worcester Division of Public Health 
and Massachusetts Birth Reports, 2019).

Source: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development



Infant Mortality in Worcester
● There are significant 

disparities in IMR 
between races and 
ethnicities in 
Worcester

● Additionally, a 
majority of infant 
deaths were to 
mothers born outside 
of the continental US

Source: Source: Worcester Division of 
Public Health, Massachusetts Birth 
Reports



Causes of Infant 
Mortality

● Birth defects
● Preterm birth and low birth 

weight
● Maternal pregnancy 

complications
● Sudden infant death syndrome
● Injuries (e.g., suffocation)

Source: CDC



Preterm Birth & 
Low Birth Weight

● As noted by the CDC, preterm 
birth and low birth weight are 
a cause of infant mortality

● From 2016-2018 in 
Worcester, 69% of infants 
who died were Low Birth 
Weight (<2500 grams)

● In this same period, 60% of 
infants who died were born 
premature

Source: Source: Worcester Division of Public Health, Massachusetts Birth 
Reports



Exposure to racial discrimination as a Cause of Preterm Birth & Low Birth Weight

Growing volume of evidence showing racism 
and racial discrimination playing a role in 
incidence of preterm birth and low birth weight.

High stress levels can lead to low birth weights 
via different cardiovascular and inflammatory 
pathways.

Stress can cause release of corticotropin-
releasing hormone which eventually can lead to 
preterm delivery.

Susan Cha and Saba W. Masho (January 23rd 2013). Preterm Birth and Stressful Life Events, Preterm Birth, Offer Erez, 
IntechOpen, DOI: 10.5772/54978. Available from: https://www.intechopen.com/books/preterm-birth/preterm-birth-and-
stressful-life-events

Mustillo, S., Krieger, N., Gunderson, E. P., Sidney, S., McCreath, H., & Kiefe, C. I. (2004). Self-reported experiences of racial 
discrimination and Black-White differences in preterm and low-birthweight deliveries: the CARDIA Study. American 
journal of public health, 94(12), 2125–2131. doi:10.2105/ajph.94.12.2125

Collins, J. W., Jr, David, R. J., Handler, A., Wall, S., & Andes, S. (2004). Very low birthweight in African American infants: 
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2138. doi:10.2105/ajph.94.12.2132



“Safe Sleep” to reduce infant mortality 
Injuries such as accidental suffocation and strangulation in bed are a significant 
factor in IM.

Since the initiation of the CDC’s Back To Sleep campaign in 1994, the US SUIDS 
rate has decreased dropped by 73% (CDC, 2019).

The Back To Sleep campaign has evolved to encompass the following guidelines 
by the CDC: place the baby on her back on a firm sleep surface with a tight-fitting 
sheet for every sleep, the baby should sleep alone in her own crib without 
blankets, crib bumpers, pillows, toys or other children, the crib should be located 
in the same room as the parents, breastfeeding is recommended, and smoking is 
strongly discouraged (Safe to Sleep, n.d.).



The Baby Box



The Baby Box Initiative
In 2016, the WHBC hosted a community forum to determine where the Collaborative’s efforts should be 
directed to reduce Worcester’s IMR.

The Baby Box initiative was the top vote-getter.

The initiative is a way to provide to new mothers educational materials, supplies, and a safe sleep space 
for the new baby.

The Baby Box is inspired by a 75-year program in Finland where new mothers can receive a box which 
serves as a safe sleep space for infants in addition to receiving educational materials and supplies.  

In 2018, the WHBC received 200 baby boxes from The Baby Box Company—a company who has 
modeled their program on the Finnish model.



Baby Box Recipients



The Baby Box Process
Prior to receiving a Baby Box, the 
recipient completes a brief survey to 
report likelihood of engaging in 
healthy behaviors (speaking to 
healthcare provider [HCP] about 
WIC, breastfeeding, room sharing, 
etc.)

Then, the recipient watches a 20-30 
minute video discussing safe sleep, 
breastfeeding, contraception, 
postpartum depression, and early 
literacy.

After watching the video, the 
recipient then completes a survey 
asking about likelihood of engaging 
in aforementioned behaviors

Finally, six weeks after the baby is 
born, the recipient is contacted to ask 
about frequency of breastfeeding, 
bed sharing, room sharing, and Baby 
Box use



Preliminary Data

Increase in reported likelihood of 
speaking to HCP about:

● WIC: +18%
● Substance use: +12%
● Postpartum Depression: +23%
● Birth Control: +11%

Increase in reported likelihood of:

● Breastfeeding: +4%
● Room sharing: +5%
● NOT bed sharing: +10%
● Using the Baby Box: +13%



Interprofessional Teams 
Strengths of Interprofessional Teams
● Shared goal
● Knowledgeable professionals 

collaborating together
● Patient-centered care

Current Limitations
● Patients lost to follow-up
● Shortage of interpreters in population 

served
● Limited communication between the 

healthcare team and community workers

As future healthcare providers, we need to be aware of community resources that 
are available to the population that we serve, and work in an interprofessional team 

to provide patient-centered care. 



