Prenatal Exposure to Cocaine and Other Drugs

Outcome at Four to Six Years?

IRA J. CHASNOFF,* AMY ANSON, ROGER HATCHER, HERB STENSON,
KAI IAUKEA, AND LINDA A. RANDOLPH

ABSTRACT: In a longitudinal, prospective study, 95 children born to mothers who used
cocaine and other drugs during pregnancy and 75 matched, nonexposed children born to
mothers who had no evidence of alcohol or illicit substance use during pregnancy were
evaluated for cognitive and behavioral outcome at 6 years of age. Prenatal exposure to co-
caine and other drugs had no direct effect on the child’s cognitive outcome (measured as
1Q), but it had an indirect effect as mediated through the home environment. However, pre-
natal exposure to cocaine and other drugs did have a direct effect on the ¢hild’s behavioral
characteristics at 46 years of age, with the home environment having little impact. This
study helps us to understand the fragile interaction of biological and environmental fac-
tors affecting the cognitive and behavioral development of children prenatally exposed to
cocaine and other drugs.

INTRODUCTION

Children prenatally exposed to maternal substances of abuse make up an important
subset of the United States’ population of children. The most recent data from the Na-
tional Institute on Drug Abuse suggest that up to 221,000 children per year are exposed
to illicit substances during gestation, 45,000 of them to cocaine.! The impact of prenatal
cocaine exposure on pregnancy and the neonate has been described in a variety of
studies,”* and the long-term implications of prenatal cocaine exposure for the child are
Jjust beginning to be explored.? Woven throughout this research is the realization that
multiple factors mediate the impact of cocaine on the exposed child’s neurologic and
behavioral development. However, no comprehensive evaluation of the multiple factors
that affect developmental outcome for children beyond 3 years of age who were pre-
natally exposed to cocaine has been published.

This study identifies the potency and direction of biological and environmental fac-
tors on cognitive and behavioral development in children aged 4-6 years who were
born to mothers who used cocaine and other drugs during gestation. The hypothesis
is that prenatal exposure to cocaine and other drugs has both a direct and an indirect
effect on the child’s intellectual and behavioral functioning and that these effects are me-
diated by the home environment as defined by the level of developmental support in tl_1c
home, the mother’s psychological status, and the mother’s ongoing use of alcohol or il-
licit substances. '
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