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Navigating Constipation During Pregnancy: A
Comprehensive Guide

Dealing with constipation can be challenging, and the struggle intensifies during pregnancy. The struggle is real, and |
know it firsthand! | have struggled with constipation ever since | was a teenager. But once | started college, the stress
of my day-to-day life intensified my symptoms which led me to suffer from chronic constipation. Once | found out | was
pregnant, | knew it was only a matter of time until | experienced the discomfort, pain, and bloating all over again. But |
knew that, while this might be disheartening, | was not alone. Up to 38% of pregnant individuals experience
constipation in the first trimester (Trottier et al., 2012).

This common issue has even earned its own ICD-10 code (used for medical billing), emphasizing the need for attention
and solutions. Let’'s explore the reasons behind pregnancy-related constipation and discover effective ways to manage
and alleviate it. Our Constipation Resource Hub is a great way to access all the information that MotherToBaby experts
have for you related to this topic, but let's go over some specifics first!

Understanding the Causes of Constipation in Pregnancy:

Constipation during pregnancy can be attributed to various factors, including an unbalanced diet, insufficient fiber
intake, inadequate hydration, and a lack of physical activity. Hormonal changes, particularly an increase in
progesterone, also play a significant role. Additionally, medications used to combat nausea and vomiting in pregnancy
(NVP) and supplements like iron and calcium may contribute to constipation.

Navigating Treatment Options during Pregnancy:

While constipation is common during pregnancy, suffering needlessly is not acceptable. Explore different treatment
options, but keep in mind that there is no one-size-fits-all approach. Understanding the complexities of your individual
situation is crucial.

Nutrition Adjustments:

¢ Incorporate 4-5 cups of fresh fruits and vegetables daily.
e Aim for 25-30 grams of fiber daily.

e Stay hydrated by drinking plenty of water.

e Engage in 150 minutes of moderate exercise per week (consult your healthcare provider before starting
any new exercise routine during pregnancy).
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Medication Considerations:

¢ Laxatives can be an option, they are medications used to soften stool or stimulate the bowel, but it's essential
to be informed. Explore our fact sheet on laxatives here https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/laxatives/. Here's
a brief run-down of some of these options:

e Bulk-forming laxatives (fiber supplements) like psyllium
e Osmotic laxatives

e Stool softener laxatives

e Stimulants, and lubricants

Prescription medications

¢ Prucalopride (Motegrity®) for the treatment of functional constipation, also known as chronic idiopathic
constipation. Read our fact sheet here.

Managing Underlying Conditions that May Make Constipation during
Pregnancy Worse:

Some individuals may face constipation due to underlying conditions such as Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS-C) or
Functional Constipation (FC). Consult your healthcare provider for a proper diagnosis and follow their
recommendations. Explore our informative fact sheet on Functional Constipation here.
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/functional-constipation/ .

Stress can exacerbate constipation, especially for those with IBS-C. Be kind to yourself and explore stress
management techniques. Learn more about stress during pregnancy in our fact sheet here
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/stress-pregnancy/ .

For those with Gestational Diabetes or a predisposition to Type 2 Diabetes Mellitus, regulating blood glucose levels
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is crucial. Explore our blog on diabetes during pregnancy here
https://mothertobaby.org/baby-blog/diabetes-and-pregnancy-the-not-so-sweet-story/ .

In conclusion, constipation during pregnancy is a shared experience, but it shouldn’t be endured without seeking relief.
| certainly looked for options that helped me during my pregnancy, just like I did, so can you! Open a conversation with
your healthcare provider to explore solutions. By making dietary adjustments, staying active, and managing stress,
you can navigate constipation more comfortably during this transformative time. For personalized information about
medications or conditions, or to volunteer for the study on constipation
(https://mothertobaby.org/ongoing-study/constipation/) in pregnancy, reach out to our experts at
MotherToBaby—they're here to answer your questions and provide support throughout your pregnancy journey.

We want to enroll all individuals who took Motegrity® at any point in their current pregnancy or while breastfeeding. If
you, or someone you know has been exposed to this medication, please report use to our team.

Questions? Call 866.626.6847 | Text 855.999.3525 | Email or Chat at MotherToBaby.org.

