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Abstract

The principal therapeutic target of antenatal corticosteroids (ACS) is the fetal
lung, but corticosteroids possess potent pleiotropic effects, thereby carrying the
potential for iatrogenic, off-target consequences. A recent study using human
neural organoids identified dexamethasone as an environmental factor capable of
shifting neuronal developmental trajectory from an excitatory to an inhibitory
pattern. Inhibitory neuronal preponderance in fetal neurodevelopment is critical
to the pathogenesis of mental and neurodevelopmental disorders. Such reports
added to extensive animal study findings and mounting epidemiological data
support the conclusion that ACS can induce multisystem fetal changes with the
potential to increase long-term health risks. Given the documented potential risks,
we believe a compelling scientific and bioethical imperative exists to reconsider
the current approach to ACS, with a heightened emphasis on judicious selection
of patients and reduction in exposure magnitude. Beyond exercising prudence and
adopting a more selective approach, clinicians have an ethical obligation to
discuss potential long-term consequences with pregnant women. Risk-benefit
discussions are particularly essential with late preterm gestational age ACS
administrations.
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