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Self-Reported Mental Health 
Problems Among Adults Born 
Preterm: A Meta-analysis
Riikka Pyhälä, PhD, a, b Elina Wolford, MA, a Hannu Kautiainen, BA, c, d, e Sture Andersson, MD, PhD, f Peter Bartmann, MD, PhD, g 
Nicole Baumann, BSc, h Ann-Mari Brubakk, MD, PhD, i Kari Anne I. Evensen, PT, PhD, i, j Petteri Hovi, MD, PhD, f, k Eero 
Kajantie, MD, PhD, f, k, l, m Marius Lahti, PhD, a, n Ryan J. Van Lieshout, MD, PhD, FRCP (C), o Saroj Saigal, MD, FRCP (C), p 
Louis A. Schmidt, PhD, k, q Marit S. Indredavik, MD, PhD, r, s Dieter Wolke, PhD, Dr Rer Nat H C, g, t Katri Räikkönen, PhDa

abstractCONTEXT: Preterm birth increases the risk for mental disorders in adulthood, yet findings on 
self-reported or subclinical mental health problems are mixed.

OBJECTIVE: To study self-reported mental health problems among adults born preterm at very 
low birth weight (VLBW; � 1500 g) compared with term controls in an individual participant 
data meta-analysis.

DATA SOURCES: Adults Born Preterm International Collaboration.

STUDY SELECTION: Studies that compared self-reported mental health problems using the 
Achenbach Young Adult Self Report or Adult Self Report between adults born preterm at 
VLBW (n = 747) and at term (n = 1512).

DATA EXTRACTION: We obtained individual participant data from 6 study cohorts and compared 
preterm and control groups by mixed random coefficient linear and Tobit regression.

RESULTS: Adults born preterm reported more internalizing (pooled � = .06; 95% confidence 
interval .01 to .11) and avoidant personality problems (.11; .05 to .17), and less externalizing 
(–.10; –.15 to –.06), rule breaking (–.10; –.15 to –.05), intrusive behavior (–.14; –.19 to –.09), 
and antisocial personality problems (–.09; –.14 to –.04) than controls. Group differences did 
not systematically vary by sex, intrauterine growth pattern, neurosensory impairments, or 
study cohort.

LIMITATIONS: Exclusively self-reported data are not confirmed by alternative data sources.

CONCLUSIONS: Self-reports of adults born preterm at VLBW reveal a heightened risk for 
internalizing problems and socially avoidant personality traits together with a lowered 
risk for externalizing problem types. Our findings support the view that preterm birth 
constitutes an early vulnerability factor with long-term consequences on the individual into 
adulthood.
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behavior, rule-breaking behavior, 
and intrusive behavior; and 6 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 
of Mental Diseases, Fourth Edition 
(DSM-IV)-oriented scales measuring 
depressive, anxiety, somatic, 
avoidant personality, attention 
deficit/hyperactivity, and antisocial 
personality problems; and 1 scale 
measuring critical items (a clinician-
based sum of items referring to 
problems clinicians may typically be 
particularly concerned about). 18

Covariates

Covariates included sex, age 
at testing, and as a proxy of 
socioeconomic position of the 
childhood family, the highest 
education of either parent at 
participant’s birth (Cleveland, 
BLS), childhood (McMaster), and 
adolescence (Trondheim) as reported 
by the parent(s) and in adulthood as 
reported by the participant (HeSVA, 
ESTER). Parental education was 
classified into lower secondary or 
less, higher secondary education, 
lower tertiary education, or higher 
tertiary education. An additional 
category was used for missing values. 
Information on singleton/multiple birth 
was extracted from hospital records. 
Neurosensory impairments were 
determined as cerebral palsy, severe 
hearing or visual deficit, or IQ <70. 
Data on cerebral palsy, hearing 
deficit, or visual deficit were based 
on clinical assessments in childhood 
(HeSVA, Cleveland, McMaster, 
Trondheim, BLS), and/or self-reports 
in adulthood (HeSVA, ESTER). Data 
on estimated IQ were available from 
clinical assessments in childhood 
(McMaster), or adulthood (HeSVA, 
Trondheim, BLS).

Statistical Analyses

We conducted a 2-step individual 
participant data random-effects 
meta-regression analysis in which 
analyses were first run separately 
for each cohort, and the results 
from the individual cohorts were 
then combined in a meta-analysis. 

