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Abstract

The proportion of low birth weight (LBW: 1500-2499 g) babies in Japan is increasing consistently, and
the reasons therefor have been a topic of recent discussion. Low birth weight is a major public health
problem around the globe since it shows the level of social matureness and development. In order to
detect major factors for the increase in LBW babies, we have analyzed the trend of birth weight and
related factors in Japan using vital statistics and national nutritional survey data (1980-2010) provided by
the Ministry of Health and Welfare. The decrease of birth weight was higher for female neonates than
male neonates. Gestational duration is the most important factor affecting the BW in singleton term
infants. However, primiparity, gender, maternal age, birth order and multiple pregnancies were revealed
to have a weak association with the increased LBW rate.

Maternal weight gain in reproductive-age women appeared to be the major factors involved in the
increase in LBW babies. Moreover, since the ratio of deliveries to mothers in their forties in 2010 has
increased more than twelvefold compared to 1980, while the average age of the mothers at first delivery
has increased to thirty-years-old, we assume that the increased rate of assisted reproductive
technologies (ART) pregnancy complications, induction of labor, and mode of delivery are also factors.
General improvements in obstetric care, socioeconomic status, inflammatory diseases, education and
nutrition during pregnancy, the use of ART, weight gain during pregnancy, pre-pregnancy BMI,
induction of labor, and cesarean sections could be part of the reasons, however their impacts have not
been analyzed yet. Since recent studies suggest associations between intrauterine development and the
risk of chronic diseases throughout life, such as obesity, diabetes and cardiovascular diseases in adult
life, further quantitative nationwide analysis is needed to clarify the impact of the increase of LBW
babies on future health outcomes.

keywords: low birth weight, national census, weight gain in pregnancy, artificial reproductive
technique, elderly primipara, intrauterine growth retardation
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