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“The Triple B Study: Bumps, Babies and 

Beyond” is a prospective longitudinal 

pregnancy cohort study. 

Women were recruited from general antenatal 

clinics of 3 metropolitan hospitals in Sydney.  

 

• This study has found no evidence that low level 

alcohol exposure in pregnancy leads to 

observable impairment in cognitive functioning in 

infants at 12-months. 

• Women who drank alcohol had higher IQ scores 

than those who did not. They also were older, 

more highly educated and earned higher 

incomes. 

• Advantages of higher socio-economic status and 

higher IQ among light drinkers may obscure any 

negative effects of alcohol exposure that may 

exist. Future research should take these factors 

into account. 

 

 

 

 

 

Current NSW Triple B Study project team: 

Delyse Hutchinson, Richard Mattick, Danya 

Braunstein, Hannah Fiedler, Ingrid Honan, Clare 

McCormack, Larissa Rossen, Judy Wilson 

  

Funding sources: NDARC; Australian Centre for 

Perinatal Science; Australian Rotary Health; 

National Health and Medical Research Council 

We wish to thank staff at Royal Prince Alfred 

Hospital, Royal Hospital for Women, and 

Liverpool Hospital, as well as participants and 

their families 

c.mccormack@unsw.edu.au 

Participants: n = 503, from the Triple B Study 

cohort 

 

Measures: 

     Mothers 

• Detailed alcohol use was recorded in structured 

interviews after each trimester 

• The Test of Premorbid Functioning (TOPF), from 

Advanced Clinical Solutions of the WAIS-IV, 

used to estimate verbal IQ 

 

     Infants 

• The Bayley Scales of Infant Development (3rd 

Edition) were administered at 12-months of age. 

• Gestational age-adjusted scores on the cognitive 

scale were used in this study. 

 

 

 

 

Trimester 1  

Mother 
interview 

 

 

Trimester 2  

Mother 
interview 

 

 

8-week 

Mother & 
Partner 

interview 

 

12-month 

Mother, 
partner 

and infant 
 
 

Unadjusted*
Adjusted for
maternal IQ

Adjusted for
all covariates

Abstinent 102 103.58 103.28

Low 104.84 104.67 103.96

Binge 104.63 104.83 104.09
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Trimester 1  

Unadjusted*
Adjusted for
maternal IQ*

Adjusted for all
covariates*

Abstinent 103.12 103.67 102.35

Low 105.87 106.5 105.48
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Trimester 2 

Unadjusted*
Adjusted for
maternal IQ

Adjusted for all
covariates

Abstinent 103.28 103.91 104.97

Low 105.64 105.7 106.52
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Trimester 3 

*p<0.05 

*p<0.05 

*p<0.05 

Age IQ 

Education Income 

Similar results were seen in T2 and T3. However, in 

T2 only, covariates attenuated the positive effect of 

alcohol exposure, yet it remained statistically 

significant after adjustment.  

Women who drank alcohol 

tended to be older, more 

highly educated, have higher 

IQ scores and earn higher 

incomes than those who 

abstained  

The Composite method of 

prenatal alcohol classification 

(O’Leary et. al. 2009) 

 

1. Assess the impact of prenatal alcohol 

exposure on infant cognitive development, 

taking into account timing and frequency of 

exposure; and 

2. To extricate the impact of prenatal alcohol 

exposure on infant cognitive development 

from that of confounders such as maternal 

age, IQ, education, parity, and income.  

• Heavy prenatal alcohol exposure disrupts 

foetal brain development, with detrimental 

effects on cognition, motor function, and 

behaviour. 

• Intellectual impairment is a key feature of 

Foetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorders (FASD). 

• Consequences of light or moderate drinking 

during pregnancy are less clear. 

• Animal studies and some human 

neuroimaging studies have shown dose-

dependent effects, even at low levels of 

exposure. 

• Two meta analyses (Testa, 2003; Flak 2014) 

show clear effects of heavy drinking on child 

cognition, but mixed results at lower levels.  

 

• Initial analyses tested the effect of exposure category on 

cognitive scores, without adjusting for covariates. A significant 

main effect of alcohol exposure category was seen in this  

analysis. Infants born to abstinent mothers did not perform as 

well as those born to mothers who drank at low levels, or those 

who had an occasion of binge drinking. 

• When maternal IQ was adjusted for, there was no difference in 

infant cognitive scores between abstinent women and those 

who drank alcohol. 

•  When all covariates were controlled for (maternal smoking, 

illicit substance use, years of education, age at baby’s birth, 

parity, household income, baby’s birth weight and baby’s 

gender) again no effect of alcohol was seen.  

Drinkers 

Abstainers 

% of women in category for each trimester  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

“Abstinent”: no alcohol 

 
 

 

 

 

“Low”: ≤7 standard 

drinks per week, up to 2 

standard drinks per 

occasion 
 

 

“Moderate”: ≤7 standard 

drinks per week, >2 to ≤4 

standard 

drinks/occasion 
 

 

 

“Binge”: ≤7 standard 

drinks per week, >4 

standard 

drinks/occasion 
 

 

 

 

“Heavy”: >7 standard 

drinks per week; at least 

weekly or more often 

 

 


