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The Effect of Public Support on the Utilization
of Prenatal Care and the Weight of Newborn Babies

Midori MATSUSHIMA™! and Miki KOHARA ™

Abstract

In Japan, to ameliorate the health outcomes of newborn babies, an increase in public subsidies for
prenatal care (PNC) was introduced in 2009. This study evaluates the health outcomes of newborn babies
following its implementation by examining whether this rise in public subsidies actually improved PNC
utilisation as well as whether the intervention improved infant health through the increase of PNC visits. We
used Okinawa municipal panel data from 2005 to 2013. The results suggest that raising PNC subsidies
increases utilisation, leading to a decline in the percentage of low birth weight (LBW) babies by 0.3
percentage points per one visit increase. Considering the findings of previous studies conducted outside of
Japan that have shown a limited positive impact of PNC on infant health, our results are important. One
feasible explanation of our findings is that having regular PNC visits, where pregnant women receive nutrition
advice and prevention of pre-term birth for every visit, during the course of pregnancy, is particularly
beneficial to Japanese pregnant women, because low Body Mass Index (BMI) and pre-term birth are possibly
direct causes for the birth of LBW babies in Japan.
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