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ABSTRACT 
Introduction: The increase in the consumption of licit and illicit drugs during pregnancy has 
contributed to health worsening, socio-family problems, and incidences of violence, 
constituting a global public health problem. Objective: To analyze the prevalence of 
psychoactive substance use in pregnant/puerperal women hospitalized in a reference 
maternity hospital in Cear§. Methodology: This is an exploratory, cross-sectional, 
retrospective documentary study of a quantitative nature, with a sample of 354 pregnant 
women/puerperal women. The instrument was used to guide the collection of data from the 
medical records: sociodemographic and gynecological-obstetric data. The collection was 
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carried out from March to July 2023. It was submitted to the Ethics Committee for 
Research in the Health Area, and was approved by opinion No. 6.204.206 and Certificate 
of Presentation for Ethical Appreciation (CAAE) No. 70011723.5.0000.5050. Results and 
Discussion: Of the 384 medical records analyzed, 78 women reported the use of licit and/or 
illicit substances, 8 (10%) pregnant women and 70 (90%) puerperal women. Regarding the 
use of licit substances during pregnancy, the most frequent drug was tobacco, followed by 
alcohol. Regarding the use of illicit substances, the most frequent was 
marijuana/hashish/Skank (n=57, 73%), followed by cocaine (n=35, 45%) and crack (n=17, 
22%). The results allow us to identify the need to expand public policies and implement 
new measures aimed at capturing and increasing the adherence of these women to health 
and rehabilitation services and, in this way, offering quality and holistic care in view of the 
needs found in each woman. Conclusion: The present study shows a population of 
vulnerability among pregnant and puerperal women who use PAS with a sociodemographic 
profile that requires greater attention from health professionals in addition to gynecological 
and obstetric care. Knowing more about the factors related to the greater probability of use 
of these substances in order to establish targeted and more assertive public policies is 
prevalent and necessary to change this scenario. 
 
Keywords: Postpartum Period. Drug Users. Maternal and Child Health Services. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The consumption of psychoactive substances (PAS) represents a significant risk to 

the health of the woman and the fetus, since these substances can cross the 

transplacental barrier. The first trimester of pregnancy is characterized by the formation of 

fetal structures, such as the neural tube, and the use of drugs during this period becomes 

an alarming factor for inadequate fetal development (Rigo et al., 2020). 

The increase in the consumption of licit and illicit drugs has contributed to health 

worsening, socio-family problems, and incidences of violence, constituting a global public 

health problem. In the United Kingdom, in its largest source of news and information, the 

United States Substance Abuse and Mental Health, it shows that, in 2018, 5.4% of women 

reported using illicit drugs during pregnancy, observing a substantial increase when 

compared to 2010, with 4.4% (Samhsa, 2018). 

Study developed in Brazil in 2021, by Arribas et al., with 160 pregnant women, 

showed a total positivity of drug use of 86.9%, with a prevalence of 65% for tobacco, 

81.9% alcohol, 16.9% marijuana, 4.4% cocaine/crack and 12% hypnotics/sedatives. Being 

married was a protective factor, along with having a high school/technical course, while 

maternal age over 24 years increased drug use. 

In Maranhão, a study carried out with a sample of 1,447 pregnant women identified 

that 1.45% used illicit substances, 22.32% used alcoholic beverages and 4.22% used 

cigarettes. Regarding the puerperal period, a cohort study carried out in Campinas, in the 

state of São Paulo, with 674 women, found that about 25% reported using it after childbirth, 

and more than 5% used it concomitantly (Lopes et al., 2021). 

In another study carried out in Rio Grande do Sul, with 52 pregnant 

women/puerperal women who had used some substance in the last 3 months, 50% 

reported desire or urgency to consume tobacco products, and 42.3% reported having a 

desire daily or almost every day. In relation to the other PAS, 16 (30.7%) reported a desire 

or urgency to consume alcohol and 2 (3.8%) reported consuming marijuana in the last 3 

months (Lopes et al., 2021). 

