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Healthy babies: Does what women do before they become pregnant 

matter as much as what they do after they become pregnant? 
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For decades, doctors have advised women not to smoke or 

drink and to be vigilant about proper nutrition and exercise 

during pregnancy because of the risks to their babies of 

premature birth or low birth weight, as well as long-term 

health problems. 

Receiving far less attention, however, is the health of women 

before they become pregnant or between pregnancies. 

Carol Weisman, PhD, Sara Baker, M.S.W., LSW, and 

John Botti, MD, are Penn State College of Medicine 

investigators, and along with Penn State-University Park 

co-investigator Marianne Hillemeier, Ph.D., they're undertaking 

the first comprehensive study of women of reproductive age 

In central Pennsylvania. 

Their focus is on women between the ages of 18 and 45. 

They want to see how improving the health of women in 

rural and low-income communities can improve the women's 

pregnancy outcomes. The Central PA Women's Health Study 

(CePAWHS) was designed on the premise that some health 

behaviors and characteristics that put women at risk for 

premature births, low birth-weight babies, and other 

prenatal health problems are not best addressed once a 

woman IS pregnant 

CePAWHS is the major project of the Central Pennsylvania 

Center of Excellence for Research on Pregnancy Outcomes, 

a collaboration of the College of Medicine, Family Health 

Council of Central Pennsylvania, Franklin and Marshall 

College, and Lock Haven University of Pennsylvania. 

The partners are tackling the problem by enrolling 

women in the region in the CePAWHS study to evaluate 

a community-based, group intervention designed to improve 

women's health prior to pregnancy and to reduce adverse 

pregnancy outcomes. 

"There are many detrimental conditions a woman may carry 

into a pregnancy that can't be dealt with optimally when 

she's pregnant, such as alcohol or drug dependence, poor 

Weisman said. "This study is a way for us to determine a 

potential method for increasing health awareness and helping 

women change unhealthy behaviors prior to conception, so 

that when women do have a baby their outcomes are better." 

Even though approximately 85 percent of American women 

receive prenatal care, the rate of decrease in pre term and 

low-birth-weight babies and infant mortality, has slowed In 

the past ten years, according to the Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention (CDC) This leads experts to believe 

that improving the health of women of childbearing age 

before they conceive could be more critica l t han 

previously believed. 

CePAWHS is a two-part study that star ted with a survey of 

the health of some 2,300 women between th e ages of 18 

and 45 as well as some 300 adolescent gir ls in the region. 

That data and the conclusions drawn by Weisman's team 

were incorporated into the CDC's new reco mmendations on 

preconception health and health care, released in Aprrl. 

Now, the project partners are recruiting non-pregnant 

women between the ages of 18 and 35 in rural central 

Pennsylvania communities, at supermarkets, community 

centers, daycare centers, and social service agencies. 

"We're making sure we use those community resources, 

partly because we don't want to only include women who 

already receive regular medical care," Baker said. 

Weisman and Baker say the study is an opportunity to 

highlight another face of the dynamic and diverse research 

portfolio at the Medical Center and the College of Medicine. 

"Many people know we do clini cal research here because 

they've seen or heard about clinical t nals. and t he lab 

research we do is growing in awareness, as well," Weis man 

said. "This is an opportunity for us to showcase some thing 

else we do that fits with our mission of community outreach 

but also may ultimately end up bene fi t ing people 

beyond central Pennsylvania." • 

nutrition, unmanaged stress, or even just inactivity," 