Disclaimer: MotherToBaby Fact Sheets are meant for general information purposes and should not replace the advice of your health care provider.
MotherToBaby is a service of the non-profit Organization of Teratology Information Specialists (OTIS). Copyright by OTIS, January 25, 2024.
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Participating in the largest, long-term study of early brain and child development in the
United States

| recently came across a patient named Jamie when she asked some interesting questions about a new study she had
heard about on child development. Jamie is pregnant with her second baby and got a flyer from the Healthy Brain and
Child Development study (HBCD). The HBCD is a national study being carried out at 27 sites in different parts of the
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country, with two sites at MotherToBaby locations including Emory University and UC San Diego. At first, she was
undecided if she wanted to volunteer. It is a large-scale, long-term project with the goal to better understand how child
development is affected by exposure to social and environmental experiences and conditions. She would be one of the
7,000 mother/infant pairs contributing their time and effort to this project.

Here were some questions that she was thinking about before deciding to join the research project. With so many
research sites across the nation, you may be asking yourself these questions, too:

What is the HBCD goal and where is this study?

Most of the HBCD sites are at universities and hospitals that have a history of working with pregnant women and their
babies. The study was developed by the National Institutes on Health, part of the US public health service. The goal
is to understand children’s brain development. HBCD aims to recruit 7000 pregnant women. Researchers will follow
them, as well as their babies, over the first 10 years of life. They’'ll keep track to gather more information on how
prebirth and after birth events affect the development of children’s brain, more specifically, their cognitive and
emotional functioning. The information that is collected (data) and will be stored at NIH. The data is made available to
scientists who will use this information to improve our understanding of children’s growth and adjustment. All
information will be “deidentified”. That means, to protect confidentiality, there will be NO information that could
identify individual mothers or children in the stored data.

Who can participate?

HBCD will include pregnant women across the United States from both rural and metropolitan areas. Recruitment
takes place during pregnancy with the first visit in the second trimester. HBCD enrolls women, 18 years and older,
from different ethnic and racial groups based on the population of the sites where recruitment is taking place. They
are able to include Spanish speakers by having staff who are bilingual. The study is interested in mother’s health and
exposures during pregnancy, as well as the caregiving environment that can predict how well children grow. As a
result, they are looking for all kinds of women to participate, from the general population as well as those who use
alcohol, tobacco, stimulants and opioids.

What will participation involve?

Parents will answer a series of questions through surveys and interviews. Mothers and babies will also provide urine
and blood samples. In addition, HBCD is monitoring babies’ sleep in the newborn period and taking “pictures” of
children’s brains as they develop using MRI and electroencephalograms (EEG) periodically over time. As they get
older, babies’ development and behavior will be tested to monitor how they are progressing.

There are several study visits in the first year after the baby arrives and then once a year until they are 10 years old.
Families will be reimbursed for their time and travel expenses.

Jamie went to the HBCD website to answer some of her questions (Home - UCSD - Healthy Brain and Child
Development (hbcdstudy.org)) and she also got in touch with the Project Coordinator at our HBCD site to ask more
about the schedule and the MRI. She was satisfied with the answers and decided that she would like to make a
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contribution to children’s futures by participating in HBCD. She has already completed her first visit and is looking
forward to seeing us again when her son in born. Jamie shared with us that she wants to be part of HBCD because she
understands how important understanding brain development and behavior is for both children and their families.

MotherToBaby experts know how important research is and supports the efforts of the HBCD study. You can learn
more about MotherToBaby’s own studies to consider as well here.

Questions? Call 866.626.6847 | Text 855.999.3525 | Email or Chat at MotherToBaby.org.

Disclaimer: MotherToBaby Fact Sheets are meant for general information purposes and should not replace the advice of your health care provider.
MotherToBaby is a service of the non-profit Organization of Teratology Information Specialists (OTIS). Copyright by OTIS, January 25, 2024.
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| can’t begin to describe how organized | was during the holiday season when | was pregnant with my first child. Since |
was pretty far along (5 months), | wanted to make sure each gift was chosen way ahead of time, | knew how long it
would take me to get the food trimmings just right and whether | should emphasize red or green in my decorating
scheme. All of this had to be done before that “pregnancy brain” | had heard so much about set-in. Little did | know,
the most important items on my holiday to-do list weren't sitting on store shelves or mixed in with the tinsel and
mistletoe.

Years later, as a teratogen information specialist for MotherToBaby, | realized some of the best gifts for a healthy
pregnancy didn’'t come with ribbons and bows, but from awareness and education! For example, did you know the
holiday buffet table could include foods that could potentially cause harm to a developing baby? Or, if not careful,
decorating could put a pregnant woman in a dangerous situation? Today | encourage pregnant women to master must-
know safety tips long before putting together must-have gift lists this season. Here are a few of my tips:

Tip 1. Importance of Getting Vaccinated
It is recommended that pregnant women have a flu vaccine in every pregnancy and be current on Tdap vaccine and
Covid 19 vaccines. Women who are 32-36 weeks pregnant are currently eligible for the RSV vaccine
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https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/rsv-vaccine/. This vaccine can pass protection to the developing baby, helping
lower the chance of severe RSV infection once the baby is born.

