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Should Pregnant Women Adhere to Vegetarian Diets? 
Scientific review examines the pros and cons of plant-based diets during
pregnancy 

Good nutrition is important for all people at all stages of life, but especially so
for women who are pregnant.  What women eat when they are pregnant has
a major impact on their own health as well as fetal development and their
children's health later in life.

Recently, the authors of " Plant-Based and Plant-Rich Diet Patterns during
Gestation: Beneficial Effects and Possible Shortcomings," published in the
September 2015 issue of Advances in Nutrition, examined the research on
the effects of strict or mostly vegetarian and vegan diets on both pregnant
mothers and their children. Overall, the authors concluded that plant-based
or plant-rich diets confer protection to both mothers and newborns by
reducing the risk of several pregnancy complications, protecting against
damage to DNA, and decreasing the risk of developing a number of pediatric
diseases. 

The authors cited a number of studies that found links between plant-based
diets and a lower risk of preeclampsia, gestational diabetes, gestational
weight gain, and leg cramps during pregnancy. In addition, studies have
shown that pregnant women affected by chronic kidney disease fare better
when placed on low-protein vegan or vegetarian diets. This is particularly
important given the lack of therapeutic drugs suitable for managing chronic
kidney disease during pregnancy. 

In addition to protecting the health of the mother, plant-based diets and a
high intake of fruits and vegetables during pregnancy may also lower infants'
and children's risk of developing certain diseases. The authors pointed to a
broad range of studies that linked plant-based maternal diets to reduced risk
of asthma, diabetes, and certain types of childhood cancers. 

Although research findings generally support plant-based diets during
pregnancy, there are some caveats, in particular for mothers following very
strict or limited vegan or vegetarian diets. These women may have nutritional
deficiencies that could affect both their health as well as the health of their
fetuses and babies. The authors pointed to one study that found up to 39% of
pregnant women following vegetarian diets were deficient in vitamin B-12,
which is critical in supporting healthy pregnancies. 
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A plant-based or plant-rich diet for women who are pregnant or considering
becoming pregnant is generally advisable. These women, however, should
consult with their health care providers to ensure that they get all the
nutrients they need to support their health during pregnancy and the health
of their children. 

Vitamin B-12 Essential for Healthy Pregnancies
Scientific review examines the effect of vitamin B12 deficiency on mothers
and their infants  

Just published in the September 2015 issue of Advances in Nutrition, "
Vitamin B-12 and Perinatal Health," examines the current body of evidence
linking maternal vitamin B-12 status to the health of the mother and her fetus
and newborn baby. 

Based on the authors' review of the scientific literature, they believe that the
importance of adequate vitamin B-12 intake both before and during
pregnancy cannot be overemphasized. The effect of maternal vitamin B-12
deficiency on infants is highly varied. Infants born to mothers with a vitamin
B-12-deficiency are at increased risk for low birth weight, anemia, neural
tube closure defects, and impaired growth and brain development. These
health and development problems are often irreversible. 

The effects of maternal vitamin B-12 deficiency may not be immediately
apparent. Several studies, for example, have noted an association between
low maternal vitamin B-12 status during pregnancy and insulin resistance in
children later in life. Insulin resistance, in turn, may lead to diabetes. 

Vitamin B-12 deficiency is also associated with adverse health outcomes for
pregnant mothers. There is strong evidence linking it to preeclampsia, for
example. B-12 deficiency may be linked to other adverse health outcomes
for the mother such as gestational diabetes and maternal anemia; however,
research findings in these areas are conflicting or less clear. 

Poor vitamin B-12 status also has a major impact on the ability to bring a
pregnancy to full term. The authors point to one study, for example, in which
maternal vitamin B-12 deficiency was associated with nine-fold greater odds
of early recurrent miscarriage. 

Vitamin B-12 deficiency is a major public health problem worldwide,
particularly in developing nations. The increasing evidence linking low
maternal vitamin B-12 status to adverse maternal and child health outcomes
has stimulated interest in mandatory food fortification with vitamin B-12.
However, data are limited on the efficacy of vitamin B-12 supplementation on
maternal and child health outcomes. 

Although the association between vitamin B-12 and the health of both
mother and child has been well established, the underlying causal
mechanisms are still unknown. Calling for more research, the authors note
that the "role of vitamin B-12 in the etiology of adverse perinatal outcomes
needs to be elucidated to inform public health interventions." 
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