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HM InSights: Preterm Births
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Preterm Births and Multiples  
Play a Role in the Rising Claims Trend 
Babies born before 37 weeks of gestation are  
considered “preterm.”  They often have health issues 
that require admission to neonatal intensive care  
units (NICUs), and the care is expensive. To analyze  
the costs to large employer health plans for preterm 
births, the March of Dimes partnered with Truven 
Health Analytics, Inc., and the results showed an  
average cost of $5,085 for a normal full term birth  
compared to $55,393 for a preterm birth in 2009.1

That same study revealed that preterm births cost  
employers more than $12.7 billion in excess health 
care expenses in 2009, with the employer health  
plan costs for a premature or low birth weight baby 
being 12 times the costs for babies born without  
complications.2

Causes of Preterm Births
There are many causes for premature births, but some  
of the more common include:

• Personal or family history of preterm birth

• Late or no prenatal care

• Premature rupture of membranes

• Medical issues like high blood pressure, preeclampsia,    
 infections and gestational diabetes

• Pregnancy through in vitro fertilization (IVF)

• Pregnancy with multiples (twins, triplets or more)

• Pregnancy before age 17 or after age 353

• “Elective deliveries” (Babies are delivered prior to  
 39 weeks of gestation for “convenience.”)4

The Impact of Multiples
With increased use of assisted reproductive technologies (ART), 
there has been a growth in the birth rate of multiples. These infants 
are at greater risk for poor outcomes with higher occurrences of 
preterm birth, low birthweight and death, especially for triplets and 
other higher-order multiples.5 These babies also have significantly 
higher health risks.

While just three percent of births are multiples, they account for 
nearly 30 times the amount spent for singleton births. Most of the 
expenses are tied to care for the infants due to increased NICU 
admission rates and longer facility stays. Surprisingly, having twins 
is not simply double the cost of a single birth; it is nearly five times 
that of a single delivery.6

Reducing the Preterm Birth Rate
The March of Dimes has a prematurity campaign that focuses on 
reducing the preterm birth rate in the U.S. to 9.6 percent or less by 
2020. With the rate currently in decline, many attribute the reversal 
to a greater understanding of the risks faced by an infant who is 
delivered at a gestation shorter than full term.7  

The most important thing an expectant mother can do is to get 
proper maternal care and be aware of pregnancy issue warning 
signs. Providers can work with mothers who are at the greatest risk 
for complications to ensure that the right treatment plan is in place.  
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Some preterm deliveries, however, are simply unavoidable.  
There are drug interventions that can help to slow down labor  
and extend the time before delivery, which can provide the time 
needed to get the mother nearer to the treatment that only a  
Level 3 NICU can provide. There also are drugs that can help fetal 
lungs mature to a point where medical intervention may not be 
required post-birth. 

Another approach to prevention is no longer permitting “elective” 
deliveries prior to full term. In 2011, the March of Dimes launched 
a quality improvement campaign with 25 hospitals to reduce the 
number of elective deliveries before 39 weeks, and the preterm 
birth rate dropped 83 percent from 27.8 percent to 4.8 percent 
during that year in those hospitals. The program is now available  
to hospitals nationwide.4

What Employers Can Do
As they face the potential for paying a higher claim for a preterm 
birth, employers pay a critical role in prevention. The following are 
tactics that employers can use to help improve outcomes:

• Offer educational resources and wellness opportunities for  
 expectant mothers covered under the group benefits program. 

• Examine claims data to gain an understanding of the trends  
 the group is experiencing. 

• Encourage maternal wellness programs.

• Ensure that employee benefit programs have the right  
 mix of coverage and incentives.

• Institute proactive medical management practices, including   
 screenings, care coordination and preventive treatments.

• Discourage unnecessary early deliveries scheduled for  
 convenience by offering education about the potential  
 for complications.

Preterm birth is an emotional subject and one that can create  
awkwardness in a discussion on cost and coverage. It is not easy  
to predict or control. However, self-funded employers, in particular, 
should be aware of the statistics and potential costs so they are not 
alarmed if faced with the expenses associated with a preterm birth. 
Certainly, guarding the company’s bottom line with the financial 
protection of Stop Loss coverage is a responsible choice when 
facing the potential costs associated with any catastrophic  
medical condition.


