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Dear Madam, Acetaminophen (paracetamol) is an over the
counter medicine used to relieve pain and fever.
Additionally, it can relieve postoperative pain and
inflammation associated with arthritis because it inhibits
the synthesis of prostaglandins. Its availability without a
prescription has greatly increased its use in everyday life,
especially for pregnant women as it is considered one of
the safer medicines to overcome pain during pregnancy.
Pregnant women in Pakistan overuse paracetamol for
minor issues without consulting any doctor. 65% of women
use acetaminophen during pregnancy according to a
recent epidemiological study.1

During pregnancy, drug absorption increases due to the
mother’s increased cardiac output and blood flow. It was
theorized that this causes lipid-soluble drugs with lower
ionization and lower molecular weight, like
acetaminophen, to cross the placenta and enter the foetal
circulatory system in large concentrations, directly affecting
the foetal brain. Acetaminophen can also interfere with the
body’s hormones and thus can be associated with
cognitive and behavioural difficulties.2

The easy accessibility of acetaminophen and its increased
long-term use in pregnant women is considered to cause
adverse effects such as attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD), lower IQ scores, autism spectrum disorder
(ASD), and motor milestone delay.2 A nature study also
reported the association of high prenatal acetaminophen
intake with poorer language development.3 These risks of
acetaminophen increase with the increase in the duration
of exposure to the drug.4

Although older studies found a link between the use of
acetaminophen in pregnancy and neurological disorders
in their offspring, a very recent study reveals that there is
no such association. According to a study, a total of 185,909
children 7.49% were exposed to acetaminophen during

pregnancy. Crude absolute risks at 10 years of age for those
not exposed vs those exposed to acetaminophen were
1.33% vs 1.53% for autism, 2.46% vs 2.87% for ADHD, and
0.70% vs 0.82% for intellectual disability.5 This study reveals
that acetaminophen might not be the actual reason for
neurodevelopmental disorders and its relationship may
have been exaggerated. Additionally, another recent study
also suggests that women who have inflammatory
disorders, autoimmunity, and fever during pregnancy are
at a higher risk of having infants with neurological
disorders. So, acetaminophen might not be the cause of
these disorders but the reasons for its use might be.3

Therefore, keeping in mind that acetaminophen has no
obvious association with neurological disorders, it can be
used where required as its alternatives, NSAIDs, can cause
many other complications in pregnant women and is thus
contraindicated in the third trimester of pregnancy.
Acetaminophen, on the other hand, is a much safer
medicine.
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