
 

Miscarriage linked to increased risk of early
death
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Women who experience a miscarriage appear to be more likely to die
prematurely (before age 70), particularly from cardiovascular disease,
than women with all other pregnancy outcomes, suggests research
published by The BMJ today.

The association between miscarriage and premature death was
particularly strong for women who had miscarriages early in their 
reproductive life or who had recurrent miscarriages, prompting the
researchers to suggest that miscarriage could be "an "early marker of
future health risk in women."
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Spontaneous abortion (the official term for a miscarriage) is one of the
most common adverse outcomes of pregnancy, affecting an estimated
12-24% of known pregnancies.

Substantial evidence indicates that women with a history of miscarriage
have a greater risk of high blood pressure, cardiovascular diseases, and
type 2 diabetes, but evidence relating miscarriage to risk of early death is
scant and inconsistent.

To explore this further, a team of US researchers set out to investigate
the associations between miscarriage and risk of all cause and cause
specific premature death.

Their findings are based on data for 101,681 female nurses taking part in
the Nurses' Health Study II—an ongoing study of US women of
reproductive age at the beginning of the study (25-42 years) - whose
pregnancies and health were followed over a 24-year period between
1993 and 2017.

The women completed questionnaires every second year during the
follow-up period, and were asked about pregnancies and their outcomes
as well as lifestyle factors and health related conditions.

The researchers found that among the 101,681 women observed over
time, 25.6% (26,102) had at least one pregnancy ending in miscarriage.

During the 24 years of follow-up, there had been 2,936 premature deaths
among the women, including 1,346 cancer deaths and 269 cardiovascular
disease deaths.

Death rates from all causes were comparable for women with and
without a history of miscarriage (1.24 per 1,000 person years in both
groups), but were higher for women experiencing three or more
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miscarriages (1.47 per 1,000 person years) and for women reporting
their first miscarriage before the age of 24 (1.69 per 1,000 person
years).

After accounting for other potentially influential factors and updated
dietary and lifestyle characteristics, the researchers found that women
who miscarried were 19% more likely to die prematurely than women
who did not miscarry.

The association was stronger for recurrent miscarriages, and for
miscarriages occurring early in a woman's reproductive life.

When cause specific mortality was evaluated, the association between
miscarriage and premature death was strongest for cardiovascular
deaths—a 48% heightened risk—but was not related to premature death
from cancer.

This is an observational study, so can't establish cause, and the authors
point to some limitations. For example, it's not known whether
experiencing the spontaneous loss of a pregnancy merely unmasks pre-
existing risks or instead triggers or accelerates the development of
premature death.

Nevertheless, strengths included the large sample size and extensive
follow-up period across most of the women's reproductive lifespan. The
researchers were also able to account for various reproductive
characteristics, lifestyle and health related factors that may have
otherwise affected the results.

"Our results suggest that spontaneous abortion could be an early marker
of future health risk in women, including premature death," write the
authors.
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"More research is needed to establish how spontaneous abortion is
related to women's long term health and the mechanisms underlying
these relations," they conclude.

  More information: Association of spontaneous abortion with all cause
and cause specific premature mortality: prospective cohort study, BMJ
(2021). DOI: 10.1136/bmj.n530
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