Family Health Center of Worcester 
● Baby Café
● Centering Pregnancy
● OB Advocates
● Mindfulness-Based Childbirth 

and Parenting 



Worcester Family 
Partnership ● Playgroups

● Cooking Matters
● Parenting Workshops
● Raising a Reader
● ASQ (Ages and Stages 

Questionnaire) 
● Parent Child Home 

Program 



Pernet Family Health Service
● Early Intervention
● Maternal and Child Nursing
● Food Pantry
● Fathers and Family Program
● Parenting Classes 



Health Advocacy



Locally 
● Worcester infant mortality reduction 

Task force
● Worcester Healthy Baby 

Collaborative
● Worcester Family Partnership 
● OB advocates at Family Health Center 

in Worcester 
● WIC program community coordinators 
● Pernet
● Edward M. Kennedy Center OB Clinic



State & National Level
● March of Dimes  
● Women Infants Children (WIC)
● Department of Public health -

CHIP & REACH Grants
● First Candle 
● Association of Women’s Health 

Obstetric and Neonatal Nurses
● Researchers & Practitioners



Collaboration



Massachusetts Medical Society 

Monica Bharel presenting data from Healthy Baby Collaborative at the Public 

Health Leadership Forum, “Maximizing the Political Determinants of Health” 

at the Massachusetts Medical Society.

TAKEAWAYS
1. “Just need one story.”
2. “Just show up.”
3. “You do the medicine. 

We do the legislation.”
1. “No regrets.” 



ACTS 
Laws addressing SIDS can vary 
significantly in scope by state 

Scarlett’s Sunshine Act (H.R. 6931/S3521) 
is currently under review by US congress. 

(National Conference of State Legislature), (First Candle), (Sudden Unexpected, or Unexplained Death In Children)



It takes A Village 

Frida Kahlo, Moses, 1945 Otto Dix, The Pregnant Woman, 
1931

Otto Dix, Pregnant Woman,
1966

Holzschnitt, print of birth 1919



Inventory + Prep
Updated the Baby Box 
inventory in Burnocat LC

Re-ordered pamphlets, flyers 
in necessary languages

Site visits with community 
partners

Connected potential 
collaborators with WHBC

Organized donations & 
supplies for the Baby Boxes

Experiential Learning



Distribution Day!
Saturday, Nov 11th

@ Ministerios La Trinidad
local church serving the Latinx community

Outcome:
Total of 10 boxes distributed

Languages:
English, Spanish, Arabic, Vietnamese



100th  box    
distributed!



Next Steps...
Translating pre/post surveys into multiple languages

● Twii, Arabic, Vietnamese

Record educational videos in multiple languages or 
transcribe subtitles

Provide educational prenatal materials for OB/Family 
Medicine clinics with 10 key items to remember



1. Babies should always sleep flat and on 
their back

2. Babies should sleep in the same room 
as caregivers

3. Babies should sleep separately in a crib, 
bassinet, or play yard on firm mattress

4. Sleeping with their baby in a bed or 
chair increase the risk of sudden 
unexpected infant death

5. It is best for babies to sleep in sleep 
sacks. If swaddle, allow arms to be free 
once your baby can roll over.

6. Sleep area should be free of unsafe 
items (loose blankets, pillows, stuffed 
animals, bumper pads, or clothing)

7. Smoking or smoke around baby has 
increased risk of sudden unexpected 
infant death

8. Breastfeeding decreases risk of sudden 
unexpected infant death

9. It is safer for babies who spit up to sleep 
on their back

10. Avoid overheating – can increase risk 
of sudden unexpected infant death

10 Key Items for Prenatal Education



Muchas Gracias!
Dr. Sarah Shields, Cathy Violette, MSN, WHNP-
BC,  Dr. Sanjay Aurora, Dr. Sherman Chu,  
Christina Gebel Jessie Colbert,  Kwame Apphia, 
Esmeralda Pena and many more

Baby Box Co. 

UMASS Medical NICU,  Fetal Specialty Clinic, 
and Pediatric Unit

OB Advocates at Worcester Family Health 
Center

Community Resources and Orgs. 

Past and future PHC students!

Ministerios La Trinidad



With child : Otto Dix / Carmen Winant
Exhibit at Worcester Art Museum 
September 21 – December 15, 2019