Not only should a pregnant woman be up-to-date on vaccines, but anyone older than 6 months of age who will be
around a newborn should be vaccinated.

Tip 2. Choose Wisely at the Buffet Table

Drinks like eggnog and spiced cider may contain alcohol https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/alcohol-pregnancy. If
you're not sure what's s in a beverage, ask the host. Also, avoid soft cheeses made from unpasteurized milk, as they
may contain bacteria that can cause a serious illness for a developing baby called Listeria
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/listeriosis-pregnancy, as well as increased risk of miscarriage, uterine infection,
or premature labor. Meats like cocktail franks and paté can also contain bacteria. Meats need to be thoroughly cooked
so that bacteria are killed.

Tip 3. CMV (cytomegalovirus) May Be Lurking

CMV is a common virus that often has no symptoms. If a pregnant woman gets CMV
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/cytomegalovirus-cmv-pregnancy, the baby could be at increased risk for hearing
loss, developmental delays, or birth defects. To prevent infection, pregnant women should wash hands after changing
diapers, feeding children, wiping children’s noses, or handling children’s toys. Also, avoid sharing food, eating utensils,
toothbrushes, and pacifiers with children.

Tip 4. Holiday Decoration Safety

Some artificial trees, strings of lights, and ornaments may contain lead. Use gloves or wash hands after handling
decorations to reduce exposure. Because of changes in their center of gravity, pregnant women should stay off ladders
and let others decorate the hard-to-reach places.

Tip 5. Manage Anxiety and Depression

Having a ‘happy holiday’ can mean lots of stress, especially when pregnant. Anxiety
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/anxiety-fact to have that perfect holiday is real. Depression
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/depression-pregnancy can be triggered this time of year as well. Don’t hesitate
to ask for help if you are feeling overwhelmed with all the gift giving and holiday activities. Stay in-touch with your
healthcare providers because.... help is available!

| hope these tips are helpful. While my son did end up turning out to be just fine, I think | would have caused myself
less stress and worry had | known these tips during my pregnancy. If you have questions, don’t hesitate to reach out to
MotherToBaby by phone, text, chat or email.

On behalf of all of us at MotherToBaby, here’s to wishing you a happy and healthy holiday!
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Questions? Call 866.626.6847 | Text 855.999.3525 | Email or Chat at MotherToBaby.org.

Disclaimer: MotherToBaby Fact Sheets are meant for general information purposes and should not replace the advice of your health care provider.
MotherToBaby is a service of the non-profit Organization of Teratology Information Specialists (OTIS). Copyright by OTIS, January 25, 2024.
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You may have heard that the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) recently recommended a new vaccine
for use in the third trimester of pregnancy. Known as Abrysvo™, the vaccine helps protect newborns against severe
cases of respiratory syncytial virus (RSV). RSV is the leading cause of infant hospitalization in the United States, with
anywhere from 58,000-80,000 hospitalizations occurring each year among children younger than 5. Even more
upsetting is that 100-300 children under age 5 die from RSV every year. With these statistics in mind, this new RSV
vaccine is exciting news for infants and their families.

Ava, 24 weeks along with her first pregnancy, contacted the MotherToBaby live chat service early one morning with
some questions about the new RSV vaccine. First, she wanted to understand how vaccinating a pregnant woman could
provide protection for a baby. As a Teratogen Information Specialist, | was happy to answer this question for Ava. |
started by explaining that when a person gets vaccinated, their body makes antibodies. These antibodies protect the
body against the actual infection if a person is exposed to the virus or bacteria later in life. During pregnancy, the
antibodies that a pregnant woman makes after being vaccinated can cross the placenta and pass to the developing
baby, providing the newborn with some protection against the infection during the first few months of life.

I went on to explain that although the RSV vaccine is new, the idea of getting a vaccine during pregnancy to protect
the baby (called “passive immunity”) has been around for some time. The Tdap vaccine, which protects against
tetanus, diphtheria, and pertussis (whooping cough), has been recommended for use in pregnancy since 2011.
Whooping cough is another infection that can be very serious for newborns, so having protection from birth as a result
of maternal vaccination is ideal. The flu shot and COVID-19 vaccine can also pass antibodies to the developing baby
during pregnancy. This is great news since newborns can’t get their own flu or COVID-19 shots until 6 months of age
and need to rely on passive immunity in the meantime.

