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Autism and Ultrasounds
Science Brief 2

Antenatal Ultrasound and Risk of Autism Spectrum Disorders, Journal of 
Autism and Developmental Disorders, February 2010.

Study Purpose
What questions are the researchers trying to answer?

Doctors have established safety guidelines so pregnant women are not exposed to ultrasound when 
it is not needed.  When the guidelines are followed, doctors believe that ultrasound is safe 

more than one in a pregnancy) is safe for the fetus. Researchers have studied fetus exposure 
to ultrasound and how babies do once they are born. They have found mixed results—that is 

right-handed and were exposed to ultrasound when their mothers were pregnant. Most people 

problem. Some studies have found that more children with autism are not right-handed 

handed or to be able to use both hands. 

An obstetrician is a doctor who 
cares for pregnant women

Research Design
(pg. 2)

answers to the 
research question.

Results
(pg. 2-3)
Data and information 
collected in the study.

What does this 
mean for my child 
and my family?
(pg. 3)

Glossary
(pg. 4)

The researchers wanted to find out if having an ultrasound 
when pregnant would increase the chance of having a baby 
with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD).

Over the past 30 years 
ultrasound has been used by 
obstetricians to make sure the 
fetus is growing.  And, to see 
if there is more than one fetus 
(twins, triplets), and to find 
out the baby’s due date.  Some 
women don’t know when 
they became pregnant.  It is 
important for doctors to know 
when a baby is due.  Research 
shows that as obstetricians 
have more experience using 
ultrasound that women may 
have three or more ultrasound 
scans while they are pregnant.
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Glossary of  Terms

Ultrasound — This is a type of imaging technique (like taking a picture); it can also be called a 
“scan.”  It uses a device to expose parts of the body to high-frequency sound waves to produce a 
picture that the doctor can look at.  Ultrasounds can show the shape of something and movement, 
too.  Ultrasound exams do not use radiation like x-rays.  

Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) — This term describes a set of psychological conditions which 
involve abnormalities in social interactions, communication, very limited interests and repetitive 
behavior. Not all children with autism have problems in all of those areas--some are mild and 
some are very severe.  

Safety Guidelines — Doctors and health professionals use “guidelines” to help them provide the 
right care for patients.  Guidelines are not rigid rules for practice.  Doctors and health professionals 
must make decisions about what is right for their patient.  When tests are used like x-rays and 
ultrasound, there are guidelines about how often to use them and when to use them.

Risk — Refers to the chances something negative might happen.

Sample – This describes who is being studied.  It can include their age, whether they are male or 
female, their race or ethnicity or language spoken, how much education they have.

International Classification of Disease (ICD) — This is a way to code diseases, signs and symptoms, 
abnormal findings, complaints, classified by the World Health Organization. (WHO).  It provides 
a number for each disease so that medical providers use the same terms and definitions when 
they write in medical records.

Control — In research studies, one way to be sure that the researcher’s findings are accurate is to 
collect the same data on people who are identical to the people being studied, except they don’t 
have the condition being studied.  In this study the researchers compared children with ASD to 
children without ASD (the control group).

Statistically Significant — In research, mathematical tests are done to see if a result is statistically 
significant. This means that we can be confident that the result is likely to be a real difference, not 
just chance.


