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The old saying ‘you are what you eat’ really has some meaning when it comes to
conception and pregnancy. There is plenty of research to show that the foods that
you eat hefore and during pregnancy can influence the health of a haby. We look
at the ways in which you can help your baby to get off to a flying start.

Deficiencies can have serious knock on effects

It is now known that the body needs a vast array of
chemicals in order to remain in tip-top health. The
chemicals themselves can be grouped into five
types: vitamins, minerals, proteins, fats and
carbohydrates.

In some cases the quantities required of particular
vitamins and minerals are quite small, but an
absence or deficiency can have some serious
knock on effects. A good example of this is zinc.
Men who do not have sufficient zinc in their diets
can have low sperm counts, while a lack of folic
acid in a woman’s diet can affect the developing
baby or fetus.

SURPLUS TO
REQUIREMENTS

While deficiencies of particular chemicals can
cause the body problems, so too can a surplus. A
good example of this is fat. If we take in too many
fatty and sugary foods, the body ends up having to
store them as fat. It is known that an excess of fat
can lower your chances of conception and of
having a healthy pregnancy.

Some chemicals, such as vitamin A, can also be
poisonous if taken in very high dosages. This is
why eating products which contain animal livers is
no longer recommended for pregnant women.

MEALS PROVIDE A
CHEMICAL PACKAGE

Some of the chemicals that the body takes in from
food work alongside each other in order to be
effective. A good example of this is iron. Most
people know that iron is really important for
women, but many do not know that it is absorbed
more easily when it is taken with foods containing
vitamin C such as fruit and vegetables. Luckily, by
eating healthy meals with plenty of fruit and
vegetables you can automatically give the body
what it needs. Because meals provide you with a
complex chemical package, you should avoid
going on diets which work by eating a limited
number of foods. In the same way, an ultra low fat
diet is not recommended as many vitamins are
absorbed with fat.

ALCOHOL INTERFERES
WITH THE
ABSORPTION OF
VITAMINS

While some chemicals work together, others do
not. Alcohol, for example, can interfere with the
work of vitamins. This is why couples who are
planning to conceive are advised to cut down or
avoid it.

FRESH IS BEST

Finally, it is also worth knowing that the way that
food is prepared can make a difference to what is
in it. Packaged and canned foods, while appearing
to be quick and easy, do not have the same levels
of vitamins and minerals as freshly-cooked food.
They often contain high levels of fat, salt and
sugar. So ‘fresh is best’ is a key message. This
may mean spending a little longer in the kitchen,
but may be you could try to cooking with your
partner. Preparing food together is a great way of
building relationships.

SO HOW DO YOU
ACHIEVE A BALANCED
DIET?

Fortunately, you do not need to be a scientist to
make sure that your diet is balanced. Foods can
be divided into groups and you need to take foods
from across each group.

VEGETARIANS AND
VEGANS

If you are a vegetarian or a vegan, it will be
important to seek nutritional advice before and
after conception. This is because you are likely to
need supplements to ensure that you are getting
enough of some key vitamins, especially vitamin
B12, iron and zinc. Vitamin B12 can be a particular
problem because it is commonly found in animal
products such as meat and eggs, although some
can be found in yeast. A lack of vitamin B12 can
cause fetal abnormalities so it is really worth taking
some advice about how best to incorporate it into
your diet.

Try using lemon juice
to flavour salads rather
than salad cream or
mayonnaise.

Use fresh herbs to *
give flavour to foods,

Prepare some carrot
and celery sticks for
a quick nibble.

Use Greek yoghurt on
fruit instead of cream. *
Use low fat creme

fraiche instead of
cream in recipes.
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Daily folic acid supplements are an
absolute must for women who are
hoping to conceive or who are already
pregnant.We look at the exciting story
behind this piece of crucial advice.

1tOs breakfast time. Anna takes a sip of orange juice and pops a
400mcg tablet of folic acid into her mouth. SheGs been doing this
everyday since deciding to start a family. Yesterday her first scan
showed that the baby is absolutely fine.

AnnaQs unborn baby is benefiting from a medical breakthrough: the
discovery that folic acid is needed for the healthy development of a
fetus.

For many years, doctors had been puzzled as to why some babies
were born with neural tube defects, such as spina bifida, to
apparently healthy women of all ages. Neural tube defects affect the
ability of the brain to pass information down through the spine. In

extreme cases, babies cannot survive after they are born, while in W
less severe cases babies may have some paralysis.

Today, it is known that folic acid is absolutely crucial in early
pregnancy to help the neural tube to close and the spine of the
unborn child to form properly. As this happens between the 25th
and 30th day after conception, many women will not even know that
they are pregnant. This is why all women are urged to take daily

folic acid supplements when they are planning to get pregnant.

The folic acid story continues. Researchers are finding that there are
some indications that folic acid may also reduce the risk of other
birth defects, such as cleft lip and palate, and certain heart defects.
Folic acid may also play a role in protecting against some forms of
cancer and heart disease.

So is the folic acid story near its end? Not at all' While the numbers
of babies being born with spina bifida and other neural tube
defects has fallen considerably, the message still needs to be
broadcast. So if you know someone who is thinking about getting

pregnant, get them to pick up some folic acid tablets from the
chemist. Brussels
sprouts




