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Marijuana Use in Pregnant Women

■ Marijuana is the most commonly used recreational substance in the United States, 

despite retaining classification as a Schedule I drug. On average, 7.73 percent of 

people aged 12 or older reported using marijuana in the past month on the National 

Survey on Drug Use and Health. 

■ In the Penquis district of Maine, which includes Penobscot and Piscataquis 

Counties, the average was significantly higher with an estimated 13.25 percent of 

people aged 12 or older using in the past month. 

■ Among pregnant women nationwide, 3.9 percent had used marijuana in the past 

month, and more than 10 percent of pregnant women had used marijuana in the 

past 12 months.



Effects of Marijuana Use During Pregnancy

■ Current research shows variable effects of marijuana on the developing fetus, including:

– increased rates of NICU admissions 

– low birth weight

– preterm labor

■ In the postnatal period neonates display irritability, increased hand to mouth behavior, and 
disrupted sleep patterns – most of which resolve by 1 month of age. 

■ Long term studies have indicated links to:

– Inattention

– Hyperactivity

– Impulsivity

– Self declared depression and anxiety

– Early onset of marijuana use



Counseling of Pregnant Women on Marijuana 

■ Current American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists (ACOG) recommendations 
include:

– screening for marijuana use in pregnant women

– counseling of women on the potential adverse health consequences

– encouragement to discontinue use during pregnancy

– discouragement of use during lactation and breastfeeding.

■ Studies focused on provider counseling indicates that marijuana use is deprioritized or 
overlooked compared to other drug use. 

■ When counseling occurs, it is largely limited to issues of legality. 

■ In spite of its Class I Drug categorization, there is a common perception that marijuana is 
relatively benign. However, qualitative studies have shown that pregnant women want 
more information about marijuana use and its effects during pregnancy.



Public Health Cost and Community 
Considerations

■ Marijuana use in Penobscot and Piscataquis Counties is well over the national 

average, with lower perceived risk associated with marijuana use.

■ Marijuana has been legalized in Maine, which will go into effect at the end of 

January 2017. This may further impact both use and risk perception. 

■ Associated risk of preterm labor, restricted intrauterine growth and increased NICU 

utilization leads to higher healthcare costs

■ Long term behavioral and developmental effects can lead to increased costs 

associated with specialized education, behavioral therapy, and other additional 

support services.



Intervention and Methodology

■ Survey of EMMC providers about their beliefs and practices surrounding marijuana use 
in pregnant women

– Survey was created based on analysis of current research and relevant issues

– Conducted confidentially using SurveyMonkey and distributed by email to providers

■ 29 Resident Physicians

■ 12 Faculty Physicians

■ 3 Nurse Practitioners

■ 2 Behavioral Health

■ 4 Osteopathic Fellows

– Responses aggregated and analyzed for trends

■ Created information sheet for providers regarding marijuana use during pregnancy based 
on current research, survey responses and concerns elicited during interviews



Survey Results

■ Response rate was 44% 

■ 64% indicated that “Many” or “Almost All” their pregnant patients use marijuana

■ 75% of respondents reported “Usually” or “Always” counseling pregnant patients on 
marijuana use, compared to 95% regarding drug use and 100% regarding smoking 
cessation

■ 24% indicated that they had been trained to counsel pregnant patients regarding 
marijuana use, compared to 81% regarding tobacco use

■ 63% of providers ranked marijuana counseling as of lowest priority between alcohol, 
cocaine, heroin/opioids, marijuana and tobacco, with the remaining 37% ranking It 
second to last. 

■ The greatest barriers identified to discussing marijuana use with pregnant patients were 
patient perception of marijuana and lack of time

■ 75% of providers perceived moderate or great risk associated with regular marijuana use 
during pregnancy

■ 70% felt that the legalization of recreational marijuana in Maine will increase the 
percentage of pregnant patients who use marijuana



Provider Perspective: Patrick McFarlane, PMHNP
Center for Family Medicine at Eastern Maine Medical Center, Bangor, ME

■ “[Marijuana use] is very common in our pregnant patient population, 

as substance use in general is high”

■ “There is a perception of zero consequence associated with marijuana 

use – [patients] figure that it would be legal if there were risks”

■ “Effective counseling requires good rapport and development of trust”

■ Patients respond to the idea that “any insult to [their] body is an insult 

to [the baby’s] brain,” want to give their baby “the best shot at doing 

well in life”



Provider Perspective: Paula Codrington, LCSW
Center for Family Medicine at Eastern Maine Medical Center, Bangor, ME

■ “Patients are not well informed around the impact [of marijuana use during 

pregnancy], and are skeptical of the information they receive”

■ “[Providers] don’t stress the impact of marijuana use enough – patients 

want what’s best for their babies, but they don’t get the message that using 

marijuana has risks”

■ “The resources available for patients around marijuana use often feel 

‘propaganda-y,’ using scare tactics without great information”

■ “The best approach [for counseling] is a nonjudgmental conversation about 

the effects of everything on fetal growth – stress management, diet – drugs 

are a part of the whole picture”

■ “We have to keep coming back to the issue – talking about marijuana use 

once and dropping it doesn’t work – we have to keep reinforcing the ideas”



Evaluation of Effectiveness & Limitations

■ According to survey, providers generally indicated that they were 

providing counseling about marijuana use during pregnancy 

■ Did not evaluate effectiveness of this counseling

■ Identified a clear mismatch in provider and patient perception of risk 

associated with marijuana use during pregnancy

■ Identified a lack of awareness about available resources for patient 

education

■ Short time frame and limited EMR access made it difficult to fully 

assess current practices

■ No direct effect on patient perception or education



Recommendations for Future Interventions

■ Follow up survey post-legalization to evaluate for changes in provider practices

■ Survey patient population to evaluate patient practices and understanding

■ Modify EMR to facilitate screening and counseling for pregnant patients

■ Screen all pregnant patients for marijuana use in accordance with ACOG 
recommendations

■ Provide counseling about associated risks to patients

■ Further research into effects of marijuana use during pregnancy is warranted

■ Clear identification of pregnancy-specific risks of marijuana use, as is common with 
legal substances (alcohol, tobacco, foods, prescription drugs)



Interview Consent Forms

■ Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed. This project is a requirement 

for the Family Medicine clerkship. It will be stored on the Dana Library 

ScholarWorks website. Your name will be attached to your interview 

and you may be cited directly or indirectly in subsequent unpublished 

or published work. The interviewer affirms that he/she has explained 

the nature and purpose of this project. The interviewee affirms that 

he/she has consented to this interview. Yes __X___ / No _____ 

■ If not consenting as above: please add the interviewee names here for 

the department of Family Medicine information only. 

■ Name: __Patrick McFarlane________________________________

■ Name: __Paula Codrington________________________________
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Appendix

Information sheet created for 

providers at Center for Family 

Medicine at Eastern Maine 

Medical Center – Bangor, ME
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