We used T scores of the scales as 
outcome measures. First, we tested 
whether those born preterm differed 
from term controls on the sum scales 
(internalizing, externalizing, and 
total problems) by using multiple 
linear regression models. We then 
tested whether the groups differed 
in the syndrome, DSM-IV-oriented, 
and critical items scales by using 
Tobit regressions. Tobit models 
are designed to estimate linear 
relationships between variables 
when there exists either left or 
right censoring in the outcome 
variable. Pooled effects and 95% 
confidence intervals (CIs) were then 
computed using the random-effects 
method with DerSimonian and Laird 
technique. 25 In all meta-analyses, 
between-study heterogeneity was 
tested using the Cochran’s Q statistic 
and quantified by the I2 value. Low 
heterogeneity was defined as an I2 
value of 0% to 25%, moderate 
heterogeneity as an I2 of 25% to 75%, 
and high heterogeneity as an I2 
of 75% to 100%. We reran the 
2-step meta-analyses by restricting 
the preterm group to ELBW births 
and compared them with the 
term controls. All analyses were 
adjusted for sex, age at assessment, 
parental education, multiple birth, 
and neurosensory impairments. 
Analyses contrasting the preterm 
and term groups were subsequently 
rerun after excluding individuals 
with neurosensory impairments 
(199 preterms and 21 controls). We 
also examined whether the group 
differences varied by sex, and if those 
born preterm differed in mental 
health problems according to SGA 
or AGA birth weight. All statistical 
analyses were performed with Stata, 
version 14.0 (StataCorp, College 
Station, TX).

RESULTS

Characteristics of the preterms and 
controls are in  Table 1. Supplemental 
Figure 5 shows the unadjusted 

T scores for the mental health 
problems for preterms (Panel A) and 
for controls (Panel B) in each cohort.

Differences in Mental Health 
Problems Between Preterms and 
Controls

In the pooled individual participant 
data meta-analyses, preterms 
reported more internalizing 
problems (P = .02) and less 
externalizing problems (P < .001) 
than controls ( Fig 2). On the 
syndrome scales, preterms reported 
less rule-breaking behavior and 
intrusive behavior ( Fig 3), and on 
the DSM-IV-oriented scales, they 
reported more avoidant personality 
and fewer antisocial personality 
problems ( Fig 4) than controls 
(Ps < .001). No statistical heterogeneity 
existed between the study cohorts 
in these analyses (I2 < 27.0% in 
all analyses, Ps > .23) ( Fig 2–4). 
When we excluded individuals 
with neurosensory impairments 
from the analyses, the significant 
findings remained virtually identical 
(pooled meta-analysis Ps < .005; 
data not shown), except for 2: in the 
pooled meta-analysis the difference 
between preterms and controls 
on internalizing problems became 
nonsignificant (P = .052), and the 
previously marginally significant 
difference in the withdrawn 
problems, with preterms reporting 
higher levels, became significant 
(P = .01).

When we restricted the comparisons 
to those preterms who were born 
at ELBW, they reported fewer 
externalizing problems than term-
born controls (pooled � = –0.07; 
95% CI = –0.14 to –0.01, P = .04) 
(Supplemental Table 2). There was 
no significant heterogeneity between 
the study cohorts in this analysis 
(I2 = 36.6%, P > .13) and no other 
significant differences between the 
groups (Ps > .07).
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TABLE 1  Characteristics of the Group Born Preterm at VLBW (�1500 g) or ELBW (�1000 g) and of the Group of Term Controls as Pooled Across Study 
Cohorts and by Each Individual Study Cohort

Characteristic Preterm VLBW/ELBW Control P for Preterm Versus 
Controln (%)/Mean (SD) n (%)/Mean (SD)

Participants All 747 1512
HeSVA 108 (50.7) 105 (49.3)

Cleveland 241 (51.0) 232 (49.0)
McMaster 142 (51.6) 133 (48.4)
Trondheim 42 (25.1) 125 (74.9)

ESTER 46 (6.1) 703 (93.9)
BLS 168 (44.0) 214 (56.0)

Age at assessment, y All 22.9 (2.7) 23.1 (2.3) .14
HeSVA 24.6 (2.1) 24.6 (2.2) .89

