Nourishing Yourself and Your Unborn

There is so much advice about nutrition and pregnancy available that it can be very confusing to follow.  We are so different in our nutritional needs that it seems silly for all of us to follow any one recommendation.  The following dietary information is offered to help you identify where your strengths and weaknesses may be when it comes to diet and pregnancy.  Many nutrition “facts” are only “facts” for awhile.  There is new information every day about foods and supplements.  Use the following information as a general guideline, not a strict formula or prescription.  You will modify it to fit your needs and desires.


Many of us know what good nutrition is but find it difficult to adhere to a healthy diet.  Our eating behavior may not be well-managed.  We may have strong aversions or cravings that are not healthy for us, especially during pregnancy.  If you think you have a disordered appetite due to depression or, if you are bulimic, anorexic, or obsessive/compulsive when it comes to food, talk with your midwife about strategies for balancing your food intake and eating behavior in pregnancy. 
Basic Healthy Eating Principles
· Select foods that are as close to their natural state as possible.  Foods that are processed and packaged for long-term storage are generally not as nutritious as fresh.  Frozen produce is an exception to this.  Many vegetables and fruits are frozen right after harvesting and their nutrients are preserved.  White flour, white rice, white pasta, etc. are examples of “refined” or processed foods.  In order for these foods to last on the shelf, much of their nutrients have been stripped.  Select “whole-grain” bread and pasta products in order to get the fiber, B Vitamins and other nutrients that are present in the grain.
· Eat a variety of foods.  This will maximize your chance for getting all the nutrients you need.
· Select fruits and vegetables that are deeply colored.  Dark green, orange, reds and yellows will provide you with rich nutrients.
· Wash your fruits, vegetables and meats before you prepare them and eat them.  You can remove harmful pesticides, herbicides and other potentially harmful substances.

· Drink water.  It is usually recommended that you have 6-8 glasses of water a day.  Beverages that are highly sweetened will be a nutritional stress on your body and you should avoid them.  Naturally sweet beverages, such as fruit juices should be consumed in very moderate amounts and not at all if you are concerned about gestational diabetes. (Whole fruits will supply more of the nutrients you need without the concentrated amount of carbohydrate (sugar) in fruit juices.)
· Produce should be eaten raw and/or lightly sautéed or steamed in order to preserve the nutrients.

· Meats should be thoroughly cooked to kill potentially harmful organisms.  
· Eat meals and snacks regularly.  Going long periods without fuel is stressful for pregnancy.  Some mothers-to-be feel better when they have a snack in the middle of the night, especially in early pregnancy, when it is common to feel nausea.  Pregnant women burn their fuel up much more rapidly than when not pregnant so it is easier to feel symptoms of low blood sugar such as nausea, shakiness, or weakness.  Eating small, frequent meals all day long and even at night may help stabilize blood sugars.  “Grazing” all day may be the way to get your food without feeling too full, especially as you near the end of your pregnancy. Take snacks with you when you go out in case meals are delayed.

· If your appetite is off or you are ill, you can continue to get nutrition and fluids by sipping frequently on a smoothie or a shake made with healthy ingredients.  When you are not feeling well it may be difficult to prepare the shake so ask a family member or friend to do it for you.  If you do not tolerate chilled shakes, a warmed broth/soup or milk-based beverage will do nicely as well.  
· Vitamins and minerals and other supplements can be taken with meals while your digestive juices are flowing!  Keep them easily accessible so it is not an inconvenience to take them.  If you are having trouble with this, ask your mate or another family member to serve them to you on a daily basis.  You deserve assistance and your helpers will feel the satisfaction of contributing to the goal of a healthy pregnancy and baby.
· Get the food in your mouth.  Many women are great at gathering, preparing and serving food; making sure everyone else in the family is fed but they don’t manage to get the food into their own bodies.  Get help with this.  Assign a family member to see to your needs, to encourage you, serve you, etc.  “Feed your self first” is a good motto.  It is not selfish.  It is practical.  Others will not go without just because you are getting fed!
What Do You Need To Eat?
Pregnant women have an increased need for protein, calcium, vitamin A, vitamin D, B vitamins, vitamin C, iron, zinc and sodium.  Of course, there are other nutrients they need to be healthy, but the rapid growth happening during pregnancy demands a plentiful supply of these nutrients. 

