
PREGNANCY is a life-chan ging jour ney, not just for the mother but also for the tiny human grow -
ing inside her.
It’s a time when the body goes through incred ible phys ical and hor monal trans form a tions to sup -
port the baby’s devel op ment and to pre pare for breast feed ing.
Yet, what many moth ers may not real ise is how much their diet dir ectly impacts their baby’s
health - not just dur ing preg nancy but far into the future.
With Preg nancy Aware ness Week, which runs from today until Fri day, shin ing a spot light on
mater nal health, it’s the per fect time to explore how proper nutri tion dur ing preg nancy can lead
to health ier out comes for both mother and child.
Why nutri tion mat ters dur ing preg nancy
What moms-to-be eat is not just about sat is fy ing crav ings or stay ing full; it’s about provid ing the
essen tial nutri ents that fuel the baby’s growth and devel op ment.
Accord ing to Dr Themba Hadebe, a med ical expert from the Bon itas Med ical Fund, proper nutri -
tion is crit ical for avoid ing com plic a tions dur ing preg nancy and ensur ing healthy foetal devel op -
ment.
“Get ting the right nutri ents isn’t just about avoid ing com plic a tions—it’s about build ing a strong
found a tion for your baby’s future,” says Hadebe.
The foods you con sume dir ectly affect your baby’s brain devel op ment bone growth and even their
heart health.
For South African women, where urb an isa tion and fast-food cul ture have shif ted eat ing habits,
it’s vital to make informed choices about what goes on the plate.
The risks of nutri ent defi cien cies
Preg nancy is a time when the body’s nutri ent needs increase sig ni fic antly. Without proper nutri -
tion, both mother and baby are at risk of ser i ous health com plic a tions.
The most com mon nutri ent defi cien cies dur ing preg nancy and their effects:
Iron defi ciency
Iron is cru cial for pro du cing the extra blood needed to sup port the baby. A lack of iron can lead to:
- Fatigue in the mother. - Increased risk of pre-term birth. - Low birth weight for the baby. Iron-
rich foods like spin ach, len tils and red meat can help pre vent this.
Cal cium defi ciency
When there isn’t enough cal cium in the mother’s diet, the baby will draw cal cium from the
mother’s bones, increas ing her risk of osteo porosis later in life.
For the baby, this could mean impaired skeletal devel op ment. Dairy products, leafy greens and
for ti fied
plant-based milks are excel lent sources.
Iod ine defi ciency
Iod ine is essen tial for brain devel op ment. A defi ciency can lead to cog nit ive impair ments in chil -
dren, affect ing their abil ity to learn and pro cess inform a tion later in life.
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South Africa has made strides in com bat ing iod ine defi ciency through iod ised salt but preg nant
women may still need to be mind ful.
Vit amin B12 defi ciency
Vit amin B12 plays a crit ical role in the devel op ment of the baby’s brain and nervous sys tem. Low
levels of B12 increase the risk of:
- Neural tube defects. - Devel op mental delays. - Includ ing animal products like eggs, dairy, and
lean meats in your diet or con sult ing your doc tor about sup ple ments if you fol low a plant-based
life style.
Vit amin D defi ciency
Vit amin D is vital for bone health and a strong immune sys tem. A defi ciency dur ing preg nancy has
been asso ci ated with pre-eclamp sia, a poten tially life-threat en ing con di tion for both mother and
baby.
Sun light expos ure, oily fish, and for ti fied foods are good sources of vit amin D.
Vit amin C defi ciency
Lack of vit amin C can impact the baby’s brain devel op ment, par tic u larly the hip po cam pus, which
is respons ible for memory. Research shows that even a slight defi ciency can reduce hip po cam pus
size by 10–15%, poten tially affect ing cog nit ive abil it ies later in life.
To address these risks, doc tors often recom mend pren atal sup ple ments. However, Hadebe cau -
tions against over-rely ing on them.
“It’s import ant not to exceed the recom men ded dosages.
“Always con sult your doc tor before start ing any sup ple ments to ensure they’re tailored to your
spe cific needs,” he advises.
Sup ple ments can’t replace a bal anced diet. They are inten ded to fill gaps, not serve as a primary
source of nutri tion.
Nutri tion is just one part of a healthy preg nancy. Reg u lar exer cise can help man age weight, reduce
stress and improve men tal health by releas ing endorphins.
Activ it ies like walk ing, swim ming or pren atal yoga are gentle yet effect ive ways to stay act ive.
What you eat dur ing preg nancy doesn’t just shape your baby’s present— it lays the ground work
for their future.
Research shows that a mother’s nutri tional status dur ing preg nancy can affect the baby’s cog nit -
ive devel op ment, heart health and risk of obesity later in life.
Preg nancy is a time of trans form a tion, not just for your body but also your mind set.
It’s an oppor tun ity to pri or it ise your health in a way that bene fits you and your baby for years to
come.
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