Cleveland 20.2 (0.5)a 20.1 (0.5)a .05
McMaster 23.3 (1.2) 23.7 (1.0)b .004
Trondheim 19.6 (0.8) 19.7 (0.7) .64

ESTER 23.0 (1.4) 23.4 (1.2) .07
BLS 26.3 (0.6) 26.3 (0.6) .74

Men All 335 (44.8) 710 (47.0) .34
HeSVA 48 (44.4) 45 (42.9) .82

Cleveland 116 (48.1) 108 (46.6) .73
McMaster 62 (43.7) 60 (45.1) .81
Trondheim 19 (45.2) 54 (43.2) .82

ESTER 13 (28.3) 342 (48.6) .007
BLS 77 (45.8) 101 (47.2) .79

Gestational length, wk All 29.7 (2.6) 39.8 (1.3)c <.001
HeSVA 29.3 (2.4) 40.1 (1.1) <.001

Cleveland 30.1 (2.3) NA; all �37 NA
McMaster 27.5 (2.3) NA NA
Trondheim 29.0 (2.3) 39.7 (1.2) <.001

ESTER 30.5 (2.3) 39.8 (1.3)c <.001
BLS 31.0 (2.4) 40.1 (1.2) <.001

Birth weight (g) All 1120 (243) 3501 (517) <.001
HeSVA 1137 (218) 3609 (489) <.001

Cleveland 1180 (219) NA NA
McMaster 840 (125) 3388 (481) <.001
Trondheim 1238 (191) 3361 (547) <.001

ESTER 1258 (198) 3573 (526) <.001
BLS 1193 (216) 3360 (446) <.001

ELBW All 289 (38.7) NA NA
HeSVA 30 (27.8) 0 (0.0) NA

Cleveland 63 (26.1) NA NA
McMaster 142 (100.0) 0 (0.0) NA
Trondheim 6 (14.3) 0 (0.0) NA

ESTER 8 (17.4) 0 (0.0) NA
BLS 40 (23.8) 0 (0.0) NA

SGAd All 97 (13.0) 9 (0.8)e <.001
HeSVA 9 (8.3) 0 (0.0) .003

Cleveland 28 (11.6) NA NA
McMaster 15 (10.6) NA NA
Trondheim 2 (4.8) 1 (0.8)f .10

ESTER 3 (6.5) 4 (0.6)g <.001
BLS 40 (23.8) 4 (1.9) <.001

Multiple birth All 147 (19.7)h 14 (0.9) <.001
HeSVA 17 (15.7) 0 (0.0) <.001

Cleveland 43 (17.8) NA NA
McMaster 14 (9.9)h NA NA
Trondheim 9 (21.4) 0 (0.0) <.001

ESTER 13 (28.3) 7 (1.0) <.001
BLS 51 (30.4) 7 (3.3) <.001

Neurosensory impairments All 119 (15.9) 21 (1.4) <.001
HeSVA 9 (8.3) 1 (1.0) .01

Cleveland 20 (4.2) 0 (0.0) <.001
McMaster 47 (33.1) 10 (7.5) <.001
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Do Differences in Mental Health 
Problems Between Preterm and 
Controls Vary by Sex?

Sex × preterm versus control 
interactions were significant in 
the analyses of intrusive behavior 
(P = .02) and avoidant personality 
problems (P = .03). In the separate 
meta-analyses for men and women, 
both preterm men (� = –.02; 95% 

CI = –.04 to –.00; P = .03) and women 
(� = –.10; 95% CI = –.17 to –.03; P = 
.005) reported fewer problems on 
intrusive behaviors than controls. 
Furthermore, both preterm men (� = 
.02; 95% CI = .00 to .04; P = .02) and 
women (� = .18; 95% CI = .11 to .25; 
P < .001) reported more avoidant 
personality problems than controls. 
However, the differences between 

preterms and controls were more 
pronounced in women.

Do Differences in Mental Health 
Problems in the Preterm Group Vary 
by SGA and AGA Birth?

