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EDITORIAL

Drinking at the end of pregnancy: why don’t we see it?
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Prenatal alcohol exposure in late pregnancy is rarely studied and
this makes the contribution by Umer et al. very useful.1 Their study
adds to the accumulating data demonstrating that screening
dried blood spots can identify biomarkers of prenatal alcohol
exposure at the end of pregnancy, which may be more common
than previously thought. This study suggests that about 1 in 12
pregnant women in West Virginia are drinking at the end of
pregnancy. This is very similar to a study of prenatal alcohol
exposure in Texas where 8.4% of women, also 1 in every 12, were
drinking late in pregnancy.2
Our interest in drinking during late pregnancy came about after
reports from ﬁve women who delivered a child were later
diagnosed with fetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD). These
women had completed substance abuse treatment and were in an
FASD support group when this topic came up. One woman
reported that while in labor and accompanied by her sister they
stopped in the hospital parking lot where she drank a standard
container of vodka (375 ml) with an alcohol content of 40% a few
minutes before entering the hospital. She felt that this would
increase the speed of delivery and decrease the pain. The other
four women reported drinking at the onset of labor or while on
the way to the hospital. We then had the women sign a record
release and give us a copy of their admission, labor, and delivery
and discharge notes. We found no mention of alcohol in either the
nurse’s notes or the physician’s notes for these ﬁve women or
their infants.
We then decided to do a literature review on this topic to
see how often women are identiﬁed as using alcohol while in
labor and delivery. We searched all languages and all years. We
identiﬁed 12 studies reporting on 16 women who had a positive
blood alcohol concentration at delivery and where it was also
measured in their infant.3 We felt that a positive blood alcohol
concentration in the infant eliminated the possibility that they
had consumed alcohol in the hospital after delivery. We found
that women who are drinking at labor and delivery are rarely
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reported.3 We then estimated that in the United States every
year 34,285 women (93 per day) are drinking on the day of
delivery.3 Thus drinking at the end of pregnancy or during labor
is not rare.
However, prenatal alcohol exposure in late pregnancy appears to
be rarely reported. We have been asking our obstetric colleagues,
neonatologists, and labor and delivery nurses if they can recall
cases of alcohol use identiﬁed during labor and delivery. They do
not. We feel that increased attention to the recognition of alcohol
use in pregnancy including late pregnancy is warranted since it
provides an opportunity to identify a woman who has a substance
use disorder and who needs treatment. Successful treatment
has the potential to prevent exposure in subsequent pregnancies
and could also reduce the risk of mortality and morbidity associated
with prenatal alcohol exposure among these women and their
infants.3–5
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