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The role of steroid hormones 

in cervical ripening 

A. LIAPIS - D. HASSIAKOS - A. SARANTAKOU - G. DINAS - P.A. ZOURLAS

Summary: Dehydroepiandrosterone sulphate (DHEA-S), estradiol (E,), estriol (E3), progeste
rone (P4) and comsol(F) maternal plasma con entratlons were determmed using enzyme or fluo
roimmunoassays in 28 healthy pregnant women prior to the induction of labour, performed for 
various reasons, in order to evaluate their impict on cervical ripening. Mean maternal and gesta
tional ages were 24.7土3.6 years and 39.1土1.9 weeks, respectively, and the gravidity ranged from 
0-4. The subjects were divided according to cer ical maturity into Group A (n= 13, Bishop scores
>4) and Group B (n= 15, Bishop scores <4).

There w�re no s_ta�istically_ �ignificant di任er nces observed between the two groups as to con
centrations of oestradiol, oestriol, progesterone and cortisol. However, significantly higher concen
trations of DHEA-S were found in group A compared to group B (1335土885 ng/ml and 558.2土
191.4 ng/ml, respectively), (p<0.001). 

In conclusion, _the high DHEA-S co��entrati_on� in'.'.1�terna! pla.s1:;a may pjay a� importa_nt 
role in pregnancy by producing favourable cerv·cal conditions for delivery or by triggering the 
labour itself. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The endocrine activity of the feto-pla
cental unit is remarkably altered during the 
last weeks of normal pregnancies. It has 
been proved that these functional changes 
of fetal adrenal glands play an important 
role in fetal lung maturation and the ini
tiation of labour in many mammalian spe
cies (l-5)． 

Fetal adrenal weight increases rapidly 
after the 34th week and despite the reco-
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gnized importance of fetal adrenal function 
in pregnancy homeostasis, the regulation 
of steroidogenesis is not well defined. It 
has been shown that corticosteroid con
centrations in fetal blood and 17�-estra
diol and estriol maternal circulation levels 
increase approximately during the 36th 
week of gestation and this estrogen surge 
has been attributed to the increased pro
duction of DHEA-S by the fetal adrenal 
gland（立7). However, it has been shown 
that estrogen and consequently DHEA-S 
promote cervical softening and may be as
sociated with the ability to induce la
bor (s-12). 

The present investigation was underta
ken in order to evaluate the maternal pla
sma circulating levels of DHEA-S, estra
diol, estriol, progesterone and cortisol in 
3rd trimester pregnancies and to investi-
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