Finally, we examined whether 
those born preterm at SGA and AGA 
differed from each other in mental 
health problems. The SGA group 
reported fewer thought problems 

6

Characteristic Preterm VLBW/ELBW Control P for Preterm Versus 
Controln (%)/Mean (SD) n (%)/Mean (SD)

Trondheim 2 (4.8) 1 (0.8) .09
ESTER 6 (13.0) 8 (1.1) <.001
BLS 35 (20.8) 1 (0.5) <.001

Highest parental education
 Lower secondary or less All 152 (20.3) 181 (12.0) <.001

HeSVA 11 (10.2) 6 (5.7) .23
Cleveland 50 (20.7) 34 (14.7) .08
McMaster 22 (15.5) 19 (14.3) .78
Trondheim 19 (45.2) 31 (24.8) .01

ESTER 4 (8.7) 55 (7.8) .83
BLS 46 (27.4) 36 (16.8) .01

 Higher secondary All 260 (34.8) 668 (44.2) <.001
HeSVA 21 (19.4) 18 (17.1) .66

Cleveland 97 (40.2) 81 (34.9) .23
McMaster 38 (26.8) 31 (23.3) .51
Trondheim 2 (4.8) 18 (14.4) .10

ESTER 26 (56.5) 411 (58.5) .80
BLS 76 (45.2) 109 (50.9) .27

 Lower tertiary All 174 (23.3) 305 (20.2) .09
HeSVA 40 (37.0) 35 (33.3) .57

Cleveland 74 (30.7) 90 (38.8) .07
McMaster 36 (25.4) 42 (31.6) .25
Trondheim 7 (16.7) 29 (23.2) .37

ESTER 5 (10.9) 91 (12.9) .68
BLS 12 (7.1) 18 (8.4) .65

 Higher tertiary All 124 (16.6) 311 (20.6) .02
HeSVA 34 (31.5) 46 (43.8) .06

Cleveland 3 (1.2) 10 (4.3) .04
McMaster 35 (24.6) 37 (27.8) .55
Trondheim 10 (23.8) 27 (21.6) .77

ESTER 11 (23.9) 140 (19.9) .51
BLS 31 (18.5) 51 (23.8) .20

 Not known/missing All 37 (5.0) 47 (3.1) .03
HeSVA 2 (1.9) 0 (0.0) .16

Cleveland 17 (7.1) 17 (7.3) .91
McMaster 11 (7.7) 4 (3.0) .08
Trondheim 4 (9.5) 20 (16.0) .30

ESTER 0 (0.0) 6 (0.9) .53
BLS 3 (1.8) 0 (0.0) .05

NA, not available.
a Fifteen missing (data imputed with cohort-speci“ c mean value in analyses).
b Two missing (data imputed with cohort-speci“ c mean value in analyses).
c Seven missing.
d According to Olsen et al growth standards25; birth weight for sex and gestational length less than or equal to …2 SD.
e Ten missing.
f One missing.
g Nine missing.
h Three missing.

TABLE 1  Continued
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than the AGA group (� = –3.00; 
95% CI = –4.45 to –1.55; P < .001). 
Otherwise these groups were similar 
(Ps > .05; data not shown).

DISCUSSION

Our study is the first individual 
participant data meta-analysis 
of self-reported mental health 
problems in young adults born 
preterm. Our sizable sample of 747 
adults born preterm at VLBW and of 
1512 term controls represent data 
from 6 longitudinal birth cohort 
studies from 5 countries. We found 
that those born preterm at VLBW 
reported more internalizing and 
avoidant personality problems and 
fewer externalizing, rule-breaking, 
intrusive, and antisocial personality 
problems than term controls. When 
the analyses were restricted to 
the smallest of preterms, those 
born preterm at ELBW reported 
fewer externalizing problems than 
controls. Cohort heterogeneity 
was not significant in any of 
these analyses. Findings are thus 
not explained by differences in 
cultural or region-specific origins 
of the cohorts. Differences between 
preterms and controls were not 
accounted for by the participant’s 
age, sex, multiple birth, parental 
education, or neurosensory 
impairments. Additional sensitivity 
analyses excluding individuals with 
neurosensory impairments did not 
alter the main findings substantially.