Tobacco use is related to a series of maternal complications and increases the 

chance of premature birth and the birth of low weight babies by 40%, and the risk of 

miscarriage by 70%. Other risks are intrauterine growth restriction, sudden infant death 

syndrome, asthma, respiratory infections, worsening of allergic conditions, reduced IQ 



 

 
REVISTA ARACą, S«o Jos® dos Pinhais, v.6, n.4, p.15892-15909, 2024  

15895 

(Intelligence Quotient) and behavioral disorders, in addition to contributing to the increase 

in fetal and neonatal mortality (Brasil, 2022). 

Alcohol abuse in the first weeks of pregnancy may be related to cases of 

miscarriage. Between the 3rd and 8th gestational week, it can cause a greater risk of 

congenital malformation as well as compromise fetal development. In addition, it can cause 

minor cognitive deficits or Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS), which is characterized by 

changes in motor coordination and cognition, being the biggest cause of mental retardation 

in the West (Brazil, 2022). 

Illicit drugs such as marijuana, cocaine, merla and crack can contribute to cases of 

miscarriage, prematurity, low birth weight, decreased head circumference, congenital 

anomalies such as hydrocephalus, heart problems, cleft palate and changes in the 

digestive and urinary tract. However, the identification of its harm to the fetus is complex, 

as the person does not always use only this drug, thus making it difficult to verify its 

probable damage (Rigo et al., 2020). 

In view of the magnitude of the data presented, it is possible to assume that these 

pregnant and/or postpartum drug addicts, when not assisted and effective intervention is 

carried out, will develop a withdrawal syndrome in the delivery and postpartum period, 

where withdrawal manifestations can appear from 6 to 48 hours up to 10 days after 

stopping consumption. The diagnosis of withdrawal syndrome, for pregnant women, 

follows the criteria of the International Classification of Diseases and Related Health 

Problems (ICD-10), for chemical dependencies in general and for cocaine dependence 

(Santa Catarina, 2015). 

Women's mental health care is still deficient, since they only work in specific 

services, which makes it difficult to have a holistic view of the patient, as they do not cover 

issues such as pregnancy and abstinence. Pregnancy does not protect patients against the 

occurrence, recurrence, or exacerbation of psychiatric disorders and/or withdrawal. On the 

contrary, this period is considered the one with the highest prevalence of mental disorders 

in women, especially in the first and third trimesters of pregnancy and in the first 30 days of 

puerperium (Amorim et al., 2020). 

The scarcity of scientific production involving pregnancy, puerperium and drug use 

makes it difficult to solve or minimize the problem, and more research is needed to improve 

the direction of both pregnant women and health professionals involved in this process. 
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Thus, contributing to the quality of life of the mother and fetus, in addition to minimizing 

public health expenses (Tacon et al., 2020). 

Faced with a scenario in which the use of PAS during pregnancy and puerperium is 

an aggravation that has serious repercussions for the binomial, we understand the need to 

know a little more about the subject. The epidemiological investigation of pregnant women 

who use psychoactive substances allows us to know a little more about these women and 

their consumption profile, enabling the future development of contextualized and effective 

actions. 

The following research question: What is the prevalence of psychoactive substance 

use by pregnant women/puerperal women followed up in a reference maternity hospital in 

Fortaleza, Ceará? 

Therefore, this project is justified due to the importance of the subject for the 

development of science, since the results will support the planning of strategic actions in 

the care of these women, and may contribute to the creation of institutional protocols in the 

search for a safe and uniform practice. In addition to providing knowledge about the factors 

related to the greater probability of use of these substances in order to establish targeted 

and more assertive public policies. 

 

OBJECTIVE 

OBJECTIVE: To evaluate the prevalence of psychoactive substance use in 

pregnant/puerperal women hospitalized in a reference maternity hospital in Ceará. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

DESIGN OF STUDY 

This is an exploratory, retrospective documentary, quantitative study, which was 

developed from primary data obtained through the analysis of medical records, guided by 

the STROBE (Strengthening the Reporting of Observational Studies in Epidemiology) tool, 

which consists of an initiative created with recommendations on the most complete and 

accurate description of observational studies. 

