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*** 

Abstract  

"Prenatal factors in the etiology of Autistic spectrum Disorder 

(ASD): the role of maternal diabetes and of valproic acid"  

In the last years it became obvious that the prenatal environment may be an 

important contributor to the complex etiology of different neurobehavioral and 

metabolic problems such as diabetes, ADHD and ASD. Valproic acid, apparently the 

most teratogenic antiepileptic drug, is not only related to an increased rate of major 

congenital anomalies but also affects language and cognitive development as well 

as behavior of the offspring. Valproic acid was one of the first drugs to produce 

transplacentally in experimental animals – mainly rats and mice – a syndrome that 

mimics ASD. In these animals the exposure occurred during early gestation and the 

main damage was in the brain stem. The rate of ASD among offspring of valproic 

acid - treated mothers was 10-12%, about 10 times higher than in the offspring of 

non –exposed mothers, and it may be dose related. A higher rate of ASD was also 

found among children of diabetic mothers, with a relative risk of 1.5-2.0. Since the 

rate of diabetes is constantly rising, this might be an important etiologic factor. 

Other factors are prematurity, certain neurotropic drugs taken by the pregnant 

mother and some viral infections during pregnancy. Understanding these etiologies 

might, perhaps for the first time, be a path for prevention.  