Our findings suggest that there is a 
universal phenotype of mental health 
problems in adults born preterm 
characterized by internalizing and 
avoidant personality problems. This 
indicates that adults born VLBW 
may worry more; be more anxious, 
shy, and withdrawn; and lack self-
confidence in social relationships. 
These findings are in partial 
agreement with individual studies on 
self-reported mental health problems 
in adults born preterm showing more 
internalizing and social problems 

but less consistent findings on 
externalizing problems. 9,  10,  12 –14 
Previous studies on personality traits 
have also shown more withdrawal, 
social avoidance, and anxiousness 26,  27 
and less extraversion, hostility, and 
assertiveness 28 –30 in VLBW adults. 
Furthermore, these behavioral 
characteristics of VLBW adults are 
reflected in their reports of less 
risk-taking behavior and fewer 
romantic partners. 16,  27,  31 Our results 
are also in partial agreement with 
childhood meta-analyses that have 
demonstrated more internalizing 
and attention problems but mixed 
findings on externalizing problems. 32, 33 
Thus, our findings suggest that 
problems in internalizing and 
social behaviors may persist into 
adulthood. The absence of self-
reported attention problems in 
preterm-born adults in our meta-
analysis may reflect a change in 
the symptom manifestation from 
childhood to adulthood. However, 
speculation on developmental change 

should be treated with caution 
because the age-dependent decline 
in attention-deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD) problems seems 
to be even greater in the general 
population,  21 and different measures 
and/or informants have been used 
to measure symptomatology in 
childhood and in adulthood.

We also examined differences in 
findings by sex, and if in the preterm 
group those born SGA and AGA 
differed from each other. In both men 
and women, less intrusive behavior 
problems and more avoidant 
personality problems were more 
characteristic of preterms than of 
controls, but the group differences 
were more pronounced among 
women. Furthermore, preterms born 
SGA reported less thought problems 
than those born AGA. These specific 
associations have not been reported 
before, although elevated risk of 
depressive,  15 internalizing,  10 
and ADHD 16,  34 problems for 
preterms born SGA, and internalizing 
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 FIGURE 2
Associations between preterm birth at VLBW or ELBW and self-reported total, externalizing and 
internalizing problems in adulthood. The black boxes and corresponding numbers represent betas 
and re” ect mean differences between the preterm group born at VLBW or ELBW and the term control 
group in T score units adjusted for sex, age at follow-up in adulthood, multiple birth, parental 
education and neurosensory impairments, and error bars and corresponding numbers show 95% CI. 
The size of the black box indicates the weight (%) of the individual value in the overall meta-analysis.
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 FIGURE 3
Associations between preterm birth at VLBW or ELBW and mental health problems on the ASR syndrome scales in adulthood. The black boxes and 
corresponding numbers represent betas and re” ect mean differences between the preterm group born at VLBW or ELBW and the term control group 
in T score units adjusted for sex, age at follow-up in adulthood, multiple birth, parental education and neurosensory impairments, and error bars and 
corresponding numbers show 95% CI. The size of the black box indicates the weight (%) of the individual value in the overall meta-analysis.
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problems for preterm women12 have 
been reported. The inconsistent 
pattern of previous studies and 
the current meta-analysis may 

arise from different sample sizes 
or different definitions of SGA. It is 
also noteworthy that previous meta-
analyses in preterm children have not 

studied whether there are differences 
in mental health problems between 
the sexes, or between those born SGA 
or AGA. 32,  33

9
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Apart from studies using self-
reports of mental health, nationwide 
registry studies have demonstrated 
an increased risk for a range of 
manifest psychiatric disorders, 
including nonaffective psychotic 
disorders and bipolar affective 
disorders, depressive disorders, 
ADHD, and autism 6,  7 in adults 
born preterm. Other studies using 
structured psychiatric interviews 
have also found an increased risk for 
depression and anxiety disorders 11,  35, 36 
and ADHD 34,  36 and a lower risk 
for substance-use disorders 34 in 
adulthood. Childhood studies, 
which have indicated increased 
risks for attention and internalizing 
problems,  32, 33 as well as externalizing 
problems,  32 have used parent- or 
teacher-reports.

