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Aims: There is good evidence that alterations of neurodevelopment
underlying behavioral problems and psychopathology have their
origins in prenatal life. We prospectively studied the relationship
between maternal anxiety during pregnancy, temperament (defined
as individual differences in constitutionally based reactivity and
self-regulation), and internalizing problems (i.e., anxiety and
depression) in childhood and adolescence.

Study design: In a prospective-longitudinal study maternal
anxiety was measured at 12-22, 23-32 and 3240 weeks of
pregnancy (wp) with the State Trait Anxiety Inventory, in 86
nulliparae. Temperament and behavioral problems were measured
at 8/9, 14/15 and 17 years of age with standardized questionnaires
completed by mother, teacher and child. Data were analyzed with
multilevel regression analysis.

Subjects: 52 to 72 mother—child pairs.

Outcome measures: At all ages, temperament was measured with
questionnaires developed by Rothbart while internalizing problems
were measured with the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL/4-18).
Results: Maternal anxiety at 12-22 wp had a positive effect on
internalizing problems (p <0.05); 6% of the variance in internalizing
problems was explained by a direct and 6% by an indirect
effect (i.e., via influencing temperament) of antenatal anxiety.
Temperament explained 26% of the variance in internalizing
problems (p <0.001).

Conclusions: Exposure to environmental factors during critical
prenatal developmental periods - i.e., to high maternal anxiety at
12-22 wp - enhances the risk for developing internalizing problems.
More research on the underlying causal mechanisms is needed
to explain the direct and indirect effects of antenatal maternal
anxiety, which seem to last until at least the age of 1/.