Next, Ava had a question about when she should get the RSV vaccine. She had plans to get her flu shot and Tdap
vaccine at her next prenatal visit at 28 weeks. She wanted to know if she could get the RSV vaccine at the same time.
Although these three vaccines (along with the updated COVID-19 vaccine) can all be given on the same day, the RSV
vaccine should be given during a specific timeframe in order to pass as many antibodies as possible to the baby.
Experts recommend that the RSV shot be given between 32 and 36 weeks of pregnancy. This allows enough time for
RSV antibodies to pass to the baby before delivery.

With this recommendation in mind, Ava decided that her prenatal appointment at 32 weeks would be the perfect time
to get the RSV vaccine. She had seen firsthand just how serious RSV can be when her 1-month-old niece was
hospitalized with RSV last winter, so she didn't want to take any chances with forgetting to get the RSV vaccine during
her pregnancy.
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Before we ended the chat, | mentioned to Ava that there is also a shot called nirsevimab (Beyfortus™) that can be
given directly to babies under 8 months of age. Also known as a monoclonal antibody, this shot is another way to
protect infants against severe RSV disease. Most babies do not need nirsevimab if their mom received the RSV vaccine
during pregnancy. | suggested Ava talk with her healthcare provider about the pros and cons of both options.

Although having to remember to get another vaccine in pregnancy can feel like just one more thing a pregnant woman
needs to add to their never-ending to do list, the decision to vaccinate can prevent serious complications from RSV,
and possibly even save the baby’s life. Here at MotherToBaby we are happy to go over the current recommendations
for vaccines in pregnancy and answer any questions that you may have. Don’t hesitate to call, chat, text, or email with
any questions about the RSV vaccine or other exposures during pregnancy. You can also check out our newest fact
sheet about this vaccine here https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/respiratory-syncytial-virus-rsv-vaccine-abrysvo/.

References:

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 2023. RSV Vaccination for Pregnant Women. Available at:
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/vpd/rsv/public/pregnancy.html

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. 2023. RSV Surveillance & Research. Available at:
https://www.cdc.gov/rsv/research/index.html
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Let’s be honest, we live in an era of perfection. Perfect hair, perfect nails, perfect teeth, perfect everything! Nowadays,
it seems like almost all the celebrities, and influencers, have some type of work done on their teeth, and it looks great!
Makes you want to try it out for yourself. However, these options might not be affordable or available to everyone. |
know | wouldn't be able to get those treatments for myself. So, | have settled for teeth whitening products used at
home. Because yes, | too want pearly white teeth!

Now, does it matter if | am pregnant or breastfeeding? Which ones are okay to use, the strips, the toothpastes, and/or
the blue light therapy? So many options to choose from, right? Before we talk about each of those ingredients, it’s
important to point out that every pregnancy starts out with a small chance (3-5%) of having a baby with a birth defect,
we call this the background risk. Now that we have defined the background risk, when we talk about any possible
increased risk for birth defects, we refer to the increased risk above that background risk. Now, let’s break it down and
take a look at some of these products and their ingredients.

1. Whitening strips

Most teeth whitening products contain various ingredients that are not well studied in pregnancy or lactation. Without
good research it's difficult to know whether the ingredients can cause a problem for the developing baby or breastfed
infant. However, when the product is used as directed on the teeth (not swallowed) it is unlikely that a significant
amount would enter the pregnant woman’s system or the breast milk. Let’s take a closer look at some of those
common ingredients:

e Carbamide peroxide breaks down into urea and hydrogen peroxide when in contact with organic compounds in
living tissues.
e Urea is a chemical formed from protein breakdown and is often used in lotions to improve hydration.
Urea is also found naturally in the body and is also part of breast milk. Since the body can excrete large
amounts of urea, exposure to small or moderate amounts of urea is not expected to increase the chance
of birth defects or cause any adverse effects to the breastfed infant.

e Hydrogen peroxide is added to cosmetics and personal care products as an antimicrobial ingredient to
inhibit the growth of microorganisms. It also oxidizes stains on the teeth to whiten them. When in contact
with your teeth, hydrogen peroxide will break down as a molecule of water and oxygen gas. Because of
this, it is not likely to pose any significant chance for birth defects or problems while breastfeeding.