The following is a list of possibilities for how one might get this nutrition:

Protein:  Protein is the building block of every body tissue.  Every part of your baby’s body, especially the brain, will need protein to grow and develop and function.  Every part of your body needs protein to function properly.  Your body knows just exactly how to do the work and growth of pregnancy but it needs protein to do it.
The National Academy of Sciences suggests that a pregnant woman should get about 75 grams of protein per day.  Some experts on nutrition in pregnancy recommend 100 grams per day from the 5th month on.  Experts advising vegan (total vegetarian) pregnant women believe that 50 grams is adequate.  Talk with your midwife about what advice is relevant to your unique needs.  There will be an increased need for protein if you are a pregnant adolescent, if you are carrying twins, if you are recovering from physical trauma or surgery, or if you have mal-absorption syndromes.  

	Protein intake can be assured in other ways as well. Combining foods that are not made up of complete proteins will increase your total intake.

Examples of protein combining:

Wheat and milk

Rice and milk

Rice and legumes

Rice and sesame seeds

Soybeans and millet

Peanuts and sunflower seeds

Beans and corn

Beans and milk

Peanuts and milk


Foods Rich in Protein:  each will supply about 15 grams of protein 

· 2 large or 3 medium eggs
· 2 ounces natural cheese like cheddar, Swiss, muenster
· ½ cup cottage cheese
· 2-2 1/2 ounces of meat, fish or poultry
· 2 cups milk, including whole, skim, yogurt or buttermilk
· 4 tablespoons peanut butter or ½ cup peanuts
· 1 cup cooked beans (lentils, chickpeas, kidney beans)
· 6 ounces firm tofu (soy bean curd)
· ¾ cup cooked soybeans
· ½ cup sunflower seeds
Calcium:  Calcium is a main component of bones and teeth but it is a mineral that serves many critical functions in the human body.  The functioning of our nervous system and whole metabolism is dependent on calcium.
Foods rich in calcium: each will supply the calcium equivalent to one cup of milk (about 300 mg).
· 1 ½ ounces of natural cheese

	Snacks to add calcium to your diet:

· baked goods made with sesame seeds or soy flour

· dried apricots or figs

· ripe olives

· almonds


· ¾ pound or 2 cups cooked fresh broccoli

· 1/3 cup dry milk powder

· 1 cup yogurt

· 1 ½ -2 cups cottage cheese

· 2 cups cooked soybeans

· 8 ounces tofu

· 1 cup almonds

· 1 ½ cup ice cream

· 3 tablespoons ground sesame seeds or ¼ cup tahini

· ½-2/3 cup salmon canned with bone
· 2 ½ ounces sardines canned

· 1 ½ cups cooked fresh kale or collard greens

· 3 tablespoons blackstrap molasses

· 1-1/2 cups pinto beans or black beans

Vitamin A:  This nutrient is very important for proper functioning of the immune system.  It helps us build resistance to infection and has a role in preventing cancer.  We use this nutrient in the formation of our tooth enamel even before the teeth have emerged.  This vitamin is one that can become toxic if you are taking supplements with mega doses of vitamin A.  Recent studies on Vitamin A have indicated pregnant women should not take more than 7000 IUs per day because higher amounts have been linked to birth defects.  If you are getting your vitamin A in your foods, you do not need to be concerned with toxicity.
Foods rich in vitamin A:  Leafy greens and orange fruits and vegetables are a good source of vitamin A.
Organ meats (liver, kidney) butter and whole milk are also good sources of vitamin A.  Have one large or two to three medium servings per day.

apricots 


pumpkin

carrots




sweet potato or yam

tomato


parsley



leafy green lettuce

dandelion leaves  
turnip greens

nectarines


mangos


mustard greens or collards

asparagus


peaches


persimmons

plantains


purple plums

cantaloupe

cherries



winter squash
Vitamin D:  We need this nutrient in order to make use of our calcium.  You can get vitamin D from sunlight and some foods.  It is possible to take too much vitamin D if you are taking supplements.  It is recommended that a pregnant woman needs 10-12.5 mcg (400-500 IUs) per day.

