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Gestational diabetes linked to elevated risk of cognitive decline in
mothers, ADHD and autism in children

Children exposed to gestational diabetes face a 36% increased risk of ADHD
and 56% higher risk of autism spectrum disorders compared to children born
to mothers without diabetes.

Singapore, 15 September 2025 — A landmark international study led by Assistant Professor
Queenie Li Ling Jun, from the Department of Obstetrics and Gynaecology at NUS Yong Loo
Lin School of Medicine (NUS Medicine), has revealed that gestational diabetes (GDM) during
pregnancy is strongly associated with declines in intellectual function for mothers and a higher
risk of developmental, behavioural, and autism spectrum disorders in children.

Analysing data from more than 9 million pregnancies across 20 countries including Singapore,
the researchers found that on average, mothers with a history of GDM scored 2.47 points
lower on cognitive assessments than peers without GDM. In children, exposure to GDM
resulted in nearly a four-point reduction in 1Q, a 36% increased risk of attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), a 56% increased risk of autism spectrum disorder (ASD),
and a 45% higher risk of total or partial developmental delays.

These findings presented at this year's Annual Meeting of The European Association for the
Study of Diabetes (EASD) in Vienna hold particular relevance for Singapore, where GDM
affects about one in five pregnancies—higher than the global average—and childhood autism
rates already stand at about 1 in 150, above many other countries.

While GDM often resolves after birth, findings from this new global synthesis underscores the
far-reaching effects of GDM on mother and child. “Our findings highlight an urgent need for
early detection and careful management of gestational diabetes—not just to prevent
immediate pregnancy complications, but to safeguard the long-term cognitive outcomes for
mothers and their children,” said Assistant Professor Li. Recent NUS Medicine research
suggests that a non-fasting blood test taken in the first trimester may allow earlier detection of
GDM.

As it is still not fully clear how GDM affects a child’s brain development, the research team
calls for longer-term follow-up and studies to clarify the links between GDM and the full
spectrum of cognitive functions. “Sustained neurocognitive monitoring after GDM diagnosis
could make a real difference through early intervention and support, benefitting the long-term
well-being of Singapore families,” added Assistant Professor Li, who is also the Assistant
Director of Public Affairs at the Global Centre for Asian Women’s Health (GloW), NUS
Medicine.
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About National University of Singapore (NUS)

The National University of Singapore (NUS) is Singapore’s flagship university, which offers a
global approach to education, research and entrepreneurship, with a focus on Asian
perspectives and expertise. We have 15 colleges, faculties and schools across three
campuses in Singapore, with more than 40,000 students from 100 countries enriching our
vibrant and diverse campus community. We have also established our NUS Overseas
Colleges programme in more than 15 cities around the world.

Our multidisciplinary and real-world approach to education, research and entrepreneurship
enables us to work closely with industry, governments and academia to address crucial and
complex issues relevant to Asia and the world. Researchers in our faculties, 30 university-
level research institutes, research centres of excellence and corporate labs focus on themes
that include energy; environmental and urban sustainability; treatment and prevention of
diseases; active ageing; advanced materials; risk management and resilience of financial
systems; Asian studies; and Smart Nation capabilities such as artificial intelligence, data
science, operations research and cybersecurity.

For more information on NUS, please visit www.nus.edu.sg.

About the NUS Yong Loo Lin School of Medicine (NUS Medicine)

The NUS Yong Loo Lin School of Medicine is Singapore’s first and largest medical school.
Our enduring mission centres on nurturing highly competent, values-driven and inspired
healthcare professionals to transform the practice of medicine and improve health around
the world.

Through a dynamic and future-oriented five-year curriculum that is inter-disciplinary and
interprofessional in nature, our students undergo a holistic learning experience that exposes
them to multiple facets of healthcare and prepares them to become visionary leaders and
compassionate doctors and nurses of tomorrow. Since the School’s founding in 1905, more
than 12,000 graduates have passed through our doors.

In our pursuit of health for all, our strategic research programmes focus on innovative,
cutting-edge biomedical research with collaborators around the world to deliver high impact
solutions to benefit human lives.

The School is the oldest institution of higher learning in the National University of Singapore
and a founding institutional member of the National University Health System. It is one of the
leading medical schools in Asia and ranks among the best in the world (Times Higher
Education World University Rankings 2025 by subject and the Quacquarelli Symonds (QS)
World University Rankings by subject 2025).

For more information about NUS Medicine, please visit https://medicine.nus.edu.sg/
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