You may also find,

e Sodium Hydroxide. This ingredient is commonly found in industry and home-based products, such as soaps. It is
toxic to tissues, and it is not meant to ingest or breathe. When used in dental preparations, they alter the
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acidity of the mouth for better protection of the teeth. There are no human studies done on sodium hydroxide in
pregnancy or breastfeeding. However, due to potential maternal alkalosis (increase in the pH of the body),
careful use should be advised in when an individual has kidney problems during pregnancy or while
breastfeeding.

e Glycerin is colorless, odorless, and a sweet glycerol (sugar alcohol), used as a lubrication agent in multiple
cosmetic products such as toothpaste, shaving cream, and soaps. Glycerin crosses the placenta in small
amounts but there are no studies in humans looking at glycerin. However, since data in animals did not show
any increase in birth defects, it is not likely that glycerin in tooth whitening would put a pregnancy or breastfed
infant at increased chance for problems.

¢ Menthol is widely used in a variety of products in the cosmetic world as a flavoring and fragrance agent. There
are no studies in humans on use of menthol in pregnancy or breastfeeding. However, animal data did not show
any increase in birth defects. Therefore, when used in small amounts, it is unlikely to pose any increased
chances for birth defects or any other problems during pregnancy or while breastfeeding your baby.

e Carbomer is commonly used as thickening agents and emulsifiers for pharmaceuticals and many other
products. Carbomer is added to teeth whitening strips as a thickener and usually found in small amounts in
some products. Because of the large molecular size of carbomer and the small amount used in these products,
it would be unlikely to cause problems during pregnancy or enter the breast milk in amounts that are of concern
for a breastfeeding baby.

2. Whitening toothpastes

Majority of these toothpastes contain:

e Sodium Monofluorophosphate (MFP), a sodium salt commonly used to increase the amount of fluoride
incorporated into the enamel which can help prevent cavities. No research has been done during pregnancy; it
is unknown if it causes problems for the baby. Sodium Monofluorophosphate can potentially cause adverse
effects if ingested, its use should be monitored closely during pregnhancy and while breastfeeding your baby.

¢ Sodium fluoride is a colorless or white powder that dissolves in liquid. Sodium fluoride is mostly used for
prevention of dental cavities, to polish the teeth, and reduce oral odor. Sodium fluoride can be found in drinking
water. Ingestion of these ingredients in excessive amounts during pregnancy could lead to impaired
development of the baby’s teeth. Sodium fluoride gets into the breastmilk in small amounts, and it is not
expected to cause adverse effects to the breast-fed infant.
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3. Blue (LED) Light Therapy

This therapy is often used to treat acne and sun damage. This therapy will only work in areas where the light reaches,
and it usually needs a combination of photosynthesizing drugs to activate the ingredients and help whiten the teeth.
This blue (LED) light therapy is used with gels or strips containing some of the ingredients above. Some may contain
ingredients we have not reviewed above. There is limited research on the use of blue light therapy during pregnancy
or breastfeeding and the risk of birth defects or other pregnancy problems are unknown. However, the light itself is not
expected to increase the risk of birth defects or pose any adverse effects to the breastfed infant.

4. Other ingredients commonly used:

e Herbals are not regulated by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA). Therefore, we are never sure what is in
the product, and there is not enough information to evaluate possible risk to a developing baby or breastfed
infant. For more information about herbals and supplements during pregnancy or breastfeeding, please refer to
our fact sheet at: https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/herbal-products-pregnancy/.

¢ Alcohol should be avoided completely during pregnancy. It has been established that there is no known amount
or type of alcohol that is okay to consume during pregnancy. However, using a teeth whitener with alcohol is
not expected to result in a significant amount getting in your bloodstream or the breast milk since the product is
applied topically. Do not swallow or drink any of these products and use as directed on the package. If desired,
you can select an alcohol-free product. To read more about alcohol during pregnancy and while breastfeeding,
please refer to our Fact Sheet at: https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/alcohol-pregnancy/ .

If you are interested in learning more about other products and their individual ingredients, make sure to contact the
experts at MotherToBaby.

And remember, it is important to feel good in your own skin but, if you are leaning towards getting your teeth
whitened, here are some tips to think about before buying any product.

e Look for non-alcohol based products.
¢ Use the product as directed, do not swallow it, and do not exceed the time listed on the package.

e Contact the experts at MotherToBaby.org with your questions.

Navigating Constipation During Pregnancy: A Comprehensive Guide page 11 of 12
January 25, 2024


https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/herbal-products-pregnancy/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/alcohol-pregnancy/

© MotherToBaby | FACT SHEET

Questions? Call 866.626.6847 | Text 855.999.3525 | Email or Chat at MotherToBaby.org.

Disclaimer: MotherToBaby Fact Sheets are meant for general information purposes and should not replace the advice of your health care provider.
MotherToBaby is a service of the non-profit Organization of Teratology Information Specialists (OTIS). Copyright by OTIS, January 25, 2024.
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