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What is Neonatal Abstinence 

Syndrome? 4 

 NAS is a drug withdrawal syndrome in 

newborns following birth. 

 It is characterized by such 

symptoms as increased 

irritability, hypertonia, tremors, 

feeding intolerance, watery 

stools, seizures, and respiratory 

distress. 

 In addition to NAS, illicit drug use 

(specifically opioid dependence) 

during pregnancy is associated 

with, prematurity, low birth 

weight, respiratory disease and 

seizures. 

 It is not known yet whether 

infants exposed to opioids in 

utero will suffer long-term 

consequences. 

 

The number of newborns diagnosed with 
drug withdrawal symptoms quadrupled over 
the past five years, while the number of all 
live births in Florida has steadily decreased. 

 NEWBORNS & PRESCRIPTION DRUG ABUSE IN FLORIDA 
 

EXTENT OF THE PROBLEM 

 The incidents of babies that are born with symptoms associated  

with exposure to drugs have increased dramatically over the past five 

years.  Medically diagnosed as neonatal abstinence syndrome, it is 

caused by the mother’s drug use during pregnancy, in particular, the 

use of prescription opioids.  

 The intentional misuse of pain medications is the fastest growing drug 

problem in the United States1. While most pregnant women do not 

abuse drugs, recent national studies indicate that illicit drug use  

is 16.2% among pregnant teens and 7.4% among pregnant women  

aged 18-252.  

Figure 1: Rates of Florida Newborns Diagnosed with Selected 

Fetal/Newborn Drug Exposure 3,5 

 Over the past 3 years, it is estimated that 10 out of every 1,000 

newborns in Florida experienced symptoms associated with drug 

withdrawal, primarily caused by the mother’s prescription opiate 

 use. 

 Based on healthcare system data, the race/ethnicity of newborns 

diagnosed with prenatal exposure to narcotics and drug withdrawal 

symptoms between 2008 and 2011 were primarily non-

Hispanic/Latino Whites. 

Table 1: Number of Newborns 
Diagnosed with Selected 

Fetal/Newborn Drug Exposure 

Year 
# of Newborns 

Diagnosed
5
  

# of Live 
Births

3 

2011 2,019 213,237 

2010 1,673 214,519 

2009 2,196 221,391 

2008 1,492 231,417 

2007 640 239,120 

Total 8,020 1,097,590 
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 Use of pain medications and other drugs during pregnancy may be for 

reasons that include the disease of addiction, pain management, and/or 

methadone maintenance treatment.  Of these pregnant women, poly -drug 

use is common. 

 

LENGTH OF HOSPITAL STAY  &  COST OF TREATING NEWBORNS 

 Most newborns diagnosed with narcotics exposure and drug withdrawal symptoms are admitted to the 

Neonatal Intensive Care Unit (NICU).  The average length of stay is three weeks5.  

 Since 2008, on average, seventy-seven percent (77%) of the charges incurred by these newborn patients 

were paid for through Medicaid. 

Figure 2: Primary Payer for NAS - NICU Stay, 2008-20115 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MOST NAS BABIES LEAVE THE HOSPITAL WITH THEIR MOTHER  

       

      Figure 3:  Hospital Discharge Status, 2008-20115 

 

 

 Between 2008 and 2011, 

eighty-nine percent (89%) of 

NAS diagnosed newborn 

patients were discharged from 

the hospital to routine home 

care with their mother. 
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*ICD-9-CM: The International Classification of Diseases, 9th Revision, Clinical Modification, published by the 

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. It is a coding system used to code signs, symptoms, injuries, 

diseases, and conditions. They represent billable medical codes that can be used to specify a diagnosis on a 

reimbursement claim.  

GAPS IN INFORMATION / WHAT WE DON’T KNOW 

 Prevalence and trend data pertaining to drug use among pregnant women is subject to underreporting. 

Therefore, generalizations about drug use in this population should be made with caution.   

 Florida hospital discharge data compiled for this report was received as aggregated data from the 

Florida Agency for Healthcare Administration, and therefore, cannot be traced to individual newborn 

patients or their mothers.  Targeted prevention and intervention initiatives will require local community 

level assessment of newborn patients’ family background and context of mother’s drug use situation.  

 Currently there is no statewide standardization for the diagnosis and reporting of substance exposed 

newborns.  Policy and procedures for diagnosis and reporting vary by hospital facility.  As a result, 

statewide trend data on substance exposed newborns is thought to be underreported.  Additional data 

that breaks down the type of substance exposure in newborns is provided on a voluntary basis by 

hospitals.  

 

 

 

SOURCES 

1. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2012) MMWR Weekly: CDC Grand Rounds: Prescription Drug 

Overdoses – a U.S. Epidemic. January 13, 2012 / 61(01);10-13 

http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm6101a3.htm?s_cid=mm6101a3_w  

2. Substance Abuse and Mental Health Administration. Office of Applied Studies, Results From the 2010 National 

Survey on Drug Use and Health: Summary of National Findings, NSDUH Series H-41, HHS Publications No. (SMA) 

11-4658. Rockville, MD: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration; 2011 

3. Florida Vital Statistics Annual Report 2011, Live Births 

http://www.flpublichealth.com/VSBOOK/pdf/2011/Births.pdf  

4. Stephen W. Patrick; Robert E. Schumacher; Brian D. Benneyworth; Elizabeth E. Krans; Jennifer M. McAllister; 
Matthew M. Davis. Neonatal Abstinence Syndrome and Associated Health Care Expenditures: United States, 
2000-2009. JAMA, 2012 DOI: 10.1001/JAMA.2012.3951 

5. Florida Agency for Healthcare Administration (AHCA)  http://ahca.myflorida.com/   

Data Selection:  The data provided by AHCA were selected around two ICD-9-CM* diagnosis codes concerning 

substance exposure in newborns. (1) 779.5: Drug withdrawal syndrome in newborn of dependent mother .This 

code includes any addictive drug, and does not discern prescription drugs from non-prescription drugs. (2) 

760.72: Narcotics affecting fetus or newborn via placenta or breast milk. Excludes anesthetic and analgesic drugs 

administered during labor and delivery (ICD-9-CM 763.5), drug withdrawal (ICD-9-CM 779.5), and cocaine (ICD-9-

CM 760.75). All selected data excludes fetal alcohol syndrome (ICD-9-CM 760.71). Selected data include primary 

and secondary diagnoses; the number of newborns is unduplicated.   

http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm6101a3.htm?s_cid=mm6101a3_w
http://www.flpublichealth.com/VSBOOK/pdf/2011/Births.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1001/JAMA.2012.3951
http://ahca.myflorida.com/

