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NEWS RELEASE 10-AUG-2020

Cannabis use in pregnancy linked to a greater
risk of autism
THE OTTAWA HOSPITAL
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In the largest study of its kind, Ottawa researchers found that children whose mothers reported using
cannabis during pregnancy were at greater risk of autism. The incidence of autism was 4 per 1000 person-
years among children exposed to cannabis in pregnancy, compared to 2.42 among unexposed children. The
�ndings were published in the prestigious medical journal Nature Medicine.

Recreational cannabis is now legal in Canada, but that doesn't mean it's safe for people who are pregnant or
breastfeeding. Health Canada and the Society of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists of Canada recommend
against these populations using cannabis, and health warnings to this e�ect appear on cannabis packaging.

"Despite these warnings, there is evidence that more people are using cannabis during pregnancy," said Dr.
Mark Walker, Chief of the Department of Obstetrics, Gynecology and Newborn Care at The Ottawa Hospital,
professor at the University of Ottawa and senior author on the study. "This is concerning, because we know so
little about how cannabis a�ects pregnant women and their babies. Parents-to-be should inform themselves
of the possible risks, and we hope studies like ours can help."
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The research team reviewed data from every birth in Ontario between 2007 and 2012, before recreational
cannabis was legalized. Of the half a million women in the study, about 3,000 (0.6 percent) reported using
cannabis during pregnancy.

The researchers had previously found that cannabis use in pregnancy was linked to an increased risk of
preterm birth, and created an animated video to summarize their �ndings. In that study, they found that
women who used cannabis during pregnancy often used other substances including tobacco, alcohol and
opioids.

Considering those �ndings, in the current study the researchers speci�cally looked at 2,200 women who
reported using only cannabis during pregnancy, and no other substances. They found that babies born to this
group still had an increased risk of autism compared to those who did not use cannabis.

The researchers do not know how much cannabis the women were using, how often, at what time during their
pregnancy, or how it was consumed. They also note that while they tried to control for other factors that could
in�uence neurological development, their study can still only show association - not cause and e�ect.

As cannabis becomes more socially acceptable, health-care researchers are mindful that some parents-to-be
might think it can be used to treat morning sickness.

"In the past, we haven't had good data on the e�ect of cannabis on pregnancies," said Dr. Daniel Corsi,
Epidemiologist at The Ottawa Hospital and BORN Ontario, which is a�liated with the CHEO Research Institute.
"This is one of the largest studies on this topic to date. We hope our �ndings will help women and their health-
care providers make informed decisions."

Women who are thinking about or currently using cannabis during pregnancy should talk to their health-care
provider to help make an informed choice about what is best for them and their baby.
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About The Ottawa Hospital

The Ottawa Hospital is one of Canada's top learning and research hospitals, where excellent care is inspired by
research and driven by compassion. As the third-largest employer in Ottawa, our support sta�, researchers,
nurses, physicians, and volunteers never stop seeking solutions to the most complex health-care challenges.



8/12/2020 Cannabis use in pregnancy linked to a greater risk of autism | EurekAlert! Science News

https://www.eurekalert.org/pub_releases/2020-08/toh-cui080620.php 3/3

Our multi-campus hospital, a�liated with the University of Ottawa, attracts some of the most in�uential
scienti�c minds from around the world. Backed by generous support from the community, we are committed
to providing the world-class, compassionate care we would want for our loved ones. http://www.ohri.ca

About the University of Ottawa

The University of Ottawa is home to over 50,000 students, faculty and sta�, who live, work and study in both
French and English. Our campus is a crossroads of cultures and ideas, where bold minds come together to
inspire game-changing ideas. We are one of Canada's top 10 research universities--our professors and
researchers explore new approaches to today's challenges. One of a handful of Canadian universities ranked
among the top 200 in the world, we attract exceptional thinkers and welcome diverse perspectives from across
the globe. http://www.uottawa.ca

Media Contact

Amelia Buchanan 
Senior Communication Specialist 
Ottawa Hospital Research Institute 
Cell: 613-297-8315 
ambuchanan@ohri.ca

Disclaimer: AAAS and EurekAlert! are not responsible for the accuracy of news releases posted to EurekAlert!

by contributing institutions or for the use of any information through the EurekAlert system.

Media Contact

Amelia Buchanan
ambuchanan@ohri.ca
613-297-8315

 @ottawahospital

http://www.ohri.ca 

http://www.ohri.ca/
http://www.uottawa.ca/
mailto:ambuchanan@ohri.ca
mailto:ambuchanan@ohri.ca
http://www.twitter.com/ottawahospital
http://www.ohri.ca/

