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Understanding Effects of Illicit Drugs Used During Pregnancy 

Cocaine Facts 
Cocaine is a stimulant of the central nervous system, crosses the placenta during pregnancy, and enters the baby’s blood 
circulation.  Researchers have not determined how much cocaine it takes to cause birth defects.  It is recommended that 
any amount of cocaine be avoided during pregnancy. 

 Some studies have reported an increased risk of birth defects including abnormalities of the brain, heart,
intestines, and limbs in babies whose mothers used cocaine prenatally. The risk for birth defects may be greater
if the mother used cocaine frequently during the pregnancy.

 Increased risk for preterm delivery and low birth rate; before labor begins, cocaine can cause the placenta to
separate from the wall of the uterus (placental abruption) which can lead to extensive bleeding and can be fatal
for both the mother and baby; intracranial hemorrhage (bleeding in the brain) before or soon after birth can
cause permanent disability.

The following behaviors and significant central nervous system problems have been seen in infants and young children 
whose mothers abused cocaine during pregnancy, especially close to delivery: 

 Irritability, interrupted sleep patterns, and problems with sensory stimulation.
 Problems with impulsive behavior, poor attention span, and language difficulties.

Marijuana Facts 
The main active chemical in marijuana is delta-9-THC and is known to cross the placenta during pregnancy. Smoking 
marijuana may decrease the amount of oxygen and nutrients the baby receives, thereby affecting the growth of the 
baby.  

 Some studies have suggested there is an increased risk of premature birth and low birth weight for babies whose
mothers smoked marijuana regularly throughout the pregnancy and after delivery.

 Most research studies have not found an increased risk for birth defects among babies exposed to marijuana
prenatally.

 Some studies of prenatal exposure to marijuana have shown an effect on behavior, academic performance and
short term memory of children.  These results were seen more often in children whose mothers were heavy
marijuana users, typically one or more marijuana cigarettes per day.

 Although the results from studies have been inconsistent, the possibility of an effect on the developing brain
cannot be ruled out.

It can be difficult to draw 
conclusions from studies on the 
use of drugs during pregnancy 
because some women use multiple 
drugs of abuse at the same time, 
or have increased risks because of 
poverty, poor nutrition, lack of 
prenatal care, or mental illness.  
Alcohol is quite often used 
concurrently with other drugs of 
abuse, typically marijuana, cocaine 
and cigarettes. 
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