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PSYCHOSOCIAL STRESS 

DURING PREGNANCY
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Psychosocial Stress During Pregnancy 

 Longitudinal study at a university obstetrics clinic

 Payer mix- 46.5% private insurance and 51.6% Medicaid

 Psychosocial screening program part of routine clinical 
care: Questionnaires measuring stress and mood

 Teenagers <15 years were excluded

 Once during second and third trimester each

 Prenatal Psychosocial Profile Stress scale was used 

 n=1522

Woods, SM et al. Am J Obstet and Gynecol, 2010



Prenatal Psychosocial Profile: Stress Scale

Woods, SM et al. Am J Obstet and Gynecol, 2010



Psychosocial Stress During Pregnancy- Screening  

 Smoke-Free Families Prenatal Screen

 The Alcohol T-ACE

 The Drug CAGE

 Abuse assessment screen

Woods, SM et al. Am J Obstet and Gynecol, 2010
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Prenatal Life Event Stress: Implications

 Women who delivered after 32 weeks gestation were 
prospectively assessed (n=1800) 

 Using Life Events Checklist, Social Support Scale and 
Coping Style questionnaires

 Women with high NC ( negative coping) scores were 
more likely to be exposed to severe life events stress 
during pregnancy

◦ Risks of preterm birth during first trimester
RR, 2.6 (95% CI. 1.29-5.22)

◦ Risks of preterm birth during second trimester
RR, 2.86 (95% CI. 1.32-6.22)

◦ Associated with lower birth weight 
122g decrease with each unit increase of life events stress 

Zhu P et al. Am J Obstet and Gynecol, 2010



BIOLOGICAL EFFECTS OF 

STRESS IN UTERO
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Reynolds, RM. Clinical Obstetrics and Gynecology 2013



Reynolds, RM. Clinical Obstetrics and Gynecology 2013

- Higher cortisol response to 

heel prick

- Increased cortisol reactivity@6-

11 years

- Lower birth weight

- Neurodevelopmental issues

- Impaired cognitive 

development at 17 months

- Decreased verbal and 

visuo-spatial abilities

- Increased size of amygdala 

leading to affective 

problems in girls



PROGRAMMING EFFECTS 

OF GLUCOCORTICOIDS

Effects in Adulthood of Exposure to Prenatal Stress



Long term Effects

Affective 
Disorders 

Verbal and 
visuo-
spatial 
abilities

Psychosis



BENEFICIAL EFFECTS OF 

RELAXATION
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Human Studies 

 Relaxation during pregnancy and neonatal behavior: 

 Neonates of depressed mothers receiving massage demonstrated-

 Best performance on the NBAS

 Performed better on the motor maturity scale

 Showed more vocalizing behaviors

 Better scores on the orientation

 Better scores on the motor and excitability scales 

Fink, SN et al. J Perinat Neonat Nurs, 2012



Summary



Learning Objectives 

 Identify factors associated with high antenatal 

psychosocial stress

 Evaluate prenatal life events stress and its implications

 Understand mechanisms underlying transmission of 

biological effects of stress in utero

 Explore the programming effects of glucocorticoids

 Review beneficial effects of relaxation during pregnancy