 

PLACE OF STUDY 

The study was carried out in a tertiary care maternity hospital in the state of Ceará, 

belonging to the hospital complex of the Brazilian Company of Hospital Services 
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(EBSERH) and the Federal University of Ceará (UFC), located in Regional III of the city of 

Fortaleza. It provides outpatient and inpatient care services in Obstetrics, Gynecology, 

High-Risk Prenatal Care, Milk Bank and Family Planning, to women and mother-child 

binomial, free of charge. 

Its mission is to provide assistance, teaching and research for the excellent health 

care of women and newborns. Maternity hospital with a vision of being an accredited 

institution, a regional reference in research in the area of women's and perinatal health, 

with trained professionals and appropriate practice scenarios. Its values are commitment to 

life, welcoming people, training for health care, conducting excellent research and 

corporate governance. 

In 2022, 4,486 births were registered, where 4,601 babies were born, including 

2,824 cesarean sections, with an average representing 63.3% of all deliveries performed. 

This location was chosen for the study, because the institution offers the reference service 

for maternal and child care. 

 

POPULATION AND SAMPLE 

Sample size was defined by sample size calculation for cross-sectional studies with 

finite population. Sample size calculation for cross-sectional studies with finite population 

(Hulley et al., 2008). The number of individuals in the sample for finite population = 384 

medical records was obtained. 

The population was composed of pregnant and postpartum women attended at the 

institution in 2022, complying with the following inclusion criteria: 

1) Have a medical record at the hospital with sociodemographic information and 

obstetric history and pregnancy data; 

2) Record of the use of psychoactive substances; 

3) Be pregnant or have recently given birth. 

 

The exclusion criteria were crossed out medical records, with incomplete data and 

that do not meet the inclusion criteria. 

Thus, the sample size was calculated in relation to the statement of pregnant and 

puerperal women in the corresponding period of the research, in which 384 pregnant or 

puerperal women were obtained. Based on the inclusion criteria, where being a PAS user 

stands out, the final sample of the research resulted in 78 medical records. 



 

 
REVISTA ARACą, S«o Jos® dos Pinhais, v.6, n.4, p.15892-15909, 2024  

15898 

OPERATIONALIZATION OF DATA COLLECTION 

The collection was carried out from March to July 2023, by the researcher herself. 

The physical medical records of patients treated in the period from January to December 

2022, randomly selected by the medical archive sector (SAME). 

 

SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERIZATION 

A collection instrument was built to capture sociodemographic data and obstetric 

history in this study. The instrument was composed of information related to age, color, 

education and marital status. Regarding data regarding obstetric history, the instrument 

proposes the investigation of the type of delivery, date of delivery, gestational age and use 

of PAS. 

 

METHODS AND TECHNIQUES 

The knowledge of the areas preliminarily involved in the research was deepened, 

allowing a clearer definition of the problem and possible hypotheses for the work. 

Publications referring to the use of PAS by pregnant and puerperal women were 

listed in order to collect the existing information to perform the data analysis. 

 

DATA ANALYSIS 

The data obtained during the collection were entered and transcribed into the 

Redcap software for a descriptive analysis of sociodemographic variables and categorical 

obstetric history, in order to prepare tables with absolute (n), relative (%), mean and 

standard deviation frequencies. 

 

RISKS AND BENEFITS 

As this is a documentary study without direct intervention to the patients, the main 

risks were the possibility of undue dissemination of data and document deterioration. 

This research has the potential to bring benefits to the development of science, 

since the results will support the planning of strategic actions in the care of these women, 

and may contribute to the creation of institutional protocols in the search for a safe and 

uniform practice. 
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ETHICAL PRECEPTS 

It should be noted that throughout the research process, especially in the phase of 

collection of empirical information, the ethical aspects that regulate research involving 

human beings provided for in Resolution 466/2012 of the CNS/MS/BRAZIL were observed, 

especially the secrecy and confidentiality of the information. 

The study was submitted to the Health Research Ethics Committee, and was 

approved by opinion No. 6,204,206 and Certificate of Presentation for Ethical Appreciation 

(CAAE) No. 70011723.5.0000.5050. 

