NEW RESEARCH

PRENATAL SMOKING
AND PSYCHIATRIC PROBLEMS

Children whose mothers smo-
ke during pregnancy seem to
have a greater risk of develop-
ing behaviour problems such
as attention deficit later in
their childhood. These nega-
tive effects also appear to con-
tinue into adolescence. Until
recently, researchers had not
really looked at whether smok-
ing during pregnancy is relat-
ed to other childhood and
adolescent problems, includ-
ing depression, generalized
anxiety and substance abuse.

David M. Fergusson and his
team wanted to know whether
their mother's cigarette-smoking
before they were born made
children more susceptible to psy-
chiatric problems in late adoles-
cence. They also hoped to rule
out the possibility that problems
were, in fact, caused by mothers'

social background, behavioural
characteristics and childrearing
practices, rather than the actual
smoking during pregnancy.
During an 18-year longitudinal
study, Fergusson and his team
collected data on more than
1,000 children born in New
Zealand. Looking at whether
mothers smoked while they were

pregnant, they assessed their

children's psychiatric problems
between the ages of 16 and 18.
The problems they looked at
included major depression, anxi-
ety and substance use. They also
checked to see whether social
and family factors, such as socio-
economic status, might play a
role in the development of psy-
chiatric problems.

The researchers found that
children whose mothers smoked
at least a pack of cigarettes a day

PRENATAL SMOKING
AND CRIMINAL BEHAVIOUR

Mothers' smoking during preg-
nancy has been linked to their
children acting out later on,
and even participating in
criminal behaviour. Acting out
behaviour means impulsive-
ness, truancy and difficulty
with level of attention. This
can be the case even when
other possible factors, such as
the child's sex, race, age, birth
weight, mother's level of edu-
cation, family income and pa-
rents' childrearing practices,
have been eliminated.

The one study that looked at
the relationship between prenatal
smoking and the child commit-
ting a crime later on failed to dis-
tinguish between long-term cri-
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minal behaviour and offences that
only occur during adolescence.
Patricia Brennan and her team
wanted to look at the criminal
behaviour of children whose
mothers smoked during preg-
nancy.They examined more than
4,000 34-year-old Danish males
whose mothers reported during
their third trimester of preg-
nancy how many cigarettes they
had smoked. They also collected
other information, such as the
mother's socio-economic status,
her age and complications dur-
ing pregnancy and delivery.
They checked the Danish
National Criminal Register to
see whether the men in their
study were listed, whether their

during pregnancy were twice as
likely to have behaviour problems
in late adolescence as those
whose mothers didn't smoke dur-
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ing pregnancy. The
effect was more pro-
nounced for male than
for female teenagers.

This study suggests
that mothers who smo-
ke during pregnancy are
increasing their child's
risk of acting out during
late adolescence, bet-
ween the ages of 16 and
18. However, prenatal
smoking does not ap-
pear to cause other pro-
blems, such as depres-
sion,generalized anxiety
or substance abuse.
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criminal behaviour was ongoing
or limited to adolescence, the
types of offences they had com-
mitted and whether those cri-
mes were considered violent or
non-violent offences.

They found that mothers who
smoked during pregnancy were
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more likely to end up with child-
ren who were persistent offend-
ers rather than only being
delinquent during their teenage
years. When a mother smoked
while pregnant and then had
complications during delivery,
her child seemed to be more
prone to criminal violence later
on. The results stayed the same
even when Brennan and her
team looked at whether other
factors, such as socio-economic
status, might be the cause of the
offending behaviour.
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