
Pregnancy and
Substance Use

● In 2002, 3 percent of
pregnant women aged 15 to
44 used illicit drugs in the
past month, 3 percent
reported binge alcohol use,
and 17 percent reported
smoking cigarettes in the
past month

● Pregnant women aged 15 to
25 were more likely to use
illicit drugs, binge drink, and
smoke cigarettes in the past
month than pregnant
women aged 26 to 44

● Among pregnant women
aged 15 to 44, whites were
more likely to have smoked
cigarettes in the past month
than blacks or Hispanics
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In Brief

Substance use during pregnancy has
garnered substantial medical,
governmental, and media attention

because of the risks that illicit drug, alcohol, and
tobacco use pose to unborn children.1,2,3,4  The
2002 National Survey on Drug Use and Health
(NSDUH) asks female respondents aged 15 to
44 whether they are currently pregnant and how
far along in the pregnancy they are.5  The 2002
NSDUH also asks respondents about their past
month use of illicit drugs, alcohol, and tobacco.
Any illicit drug includes marijuana/hashish,
cocaine (including crack), inhalants,
hallucinogens, heroin, or any prescription-type
drugs used nonmedically.  Binge alcohol use is
defined as drinking five or more drinks on the
same occasion (i.e., at the same time or within a
couple of hours of each other) on at least 1 day
in the past 30 days.  Heavy alcohol use is
defined as drinking five or more drinks on the
same occasion on each of 5 or more days in the
past 30 days; all heavy alcohol users are also
binge alcohol users. This report examines illicit
drug, alcohol, and tobacco use among pregnant
and nonpregnant women aged 15 to 44.6

Prevalence of Illicit Drug Use

In 2002, approximately 3 percent of pregnant
women aged 15 to 44 years had used an illicit
drug in the past month compared with 9 percent
of nonpregnant women in this age group.
Marijuana was the most widely used illicit drug
among pregnant and nonpregnant women.
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Figure 2.  Percentages of Past Month Binge Drinking
among Women Aged 15 to 44, by Pregnancy Status,
Age, and Race/Ethnicity*:  2002

The rate of illicit drug use was
higher among nonpregnant women
than among pregnant women, re-
gardless of age, and pregnant
women aged 15 to 25 were more
likely to use illicit drugs in the past
month than pregnant women aged
26 to 44 (Figure 1).  Among preg-
nant women aged 15 to 44, approxi-
mately 6 percent of blacks, 4 percent
of whites, and 2 percent of Hispan-
ics used illicit drugs in the past
month (Figure 1).  White and His-
panic women who were pregnant
had lower rates of illicit drug use
than nonpregnant women of the
same age.  However, among black
women, the rate of past month illicit
drug use was not statistically differ-
ent between those who were preg-
nant and those who were not preg-
nant.

Prevalence of Alcohol Use

Among pregnant women, 9 percent
reported drinking any alcohol in the
past month, 3 percent reported
binge alcohol use, and less than 1
percent reported heavy alcohol use

in the month prior to the survey.
Pregnant women were less likely to
binge drink and drink alcohol
heavily than nonpregnant women.

The rate of past month binge al-
cohol use among pregnant women
aged 15 to 25 (5 percent) was more
than twice the rate reported by preg-
nant women aged 26 to 44 (2 per-
cent) (Figure 2).  White, black, and
Hispanic women who were preg-
nant had lower rates of past month
binge drinking than nonpregnant
women of the same age.

Prevalence of Cigarette
Use

The rate of past month cigarette
smoking among nonpregnant
women (31 percent) was about twice
the rate among pregnant women (17
percent).  Pregnant women aged 15
to 25 were more than twice as likely
to have smoked cigarettes in the past
month as pregnant women aged 26
to 44 (Figure 3).  In addition, non-
pregnant women were more likely to
have smoked cigarettes in the past
month than pregnant women, re-

gardless of age.  White, black, and
Hispanic women who were preg-
nant had lower rates of past month
cigarette use than nonpregnant
women of the same age.  However,
24 percent of pregnant white women
smoked cigarettes in the past month,
as did 7 percent of pregnant black
women and 6 percent of pregnant
Hispanic women.

Prevalence of Use in the
Year After Giving Birth

The rates of past month illicit drug,
alcohol, and tobacco use among re-
cent mothers were higher than the
rates for pregnant women and simi-
lar to the rates for nonpregnant
women (Figure 4).7  For example,
among women aged 15 to 44, the
rate of past month illicit drug use for
recent mothers (9 percent) was simi-
lar to the rate among nonpregnant
women (10 percent), with both
groups reporting a higher rate of
past month illicit drug use than
pregnant women (3 percent).  The
data presented in Figure 4 suggest
that women aged 15 to 44 use alco-

Figure 1.  Percentages of Past Month Any Illicit Drug
Use among Women Aged 15 to 44, by Pregnancy
Status, Age, and Race/Ethnicity*:  2002
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Figure 3.  Percentages of Past Month Cigarette Use
among Women Aged 15 to 44, by Pregnancy Status,
Age, and Race/Ethnicity*:  2002

hol, tobacco, and illicit drugs less during pregnancy, but
increase their substance use after giving birth.
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Figure 4.  Percentages of Women Aged 15 to 44
Reporting Past Month Substance Use, by Pregnancy
and Recent Motherhood Status**:  2002

Figure Notes

*    Estimates for American Indian or Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian or other
Pacific Islander, and Asian respondents are not shown due to small sample
sizes.

**  Pregnant women were those women aged 15 to 44 who were currently
pregnant at the time of the survey.  Nonpregnant, recent mothers were
defined as women aged 15 to 44 who were not currently pregnant and who
gave birth during the prior year.  Nonpregnant, not recent mothers were
defined as women aged 15 to 44 who were not currently pregnant and who
did not have a biological child under 1 year old in the household.  This
definition of nonpregnant women is different than in the previous sections of
this report.

Source: SAMHSA 2002 NSDUH.