Foods that are good sources of vitamin D: 

fish liver oils

sprouted seeds

egg yolks

butter

sunflower seeds

fortified milk

sardines

B vitamins:  There are 11 different vitamins in this group.  We use these vitamins to prevent anemia, aid digestion of protein, assist cell division/growth, calm our nervous system, keep our skin healthy and provide energy.  Folic acid is one of the B vitamins which has recently been recognized at being vitally important in early pregnancy in order to prevent birth defects and miscarriages.  It is important to have enough folic acid in your body when you plan to conceive.  400 mcg daily during the first six weeks of pregnancy is advised for all pregnant women.
Foods that are good sources of  B vitamins:  Try to eat 4-8 servings a day of whole, unrefined grain products.  One serving would equal about 1 slice of bread or ½ cup of cooked grain.  A good supplement would be brewer’s yeast. (Tablets or powder stirred in juice or sprinkled on foods) 

 
brown rice

whole wheat

rye   

millet


wheat germ

organ meats

mushrooms

pork


milk

dark leafy greens
fresh fruits

fresh vegetables


almonds

peanuts


brewer’s yeast

eggs


legumes

potatoes 


blackstrap molasses
oats


wheat bran
Vitamin C:  This nutrient is critical for strengthening cell walls.  It helps all our tissues be strong.  It aids in wound healing and it helps our body make use of many other nutrients.  We use this vitamin up rapidly, especially when under stress.  We need to supply ourselves daily because it is not stored in our body.
Foods that are rich in vitamin C:

citrus fruits

melons


berries

sweet peppers

broccoli


kale

cabbage


cauliflower

tomatoes

parsley


potatoes

asparagus 


kiwi


mango


papaya
Iron:  We need iron to make hemoglobin, which is the component in red blood cells that carries oxygen to every cell.  Oxygen is required for every body function.  American women often do not get enough iron in their diets and anemia is common.  Anemia can cause a woman to be tired, breathless, pale, dizzy, headachy and depressed.  It can make her more vulnerable to infection.  It will make her more vulnerable to shock of she loses excessive amounts of blood in childbearing.  Iron is also needed to provide the baby with stores to last the first six months of life.  The National Academy of Sciences suggests that a woman get about 30 mg of iron daily.  
	Other good sources of iron include: whole wheat and dark leafy green vegetables, i.e. spinach, mustard, turnip, and collard greens.  


Foods that are rich sources of iron:
dried apricots,   ½ cup
              3.8 mg

1 cup prune juice

              3.0 mg

dried beans
   1 cup cooked
             4-5  mg
2 eggs



2.3 mg

wheat germ  ¼ cup


2.3 mg

beef
3ounces

2.0 mg

other meats 3 ounces

1.5 mg

blackstrap molasses  1 tablespoon
3.5 mg

liver
3 ounces

7.1 mg

kidney
3 ounces
             11.2 mg

tofu (firm)  ½ cup

             13.o mg

raisins  ½ cup


1.7 mg

Tips for improving the absorption of chelated iron supplements:
· Take 75-90 mg chelated iron with 250 mg vitamin C  (This almost doubles the total absorption of iron) 
· Take iron before meals or at bedtime to avoid upset stomach.
· Take iron with some protein food. (Handful of nuts, milk, etc.)
· Take iron at a different time than you are taking a calcium/magnesium supplement to maximize absorption.
· Coffee or leaf tea will greatly reduce the absorption of iron.
· If you are taking a vitamin E supplement do not take it the same time you take the iron. 
· There are many non-constipating iron sources out there now but if yours causes constipation increase your fiber and fluids and get natural iron at the same time: try prunes or prune juice!