However, mental health problems 
were self-reported in the current 
study. Therefore, direct comparisons 
with studies that have fused 
diagnoses of severe mental disorders 
from nationwide registries or that 
have used structured psychiatric 
interviews or parent- or teacher-
reports are not fully justified. For 
example, psychotic disorders or 
autism are not comprehensively 
assessed in the ASR. It has been 
estimated that health care services 
use and expenditure is higher in the 
preterm group,  37 which may also 
lead to more sensitive diagnosing 
of psychiatric disorders among 
them. However, the partially 
discrepant study findings may 
also reflect the difference between 
categorical diagnostic approaches 
and dimensional self-assessments. 
Diagnoses represent severe mental 
disorders, whereas dimensional 
self-assessments also cover the 
subclinical symptoms. Thus, they 
supplement each other in adding 
understanding of mental health 
problems among adults born 
preterm. Hence, differences in 
the study findings may arise from 
the different source of obtaining 
information and different focus 

of instruments. In line with this, 
previous studies have demonstrated 
that parent ratings and in-depth 
psychiatric interviews assign more 
problems to preterm-born adults’ 
mental health than their self-
reports. 9,  12,  13, 38

Potential underlying mechanisms 
for our findings are multiple, 
including neurobiological, 
endocrinological, and psychosocial 
processes, which may individually 
affect or interact, resulting in 
the outcomes found in our meta-
analysis. 39 Being born preterm 
affects brain development, causing 
reductions in total brain volume 
and disruptions in specific regional 
structures, structural connectome, 
and functional connectivity,  40 – 42 
with neuroinflammation possibly 
contributing to the disruption 
of neural development.43,  44 
Furthermore, potential abnormalities 
in brain development and function 
may directly be associated with 
behavioral, mental, and social 
problems,  45,  46 or the association 
may be mediated by executive 
function problems. 47 – 50 In relation 
to endocrinological pathways, 
preterm birth, together with periods 
of treatment in the NICU, parental 
separation, and distress, may alter 
the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal 
axis functioning of the developing 
infant 51  – 55 and predispose 
preterm children to stress-related 
problems. Furthermore, there is 
increasing evidence that preterm 
children may more frequently 
be targets of peer victimization 
(bullying), which may as well 
contribute to emotional problems 
through increased psychosocial 
stress and marginalization. 39,  56 
In addition, although studies on 
parenting sensitivity with preterm 
children are varied, 57 prematurity 
may cause long-term challenges 
for the development of parent-
child relationship that fosters 
the emotional and behavioral 
development of the child. 51,  58 

Naturally, genetic mechanisms 
cannot be ruled out either. However, 
at least part of the association 
between preterm birth and mental 
health problems is found to be 
independent of familial confounding. 7 
Although sociodemographic 
factors have also been shown to 
differ between preterm and term 
populations 59 and to affect mental 
health outcomes, 60 our findings 
persisted after controlling for 
parental education.

Our study has limitations, including 
the lack of data on childhood or 
adolescent mental health, so we 
could not study continuity of mental 
health in preterm individuals in 
our meta-analysis. In addition, 
our findings from exclusively self-
reported data should be confirmed by 
other assessment methods, including 
psychiatric diagnostic interviews 
and alternative data sources such 
as ratings by parents or spouses, 
given the previously demonstrated 
discrepancy between the self-report 
and parent assessments. 9,  12,  13,  38 The 
several strengths of our study include 
the large sample size combining 
individual participant data across 6 
cohorts. Yet although the direction of 
differences between ELBW and term 
controls was generally similar to 
differences we found between VLBW 
and term controls, the relatively low 
number of ELBWs in these cohorts 
may have restricted the power 
to detect statistically significant 
differences. We were able to gather 
comprehensive perinatal, childhood, 
and adulthood data, which enabled 
us to control for various confounders 
and analyze the results according to 
subgroups. An additional strength 
lies in the self-reported mental 
health problems scales that were 
comparable across cohorts.

CONCLUSIONS

According to our individual 
participant data meta-analysis 
across 6 cohorts from 5 countries, 
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self-reports of adults born preterm at 
VLBW reveal a characteristic preterm 
behavioral phenotype that includes 
a heightened risk for internalizing 
type of problems and avoidant 
personality problems in combination 
with a lowered risk for externalizing 
problem types. Our findings 
support the view that preterm birth 
constitutes an early vulnerability 
factor with long-term consequences 
on the individual into adulthood. This 
calls for increasing attention from 
school and health care professionals 
to recognize the preterm behavioral 
phenotype and the potential need 
for supportive measures. Research 
on preventive interventions is 
warranted to investigate whether 
these long-term effects can be 
attenuated.
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