
2/24/24, 2:24 PM DR MICHELLE GRIFFIN

https://www.pressreader.com/uk/focus-science-and-technology/20240222/page/31/textview 1/3

Sci ent ists are on the brink of unrav el ling the mys tery of morn ing sick ness.

“Her doc tor was dis missive, sug gest ing she was exag ger at ing her symp toms to get atten tion”
We’ve all exper i enced vomit ing at some stage in our lives, whether it’s from a nasty bout of
food pois on ing or the well-known norovirus that peri od ic ally spreads through the pop u la tion.

One hormone could be the key that unlocks a cure for morning 
sickness

The nausea and vomit ing that, in extreme cases, can endanger moth ers and 
babies might soon be just a memory
BBC Science Focus · 22 Feb 2024 · 31
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And every one can agree that it’s hor rendous.
But ima gine if ongo ing nausea and vomit ing was expec ted for a sig ni �c ant phase in your life,
and how that would a�ect you phys ic ally, men tally and emo tion ally. This is the real ity for the
four in �ve women who develop nausea and vomit ing dur ing preg nancy. Even in milder cases
this means unpleas ant symp toms, such as queas i ness, lack of appet ite and throw ing up.
For the three per cent of women who develop a con di tion called hyper emesis gravidarum,
things are even worse, requir ing hos pital admis sion and treat ment.
Hyper emesis gravidarum is a col lec tion of symp toms includ ing such severe nausea and vomit -
ing that a woman can’t nor mally eat or drink, res ult ing in dehyd ra tion, nutri ent de� ciency and
weight loss – put ting the lives of both mother and baby at risk. Accord ing to the O�ce of
National Stat ist ics, this led to nearly 20,000 women being admit ted to hos pital in 2022.
Yet des pite it being very com mon, until recently hardly any thing was known about the cause of
nausea and vomit ing in preg nancy. Anec dotes or ‘old wives’ tales’ sug gest that the more sick -
ness you exper i ence, the ‘health ier the preg nancy’ and that it even relates to the num ber of
babies you’re preg nant with.
Real-world evid ence, however, shows there’s no truth to this. In fact, there’s a wide range of
sever ity and pat terns of nausea and vomit ing throughout preg nancy.
Although it’s often called ‘morn ing sick ness’, nausea and vomit ing in preg nancy can occur at
any time day or night. It’s typ ic ally worse in the �rst 12 weeks and then settles down, but for
many women it per sists throughout the whole preg nancy.
For tu nately, after over 20 years of work try ing to determ ine the cause, there has now been a
break through. This has been driven by Dr Mar lena Fejzo, a genet i cist at the Keck School of
Medi cine of USC in Cali for nia.
Dr Fejzo was motiv ated to do this work after su� er ing from nausea and vomit ing dur ing her
second preg nancy in 1999. She was unable to eat or drink without vomit ing, rap idly lost weight
and became too weak to stand or walk.
Yet her doc tor was dis missive, sug gest ing she was exag ger at ing her symp toms to get atten tion.
She was even tu ally hos pit al ised and mis car ried at 15 weeks. Work ing with private com pany
23andMe, which enables indi vidu als to sup ply their own DNA sample to determ ine health and
ances try insights, Dr Fejzo con duc ted a genetic study with women who had pre vi ously been
preg nant.
She found a con nec tion between those women who su�ered from severe nausea and vomit ing in
preg nancy, requir ing intra ven ous �u ids (a key med ical treat ment), and a vari ant in a gene cod -
ing for a pro tein named GDF15, a hor mone that acts on the brain stem.
This asso ci ation pin pointed where fur ther research was needed to under stand the role of GDF15
in preg nancy. It’s secreted from the pla centa in the �rst two tri mesters of preg nancy. It likely
plays a role in pre vent ing the mother from bio lo gic ally reject ing the baby and so is vital in
enabling the preg nancy to con tinue.
GDF15 has also been shown to be a reg u lator of physiolo gical body weight and appet ite via the
brain, however. It’s over pro duced in people with can cer su� er ing from severe appet ite and
weight loss.
In a col lab or at ive, global research e�ort led by Dr Fejzo and Prof Sir Stephen O’Rahilly, from the
Uni versity of Cam bridge, high levels of GDF15 were found in women with severe nausea and
vomit ing in preg nancy.
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The hor mone’s e�ect seemed to be depend ent on the women’s sens it iv ity and pre-preg nancy
expos ure to GDF15, however. Those women who had high expos ure prior to becom ing preg nant
had no nausea or vomit ing symp toms des pite hav ing high levels of GDF15 hor mone.
It’s hypo thes ised that pro longed expos ure to GDF15 before preg nancy could have a pro tect ive
e�ect, mak ing women less sens it ive to the sharp surge in the hor mone caused by the devel op -
ing baby. This expos ure rela tion ship is quite uncom mon and provides not only more under -
stand ing, but also sug gests a poten tial treat ment. Women could be desens it ised to pre vent such
severe nausea and vomit ing by increas ing expos ure of the hor mone before they become preg -
nant. Much like how some people are treated for diet ary aller gies through con trolled expos ure
ther apy.
Like nausea and vomit ing in preg nancy, many com mon con di tions a�ect ing women are poorly
under stood des pite their incid ences being very high. The health care of women is not niche, and
there’s so much more to under stand and learn through this type of research.