 

DISCLOSURE OF RESULTS 

The results of the present study will be returned to the services, showing the 

prevalence of PAS use by users, aiming at early detection; They were also used for the 

development of scientific articles. The Residency Completion Work will also be made 

available in the online library of the Federal University of Ceará. 

 

RESULTS 

A prevalence of the use of licit and/or illicit substances of 20.31% (n=78) was 

identified. Of the 78 women who made up the final sample of the research, 10% (n=8/78) 

were pregnant and 90% (n=70/78) were postpartum. 

Ages ranged from 14 to 39 years, with a mean of 25 (± 6) years. Most were single 

(n=49, 63%), lived in Fortaleza (n=65, 83%), unemployed 35 (45%) and attended up to 

elementary school 33 (42%). Data regarding color/race and religion were little recorded. 

 

Table 1 - Sociodemographic profile of pregnant and postpartum women hospitalized in a reference maternity 
hospital in 2022 (N = 78). 

Variables 
Sociodemographic 

 No. % 

Age Average: 25 years 25 ± 6  

Marital status Single 49 63,0% 

 Married woman 29 37,0% 

Origin Fortress 65 83,0% 

 Metropolitan region 6 7,7% 

 Interior of Ceará 7 9,0% 

Color/Race (self-declared) White 0 0% 

 Black 0 0% 

 Brown 4 5,1% 

 Yellow 1 1,3% 

 Indigenous 0 0% 

 Not registered 73 94,0% 

Paid activity Yes 20 26,0% 
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 No 58 74,0% 

Schooling Illiterate 1 1,3% 

 Elementary school 33 42,0% 

 Middle school 20 26,0% 

 Higher education 2 2,6% 

 Not registered 22 28,0% 

Occupational situation Maid 7 9,0% 

 Unemployed 35 45,0% 

 Informal Work 12 15,0% 

 Student 3 3,8% 

 Retired 0 0% 

 Not registered 21 27,0% 

Religion Christian 23 29,0% 

 Atheist 0 0% 

 No religion 9 12,0% 

 Other 1 1,3% 

 Not informed 45 58,0% 
1Mean Ñ standard deviation (median); n (%)/Source: SAME, CH ï UFC (MEAC), 2023. 

 

The number of pregnancies ranged from 1 to 11, with a predominance of 

primiparous pregnancies (n=18, 23%). Regarding the performance of rapid tests in the unit, 

all were tested for syphilis and HIV (Human Immunodeficiency Virus), with a reactive result 

for syphilis in 29 (37%) and HIV in 11 (14%) of the women. The Hepatitis B test was 

reactive in 42% (n=33). The most common comorbidities were iterative 12% (n=09) and 

retrovirus 9% (n=7). 

 

Table 2 ï Comorbidities of pregnant and postpartum women hospitalized in a reference maternity hospital in 
2022. 

Comorbidities  No. % 

Yes 

Cardiac 3.8% (N=3/78) 
Metabolic 5.1% (N=4/78) 

Renal 1,3% (N=1/78) 
Iterativeness 12% N=9/78) 
Retrovirose 9% (N=7/78) 

31 40% 

No ----- 47 60% 

Fonte: SAME, CH ï UFC (MEAC), 2023. 

 

Regarding prenatal consultations, 60 (77%) women reported having had prenatal 

consultations, of which 43 (70%) reported less than six prenatal consultations. Regarding 

gestational complications, 54 (69%) reported problems associated with pregnancy, with 

premature labor (n=30, 38%) being the most common, followed by hypertensive 

syndromes (n=17, 22%) and urinary tract infection/pyelonephritis (n=15, 19%). 

Regarding the type of delivery, 45 (58%) were vaginal, 25 (32%) cesarean sections, 

and 8 (10%) were pregnant. Regarding gestational ages at delivery, 38 (49%) were full-

term and 30 (38%) were preterm. 
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Among the users of licit substances during pregnancy, 61 (78%) were tobacco, the 

most frequent drug (n=48, 62%), followed by alcohol (n=34, 44%), with use in the last 

hours prior to delivery by 13 (21.3%) of them (Table 3 and Graph 1). 

