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Introduction

The 2004 edition of the Alaska Maternal and Child Health (MCH) Data 
Book presents detailed information from the Alaska Pregnancy Risk 
Assessment Monitoring System (PRAMS). The PRAMS edition of the 
MCH Data Book provides policy makers, public health professionals and 
health care providers with critical data on leading issues affecting women 
before, during and after pregnancy. 

The PRAMS edition complements the 2003 Alaska Maternal and Child 
Health Data Book, which presented comprehensive information on 
important health status indicators and emerging issues in Maternal and 
Child Health. We hope that our unique format will serve as an easy-to-use 
reference for people seeking statistics and epidemiological information for 
use in program planning and decision-making. Future special editions of 
the MCH Data Book will feature detailed information from the Alaska Birth 
Defects Registry and the Fetal Alcohol Syndrome Surveillance Project.  We 
will continue to publish comprehensive summaries of maternal and child 
health status every three years.   

The Alaska Maternal and Child Health Data Book 2004 features PRAMS 
data collected in 1991 through 2001. We are very excited to present, for the 
first time, not only prevalence trends, but regional prevalence and detailed 
demographic information for each indicator. The narrative sections provide 
the user with background information, comparison data, and accurate 
interpretations of PRAMS survey findings.  

The Alaska MCH Data Book is produced by the Section of Women’s, 
Children’s and Family Health, MCH Epidemiology Unit. Our mission is 
to provide the most reliable and statistically accurate information for MCH 
program planning and evaluation. We believe that programs and policy 
should be founded and guided by reliable epidemiological data. We trust the 
Alaska MCH Data Book 2004: PRAMS Edition will be helpful to all who 
work toward improving the health and well-being of Alaskan families.

Kathy Perham-Hester, MS, MPH  Helen Nute Wiens, MS                
Alaska PRAMS Coordinator   Statistician

Janine Schoellhorn, MS, MPH
MCH Epidemiologist
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We are excited to bring you this second edition of the Alaska MCH Data Book with 
a focus on PRAMS data.  This book builds on the 2003 Data Book by focusing on 
the four chapters that contained PRAMS data.  Within those chapters, we focus 
on 18 indicators (4 are specific only to Alaska) that are most often requested, that 
have at least five years of trend data, and that are still a part of the Phase 4 Alaska 
PRAMS survey – which was implemented starting with 2000 births. 

We have taken great strides to format this Data Book with the end-user in mind.  
Each indicator has at least two spreads that describe it.  

• The first spread interprets two types of graphics: the trend line and a regional 
bar chart.  Because health care service delivery in Alaska has agencies that 
specifically serve the Alaska Native (and Native American) population, the 
overall trend line and the trend for Alaska Natives will be given for each indicator.  
Because Alaska has the largest land area of any U.S. state and one of the smallest 
populations, it is at times difficult  to use a statewide estimate for describing 
a health-related problem in a particular area of the state.  We are pleased to 
provide a bar chart of regional estimates with 95% confidence intervals.  The 
six regions used are the Labor Market Regions used by the Alaska Department 
of Labor and Workforce Development. (See http://almis.labor.state.ak.us/)

• The second spread gives the demographic breakdown of the indicator – with 
95% confidence intervals – for 2001, the most recent year of PRAMS data 
available for analysis. Maternal demographics include race, ethnicity, age, 
education, and prenatal Medicaid status.  At the bottom of the table, the 
percent missing is noted, in addition to whether that indicator is “core” (data 
are collected by PRAMS projects in other states) versus “state-specific” (data 
are unique to Alaska).  The question number on Alaska’s Phase 4 survey is 
given so the reader can see how the question is actually worded.  (A copy of 
Alaska’s Phase 4 survey is included as an appendix for referencing.)

A primary goal of PRAMS is to translate its data into action.  Please share with 
us how you have used the data published here.  We also welcome feedback on the 
usefulness of this format.  You may contact the PRAMS staff by e-mail at Kathy_
Perham-Hester@health.state.ak.us or by phone at 1-888-269-3470.

HOW THIS BOOK IS ORGANIZED
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Background

The Pregnancy Risk Assessment Monitoring System (PRAMS) is an ongoing, 
population-based surveillance system designed to identify and monitor selected 
maternal behaviors and experiences that occur before and during a woman’s 
pregnancy and during the early infancy of her child.  PRAMS was developed by 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) Division of Reproductive 
Health in 1987 as part of an initiative to reduce infant mortality and low birth weight. 
The Alaska PRAMS Project was initiated by the State of Alaska, Division of Public 
Health, Section of Maternal, Child and Family Health in 1990.  

PRAMS was designed to supplement data from vital records and to generate data 
for planning and assessing prenatal health programs in each participating state.  
Because PRAMS data are population-based, fi ndings from data analyses can be 
generalized to an entire state’s population of women having a live birth.  PRAMS 
is designed not only to generate state-specifi c data, but also to allow comparisons 
among states through the use of standardized data collection methods.  Findings 
from PRAMS are meant to be used to enhance understanding of maternal behaviors 
and their relationship with adverse pregnancy outcomes.  PRAMS data can also 
be used to develop and assess programs and policies designed to identify high-risk 
pregnancies and reduce adverse pregnancy outcomes.