Zinc:  Zinc deficiencies in pregnancy can cause memory and learning impairments in babies.  Zinc plays an important role in the development of the fetal nervous system.  It is also very important for a mother’s skin health and elasticity.  It is essential for wound healing.  We know that iron and folic acid supplementation can interfere with zinc absorption, so it is recommended that pregnant women choose foods rich in this nutrient.
Foods rich in zinc:  

dried beans


nuts


seeds

whole grains


eggs


oysters



liver



red meat

onions

green vegetables

wheat bran 

wheat germ 
herring

Sodium:  Sodium is needed to maintain normal levels in muscles, bone and brain to balance the expansion of body fluids and blood liquid (plasma) which is a natural part of a healthy pregnancy.  A woman eating a diet high in processed foods may be getting too much sodium; however, it is recommended that you salt your foods to taste and that you do not restrict sodium during pregnancy.

Weight Gain in Pregnancy
We know that it there is a positive correlation between a mother’s weight gain in pregnancy and the baby’s weight at birth.  Our studies make it clear that a baby in the 7-9 pound range have fewer physical handicaps, a lower infant mortality rate, higher IQs, fewer behavior problems and less mental retardation than those weighing 5 ½ pounds or less.
It is generally assumed that a normal weight gain will be about 24-35 pounds and that an underweight woman should gain about 28-40 pounds.  If you are beginning your pregnancy overweight, it is possible to minimize your weight gain while growing a healthy baby but your commitment to great nutrition must be strong.  Talk over a strategy with your midwife.  
Women will gain 2-5 pounds during the first three months and then the average gain will be about one pound a week overall.  During months 3-6, most of the weight gained will be due to an increase in blood volume, enlarging breasts, uterus and associated tissue and fluid, and maternal fat.  In the last three months, the baby does a lot of important growth, especially brain growth; so, do not restrict your nutrition at the end of your pregnancy.
Weight gains are very individual.  The previous mentioned numbers are only general figures.  Some women will need to gain 50-60 pounds, others, only 15.  The number on the scale should not be your focus.  The food that you eat is where your attention should be placed.  Trust your body to gain the optimal amount of weight for you and your baby because you are giving it optimal nourishment.

Women who are particularly afraid of gaining too much weight permanently, can offset that worry by exercising adequately and continuing an excellent diet during the first year of breastfeeding.  This will be a time when 1000 calories a day will be burned just in making milk.  Obesity is a complex problem for many Americans.  Eating well in pregnancy will not be a cause of obesity.    

Exercise in Pregnancy

Moving your body is essential to good health.  Your body depends on movement to accomplish many metabolic tasks.  Most importantly, movement stimulates a normal circulation.  Your blood stream carries oxygen and other nutrition to every cell in your body and your baby’s body.  

Many women today are not moving very much.  We may be sitting long periods at a desk or in a car.  Many of our household tasks and yard tasks are done primarily by machines or other people.  
If you are actively cleaning and yard working and/or keeping physically active with young children throughout most of your days, you are probably getting enough exercise.  Adding a walk 2-3 times per week may help you feel a little more confident about your amount of exercise.   
 If you are pretty much a couch potato, planning a daily walk may be a very important commitment for your health in this pregnancy.  Find a walking partner and get moving in the fresh air for 30 minutes per day. 
 Most pregnant women enjoy prenatal exercise classes, especially the aquatic classes, so indulge.  If you cannot get out to a class, there are many great exercise videos for using in your home.  Dancing is a good alternative.  Pick some good “rock n roll” music and move to it.  If you have young children, they will be thrilled to join you. 

  If you are a fitness buff and you regularly spend time in gyms, continue your routines and begin to modify them as your body gives you signals to do so.  Pay attention to those signals.  You will probably be able to continue all of your routines but you may need to reduce the speed, number of repetitions or length of time you spend on them.    

As you approach the time for your labor and birth, the last 4-6 weeks of your pregnancy, there are some other types of exercises I recommend.  These will be described in the section on preparing for birth.
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