 

Table 3 ï Legal drugs used by pregnant and postpartum women hospitalized in a reference maternity hospital 
in 2022. 

Lawful Substance No. % 

Tobacco 48 62% 

Alcohol 34 44% 

Other 1 1.3% 

Fonte: SAME, CH ï UFC (MEAC), 2023. 

 

Regarding the use of illicit substances, 71 (91%) women reported the use. Among 

the substances, the most frequent was marijuana/hashish/Skank (n=57, 73%), followed by 

cocaine (n=35, 45%) (Table 03), 35 (47.9%) reported use in the last hours, 18 (24.7%) in 

the last few days, and 20 (27.4%) did not have the information reported (Graph 04). 

 

Table 04 - Illicit drugs used by pregnant and postpartum women hospitalized in a reference maternity hospital 
in 2022. 

Illicit Substance No. % 

Maconha/haxixe/skank 57 73% 

Cocaine 35 45% 

Crack 17 22% 

Solvents 1 1.3% 

Injecting drugs 1 1.3% 

Other 2  2.6% 

Fonte: SAME, CH ï UFC (MEAC), 2023. 

 

Graph 01 ï Consumption of illicit drugs by pregnant and postpartum women, hospitalized in a reference 
maternity hospital in 2022. 
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Only 9 (11%) of the women in the study were prescribed medication for withdrawal 

syndrome. Clonazepam was the most used drug by them (n = 06), followed by 

Chlorpromazine (n = 2) and Diazepam (n = 1). 

A situation of social vulnerability was evidenced in the majority (n=48.79%), 

according to the analysis of the institution's social service, which considers poverty, 

economic crises, deficient educational level, precarious geographic location, among others. 

The service in which the patients were treated did not have a psychiatrist for clinical 

management, so all women were monitored by the obstetrician. Psychological support 

and/or social services were provided in 71 (91%) of them and 34 (44%) were referred to 

the Psychosocial Care Network. 

 

DISCUSSION 

SOCIOECONOMIC AND CLINICAL PROFILE OF PREGNANT/PUERPERAL WOMEN 

The present study identified the prevalence of the use of licit and/or illicit substances 

in 20.31% of pregnant and/or puerperal women. This data was also evidenced in a study 

carried out in Recife, where the prevalence was 19.2% (Silva, 2020). 

The mean age of the pregnant women who participated in this study was 25 years 

(± 6 years). A similar profile was observed in a study with 431 pregnant women carried out 

in Rio Grande do Sul. The mean age of the sample was 26.4 years (range, 13 to 46 years), 

single, with no formal income, and low level of education (Lopes; Brook; Porto, 2023). 

Even though the WHO recommended a minimum of six prenatal visits, we found 

that 43 (70%) of them had less than six visits. This is a common scenario among patients 

who use PAS who generally have low adherence to prenatal care, which increases the 

risks of maternal and fetal complications (Rizzo et al., 2020). 

Pregnant women who used PAS were predominantly primiparous. A study carried 

out in Porto Alegre, in an inpatient mental health unit, of the pregnant women using PAS, 

33 (73.5%) were multiparous, with more than four pregnancies (Santin; Wetzel, 2018), 

divergent with the findings of this research. 

Regarding the obstetric clinical profile, the cases of previous abortion among the 

pregnant women participating in this study ranged from 0 to 5. The cohort study of the 

Evandro Chagas National Institute of Infectious Diseases of the Oswaldo Cruz Foundation, 

which included 1,383 women, indicated that, of these, 42.3% were smokers and 16.6% 

were users of PAS, and identified that one of the factors associated with abortion was the 
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use of any PAS in life and in the period of discharge from the research (Domingues et al.,  

2020). 

The present study observed that only 68 (87%) reported using some preventive 

method, showing that 29 (37%) women tested positive for Syphilis and 11 (14%) positive 

for HIV, showing important situations of vulnerability to STIs. The presence of STIs during 

pregnancy can affect the child and cause complications, such as premature labor (Brasil, 

2023). 

