
 

Financial incentives help economically-
disadvantaged pregnant smokers quit and
improve fetal growth

April 21 2014, by Jennifer Nachbur

Smoking during pregnancy – particularly among economically-
disadvantaged women – leads to a host of poor pregnancy outcomes,
including miscarriage, preterm birth, SIDS, and additional adverse
effects later in life. Without a formal treatment intervention, women in
this population continue to smoke, and their babies suffer. Vermont
Center on Behavior and Health Director Stephen Higgins, Ph.D., and
colleagues, have developed an effective behavioral economic approach
that offers women financial incentives for quitting.

The groups' most recent findings, published online this month in 
Preventive Medicine, demonstrated that providing incentives more than
doubled smoking abstinence rates during pregnancy and increased fetal
growth. They also examined whether altering the way the incentives
were offered might get still more women to quit, without increasing
costs, but that strategy was not successful.

About 23 percent of women of childbearing age are regular smokers,
says Higgins, a professor of psychiatry and psychology at the University
of Vermont, who adds that smoking prevalence varies by socioeconomic
status – particularly in terms of educational attainment.

"More than 40 percent of women with a high school GED report regular
smoking versus eight percent of college graduates and six percent of
those with graduate degrees," Higgins says. While about 20 percent of
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smokers quit without formal treatment soon after learning of a
pregnancy, the vast majority of the largest segment of this group smoke
through the pregnancy if there is no formal intervention.

Participants in the study, which took place between 2006 and 2012,
included 118 pregnant women smokers from the greater Burlington, Vt.,
area. For this project, Higgins and his team adapted a previously-proven
voucher-based incentive intervention to decrease smoking during
pregnancy and increase fetal growth, without increasing the cost of the
intervention. Study participants were randomized to receive either of two
incentive interventions or to a control condition that received
comparable incentives even if they were unable to quit. Two serial
ultrasound examinations were performed at approximately 30- and
34-week gestation to estimate fetal growth.

"This trial provides further evidence that providing financial incentives
for quitting can increase smoking abstinence in economically-
disadvantaged pregnant smokers and increase the healthy growth of their
fetuses," says Higgins. "We still need to find a way to get a larger
percentage of women/infants to benefit from the intervention, but these
study results show we're on the right track."

Colleagues across the U.S. and beyond are paying attention to this
research, says Higgins, who notes evaluations underway in Oregon and
Wisconsin exploring the use of incentives among women insured by
Medicaid. The United Kingdom began exploring adaptations of this
voucher-based incentive approach several years ago.

  More information: www.sciencedirect.com/science/ …
i/S0091743514001182#
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