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Light drinking in pregnancy not bad for children, says UCL study 
 
Children born to mothers who drink lightly during pregnancy - as defined as 1-2 units per week or 
per occasion - are not at increased risk of behavioural difficulties or cognitive deficits compared 
with children of abstinent mothers, according to a new study led by researchers at UCL 
(University College London).  
 
The research, based on data from the UK Millennium Cohort Study (MCS), is published today in 
the International Journal of Epidemiology. It uses data on 12,495 three year-old children, looking 
at the mothers' drinking patterns during pregnancy and assessments of the behavioural and 
cognitive outcomes of their children. 
 
Lead author Dr Yvonne Kelly, UCL Epidemiology & Public Health, said: "The link between heavy 
drinking during pregnancy and consequent poor behavioural and cognitive outcomes in children 
is well established. However, very few studies have considered whether light drinking in 
pregnancy is a risk for behavioural and cognitive problems in children. 
 
"Our research has found that light drinking by pregnant mothers does not increase the risk of 
behavioural difficulties or cognitive deficits. Indeed, for some behavioural and cognitive outcomes 
children born to light drinkers were less likely to have problems compared to children of abstinent 
mothers, although children born to heavy drinkers were more likely to have problems compared 
to children of mothers who drank nothing whilst pregnant." 
 
The study data shows that boys born to mothers who drank lightly were 40 per cent less likely to 
have 'conduct' problems and 30 per cent less likely to have hyperactivity, even when a range of 
family and socioeconomic factors were taken into account. Boys born to light drinkers also had 
higher scores on tests of vocabulary and whether they could identify colours, shapes, letters and 
numbers compared to those born to abstainers. 
 
Girls born to light drinkers were 30 per cent less likely to have emotional symptoms and peer 
problems compared with those born to abstainers, although this appeared partially explained by 
family and social backgrounds.  
 
Dr Kelly continued: "The reasons behind these findings might in part be because light drinkers 
tend to be more socially advantaged than abstainers, rather than being due to the physical 
benefits of low level alcohol consumption seen, for example, in heart disease. However, it may 
also be that light-drinking mothers tend to be more relaxed themselves and this contributes to 
better behavioural and cognitive outcomes in their children." 
 
The UK currently does not recommend complete abstinence from alcohol for the duration of 
pregnancy and there are inconsistencies in policy statements from the National Alcohol Strategy 
and the National Institute for Health and Clinical Evidence (NICE), which may cause confusion for 
health professionals and the public.  
 
A recent review carried out by the National Perinatal Epidemiology Unit (NPEU), and a statement 
from the Royal College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists (RCOG) highlighted the need for 
studies focusing on the effects of light drinking, and for investigators to use population-based 
data, as the researchers have done in this study.  
 
Dr Kelly added: "There is inconsistency in policy around this issue and studies such as this one 
are vital in light of the wider debate around drinking and pregnancy. Our study's findings do raise 



questions as to whether the current push for policy to recommend complete abstinence during 
pregnancy is merited and suggest that further research needs to be done." 
 
-Ends- 
 
Notes for Editors 
 
1.) For further information, or to arrange an interview with Dr Kelly, please contact Ruth Metcalfe 
in the UCL Media Relations Office on tel:  +44 (0)20 7679 9739, mobile: +44 (0)7990 675 947, 
out of hours: +44 (0)7917 271 364, e-mail: r.metcalfe@ucl.ac.uk  
 
2.) 'Light drinking in pregnancy, a risk for behavioural problems and cognitive deficits at 3 years of 
age?' is published online ahead of print on Friday 31st October 2008 in the International Journal 
of Epidemiology. For copies of the paper, please contact UCL Media Relations using the details 
above. 
 
3.) The Millennium Cohort Study (MCS) is funded by the Economic and Social Research Council 
(ESRC) and a consortium of Government Departments. This research is supported by an ESRC 
grant - code RES-596-28-0001. 
 
 
About UCL 
Founded in 1826, UCL was the first English university established after Oxford and Cambridge, 
the first to admit students regardless of race, class, religion or gender, and the first to provide 
systematic teaching of law, architecture and medicine. In the government's most recent Research 
Assessment Exercise, 59 UCL departments achieved top ratings of 5* and 5, indicating research 
quality of international excellence.  
 
UCL is in the top ten world universities in the 2007 THES-QS World University Rankings, and the 
third-ranked UK university in the 2008 league table of the top 500 world universities produced by 
the Shanghai Jiao Tong University. UCL alumni include Marie Stopes, Jonathan Dimbleby, Lord 
Woolf, Alexander Graham Bell, and members of the band Coldplay. www.ucl.ac.uk  
 
About the ESRC 
The Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) is the UK's largest funding agency for 
research, data resources and postgraduate training relating to social and economic issues. It 
supports independent, high quality research which impacts on business, the public sector and the 
third sector. The ESRC's planned total expenditure in 2008/09 is £203 million.  At any one time 
the ESRC supports over 4,000 researchers and postgraduate students in academic institutions 
and research policy institutes. More at http://www.esrcsocietytoday.ac.uk 
  
 
 