This fact confirms the information provided in the research, which included 

premature labor as the main gestational complication, present in 38% (n=30/78). National 

and international research shows that newborns of women dependent on illicit substances 

are usually born with a gestational age of less than 37 weeks, presenting prematurity and 

neonatal morbidity and mortality (Silva, 2020; Xavier et al., 2017). 

In the local context, according to institutional data, in 2022, there were five neonatal 

deaths, resulting from complications caused by the use of multiple maternal drugs (Brasil, 

2023). 

In this sense and in view of the magnitude of the problem, in 2016 the Care Network 

for Women Dependent on Alcohol, Tobacco and Other Drugs (REMDA) was implemented 

in this unit, such a project was aimed at pregnant and puerperal women using alcohol, 

tobacco and other substances, in which its purpose was to identify, approach and treat 

addicted patients,  in addition to strengthening and maintaining the mother-baby binomial 

healthy in all aspects and providing support to family members (Brasil, 2023). 

Due to the absence of a multiprofessional team belonging to the program, it was 

dissipated. The graph shows the number of patients with a history of PAS use seen in the 

inpatient wards (2016 -2022). 

 

USE OF PSYCHOACTIVE SUBSTANCES BY PREGNANT AND PUERPERAL WOMEN 

The effects of drugs of abuse on pregnancy have been reported in several studies, 

however, as for illicit drugs, few studies have been carried out at the national level. The 

pregnant women participating in this study showed similarity in the pattern of maintenance 

of moderate or severe use during pregnancy, without recognition and adequate referral by 

the prenatal care team. 

Regarding the use of legal drugs, most of the interviewees reported tobacco use 

(n=48, 62%), followed by alcohol (n=34, 44%). These results are in line with the findings of  
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the National Survey on Drug Use and Health, which pointed out that 4.7% of pregnant 

women used SPAs, among these, 13.6% used tobacco and 9.3% alcohol (Lopes et al., 

2022). 

From these data, the use of alcohol seemed to us to be worthy of attention. Its use 

appeared in about 44% of our population. The big question posed in the use of alcohol 

concerns its social permissibility. Until recently, the guidance that women should 'drink 

black beer to increase milk'  was widely heard among families!But isn't it at this time that 

we should alert to the problems of consumption? (Pereira et al., 2018). 

Regarding the pattern of use, it was evident that 49% (n=39/78) used it daily or 

almost every day and that 21% (n=13/78) reported weekly/monthly. Non-registration was 

evidenced in 30% (n=18/78) of the cases. As demonstrated by Pereira et al., (2018), the 

use of an instrument to assess the use of substances should be considered in the 

assessment of pregnant and puerperal women, dimensioning the impact that the use of 

PAS has on maternal-fetal health in a multidisciplinary approach. 

Regarding the use of illicit substances, considering the use of polysubstances, 71 

(91%) women reported the use. Among the substances, the most frequent was 

marijuana/hashish/Skank (n=57, 73%), followed by cocaine (n=35, 45%) and crack (n=17, 

22%). Confirming with a study, carried out in Paraná with 209 pregnant women, pointing 

out that the most used drug in this public is marijuana, followed by cocaine (MARANGONI 

et al., 2022). On the other hand, in a cohort study conducted with a sample of 674 women 

in Campinas, cocaine was the most commonly used illicit drug during pregnancy (Pereira 

et al., 2018). 

Regarding the frequency of PAS, the largest number of women (n=35/78) reported 

the last use in the last few hours. However, it is estimated that a considerable portion of 

pregnant women deny any use of SPAs because they experience feelings of fear, guilt, 

shame, embarrassment and stigma (Lopes; Brook; Porto, 2023). 

Regarding the use of medications used for abstinence during hospitalization, only 9 

(11.5%) women were prescribed, and the medications used were: Clonazepam (n = 6/78), 

Chlorpromazine (n = 2/78) and Diazepam (n = 1/78). According to the clinical protocol for 

the approach of pregnant women addicts in Santa Catarina (2015), for the obstetric 

management of pregnant women in withdrawal syndrome, the use of benzodiazepines, 

anticonvulsants, mood stabilizers, thiamine or antipsychotics can be considered. Similar 

conducts are addressed in an obstetric protocol for the care of pregnant or postpartum 




