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Objective

Quantify the scale and type of maternal substance use from
conception to the child’s second birthday (First 1000 days) to
inform screening and support services that may reduce associ-
ated harm or risk for children.

Approach

We used mother and child records from whole-population
health, death, and child protection datasets to ascertain ma-
ternal substance use during the First 1000 days for chil-
dren born in NSW, Australia, from 2008-2017. The primary
outcome - maternal substance use - included use of illicit
substances, alcohol, opioid-agonist treatment, organic com-
pounds, solvents, and misuse of prescription medicines. ICD-
10 and SNOMED-CT diagnosis codes were used.

Results

The birth cohort included 970,470 children and 625,856 moth-
ers. 32,000 children (3.4%) had a record of maternal sub-
stance use during the First 1000 days of life, including 13,647
(1.4%) with alcohol and 23,485 (2.4%) other drug use. As-
certainment was highest from child protection records (26,045
children), followed by mother’s (12,956 children) then chil-
dren’s hospital records (3,826 children). 18,672 (1.9%) chil-
dren had a record of carer substance use only in child pro-
tection records. Combining data increased the prevalence es-
timates; adding child protection records increased the preva-
lence estimate to 3.4%, compared with 1.2% in health and
death records alone.

Conclusions
More than 3 in every 100 Australian children had a record
of maternal substance use in administrative data during the
First 1000 days of life in this decade-long study. In addition
to health and death data, child protection data offers public
health insights into the scale of maternal substance use among
whole-population cohorts of children.
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