Currently PRAMS operates in 30 project sites1 and surveillance covers approximately 
60% of all U.S. births. Each site utilizes the same core questions and adds a limited 
number of its own state-specifi c questions.  Topics covered include family planning; 
prenatal care; use of tobacco and alcohol; participation in the Supplemental Nutrition 
Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC) and Medicaid; payment for care; 
breastfeeding; physical abuse; and life stressors such as illness, job loss, debt, divorce; 
plus many other topics.

1 Alabama, Alaska, Arkansas, Colorado, Florida, Georgia, Hawaii, Illinois, Louisiana, Maine, Maryland,  
Michigan, Minnesota, Mississippi, Nebraska, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York City, New York State, 
North Carolina, Ohio, Oklahoma, Oregon, Rhode Island, South Carolina, Texas, Utah, Vermont, Washington, 
West Virginia.

Overview of PRAMS
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Sample Design

All PRAMS participants utilize a sampling technique called “stratifi ed random 
sampling” in which all birth records are divided into categories, or “strata”.  Alaska 
stratifi es by mother’s race and birth weight of the infant (as reported on the birth 
certifi cate).  These stratifi cation variables are similar to other states. Alaska PRAMS 
uses the following four strata for sampling purposes: Alaska Native with a low birth 
weight (LBW) infant (i.e., <2500 grams), Alaska Native with a normal birth weight 
(NBW) infant (i.e., ≥2500 grams), non-Native with a LBW infant, and non-Native 
with a NBW infant. 

A random sample is then drawn from each of these groups, and the selected mothers 
are mailed PRAMS surveys.  Because a relatively small percentage of the total 
population of mothers have a LBW infant, a simple random sample may not yield 
suffi cient numbers of  responses from these women to tell us about their lifestyles and 
behaviors as a group.  Stratifi ed random sampling provides a means to collect more 
meaningful information about high-risk population groups.  A weighting process is 
used to recombine the resulting responses to refl ect the total population of Alaskan 
mothers of newborns in a specifi c time period.  

Mode of Surveillance

PRAMS is a mixed-mode surveillance system.  The primary data collection method 
is conducted by mail.  Up to three self-administered surveys are mailed to sampled 
women.  Phone interviews are attempted on women who do not respond by mail.

Inclusion criteria

Alaska-resident women of any age (PRAMS does not limit surveys to adults) who 
have delivered a live birth (in-state) make up the population base for PRAMS. In 
order that mothers may adequately answer questions about the postpartum period, 
birth records are eligible for sampling when a minimum of two months (and a 
maximum of six months) has passed since the date of birth.  Subsequent infant deaths 
are included; grieving letters are mailed out in these situations.  When the birth is 
multiple, one infant is randomly selected.  Pending adoptions are included as long as 
the biological mother is still identifi ed on the birth record.

Overview of PRAMS
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Sample Size

There are approximately 10,000 live births per year in Alaska, or about 833 live 
births per month.  PRAMS mails out an average of 140 questionnaires per month to 
mothers who have had a recent live birth.  Approximately one of every six mothers 
of newborns is selected for PRAMS.

Limitations of PRAMS data

Self-reporting: Some bias is expected from any survey based on self-reported 
information.  The potential for under-reporting as well as over-reporting bias must 
be kept in mind when interpreting results.

Population sampled: PRAMS samples mothers who have recently had a live birth 
– pregnancies resulting in abortions or stillbirths are not sampled.  As such, data do 
not represent women who became pregnant in the time frame specifi ed, only those 
who delivered a live-born infant. 

Recall bias: Some PRAMS questions ask the respondent to remember events or 
behaviors up to 12 months before they got pregnant. On average, the infant is 15 
weeks old at the time the mother responds to the questionnaire. Mothers who respond 
to the survey when their infant is younger may recall events more accurately than 
mothers who respond when their infant is older.

Response rates: Survey response rates may also affect the potential for bias in 
the data. However, Alaska’s survey response rates are very favorable. The overall 
response rate for 2001 was 83.3%.  This was one of the highest response rates of all 
participating PRAMS states.  Stratum-specifi c response rates for 2001 are shown as 
follows:
 
 Alaska Native, LBW   78%
 Alaska Native, NBW   84%
 Non-Native, LBW   79%
 Non-Native, NBW   87%
 Unknown race or birth weight  75%

Overview of PRAMS
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Reliability: The reliability of a prevalence estimate depends on the actual, 
unweighted number of respondents in a category (not a weighted number).  
Interpreting and reporting weighted numbers that are based on a small, unweighted 
number of respondents can be misleading.  The degree of precision increases if the 
sample size is larger and decreases if the sample size is smaller.

Overview of PRAMS
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In an average year in Alaska…

9,998 babies are born

8,238 begin breastfeeding

5,814 regularly sleep on their backs

4,103 are born as a result of an unintended pregnancy

1,526 are exposed prenatally to tobacco smoke each year†

    
  

1,033 are born preterm‡ 

567 are born with low or very low birth weight^   

471 are exposed prenatally to alcohol each year†

69 die before their fi rst birthday

 † Exposure during the last three months of pregnancy

 ‡ Babies born at less than 37 weeks gestation

 ^ Babies born at less than 2,500 grams

 Averages based on data from 1999-2001 

MCH Snapshot
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