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Many things can cause death or deformity to the 
unborn baby . Examples are poor nutrition , disease, 
drugs, smoking, and radiation. The damage depends on 
the nature , amount , and time they are introduced into the 
developing infant . Timing is the critical factor in 
determining if an environmental influence will produce 
any bad effects. If an organism is forming when a 
destructive agent is introduced, it may never develop 
fully . 

An environmental interference in the first three 
months of pregnancy (the germinal and embryonic stages) 
is especially harmful because of formation and growth of 
fetal body organs and parts . Since the woman is often 
unsure of pregnancy until the second or third month , 
damage may be done without intention. The mother-to
be should think seriously about her diet, use of drugs, and 
other critical factors throughout the childbearing years . 

Nutrition 
Well-nourished women are more likely to have 

successful pregnancies. Mothers who eat a well-balanced 
diet before and during pregnancy bear healthier babies 
and have fewer complications during pregnancy and 
childbirth . Mothers with inadequate diets are more likely 
to have premature or low birth-weight babies, infants 
born dead or dying soon after birth, or infants with 
abnormalities. In extreme situations, poor nutrition may 
result in failure ro conceive. 

Although a deficiency or excess of one nutrient may be 
associated with a particular deformity, many nutrients 
may be missing or limited . Before and during pregnancy 
food intake should provide adequate vitamins , minerals, 
protein, and energy . The best way to insure an adequate 
diet is to eat a variety of foods as recommended in The 
Food For Fitness Guide (Home Economics Guide 1918) . 

Poorly nourished women given nutritional supple
ments during pregnancy have better chances of having 
healthy babies and are able to breast feed their infants for a 
longer period of time . Whether supplements are given as 
food or particular nutrients, pregnant women need to 

develop good eating habits before and during pregnancy 

Ann A. Hertzler 
Nutrition Extension Specialist 

Mothers who eat a well-balanced diet during pregnancy bear 
healthier babies and have fewer complications during child

birth. 
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to insure proper nutrients for health and development. 
Both nutrition and family stimulation are important 

in learning and development of the infant . Poorly 
nourished families are more likely to have children with 
low intellectual development. Dietary supplements pro
vide extra nourishment so that mothers and children have 
energy to play . Interaction with infants stimulates intel
lectual development and may be as important as nutri
tion . 
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The mother who is relaxed and calm gives her fetus a healthful prenatal environment. 

Maternal Health 
The circulatory systems of the mother and the 

developing fetus are separate, but certain infections may 
enter the infant's bloodstream through the placenta, and 
affect the developmental process. 

German Measles (rubella) contracted by the mother in 
the first four months of pregnancy may cause congenital 
abnormalities such as vision and hearing defects, mental 
retardation, heart defects, growth retardation, and central 
nervous system damage. Chicken pox, mumps, measles, 
smallpox, and scarlet fever are all transmittable from 
mother to the developing fetus in utero, sometimes with 
fatal results. 

A mild infection, usually unnoticed and resembling a 
cold, called toxoplasmosis, may be contracted by about 
one in four pregnant women in the United States 
(National Foundation/March of Dimes 1972). This dis
ease may cause brain damage, blindness, or possibly even 
death for the infant and may be caused by eating raw or 
undercooked meat or coming into contact with feces of 
cats who have the disease. 

The mother's mental health or emotional state may 
also have an influence on the development of the infant. If 
the mother is calm and relaxed, the fetus grows and 
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develops in a different environment from the mother who 
is tense and anxious. Chemical changes, due to prolonged 
hypertension or stress in the mother, may upset her body 
system and harm the embryo. Chemicals in the blood 
stream, hormones within the body, and cell metabolism 
are different, depending on the mother's emotional 
condition. 

Drugs, Smoking, Alcohol 
Certain drugs can be harmful to the developing fetus 

and result in effects ranging from mild (slightly under
weight babies born to women who smoke heavily) to 
severe (deformities caused by thalidomide) . LSD, a 
hallucinogenic compound, has been cited as a possible 
cause of chromosomal defects in the user with unknown 
effects on her children. 

Drugs may affect the developing infant in three 
different ways. One, they may cause the formation of a 
drug change in the mother , fetus, or placenta. This has 
happened with some synthetic sex steroids which mas
culinize the fetus. Secondly, they may alter the maternal 
physiology and thus the intrauterine environment. This 
may result from a spinal anesthetic given a woman during 
childbirth which may lower her blood pressure and reduce 
the supply of oxygen to the infant . Thirdly, drugs could 
cross the placenta unchanged and affect the developing 
feuts in the same way they affect the mother . That is, the 
infant may become addicted to a drug and go through 
severe withdrawal problems at birth. 

Much work needs to be done to determine the specific 
effects of drugs on the fetus. While a father's drug intake 
does not directly affect the intrauterine environment, it 
may affect genetic transmission by damaging the chromo
somes which are passed on to the fetus. 

legs) and cardiac effects (Children Today, September
October, 1977). 

Summary 
It is necessary that the prenatal environment be the 

best since recent research points to the possibility that 
learning can take place before birth . The infant in utero 
has been known to react to sounds and light, which may 
be reflexive but indicates some neurological functioning 
and adaptation. Therefore, the woman during her child
bearing years should consider her state of health and her 
habits regarding nutrition, drugs, smoking, and alcohol. 
If she does so, the odds are that she will give birth to a 
healthy, normal child who will develop normally. 

For the healthy development of a baby some dos are: 
-Eat well balanced meals, including foods from the 

four food groups. 
Meats 
Fruits and Vegetables 
Breads and Cereals 
Milk 

-Avoid use of drugs and alcohol. 
-Avoid contact with those who may have any disease 

such as German Measles. 
-Check with your physician on the advisability of 

any vaccinations or immunizations. 
-Stop smoking. 
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