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For the Love of Cheese! Why Are Pregnant
Women Told to Avoid Soft Cheese?

Cheese is as old as modern mankind, with clues about its existence reaching all the way back to 8,000 BC when the
first sheep and goats were domesticated by our ancestors (www.historyofcheese.com). And since cheese has been
around for so long, it is now one of the most popular and beloved foods throughout the world. So, it did not come as a
surprise to me that many who are pregnant and breastfeeding ask MotherToBaby about eating cheese all the time! On
our texting service alone (855-999-3525), we have received over 400 questions about cheese in the past few years!

Here are some of the recent questions we have received at MotherToBaby:

“Am I allowed to eat cream cheese on toast?”

“Is raw milk cheese from the USA OK?”

“Can I eat goat cheese while breastfeeding?”

“Is it OK to eat feta cheese during pregnancy?”

“Can I continue to eat queso cheese on a burrito or nachos while pregnant?”

“Is unpasteurized cheese OK to eat if it’s been cooked on a pizza?”

When you start researching cheese, you can fall into a rabbit hole on kinds of cheese: hard versus soft, pasteurized or
not, Mexican verses Italian? The questions are endless. There are over 1800 different kinds of cheese, divided into 7
categories (www.Funtrivia.com):

Fresh Cheeses: Banon, Ricotta, Feta, Cottage cheese, Cream cheese, etc.

Natural Rind: Sancerre, Chabichou, Crottin de Chavignol, etc.

Soft White Cheese: Camembert, Brie, Chevre Log, etc.

Semi-Soft: Edam, Pont L’Eveque, St Nectaire, Tomme de Savoie, Langres, Carre de L’Est, Epoisses, etc.
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Hard Cheeses: Cheddar, Parmigiano Reggiano, Gruyere, Manchego, etc.

Blue Cheeses: Stilton, Roquefort, Gorgonzola, Maytag Blue, Cashel Blue, etc.

Flavored Cheeses: Cornish Yarg, Gouda with Cumin, Stilton with Apricots, Devon Garland, etc.

So, what is the bottom line for you if you are pregnant or
breastfeeding?

First, check to see if the cheese has been pasteurized or not. Look at the label and you will find that most types of
packaged cheese or cheese products sold in America have been pasteurized or heat treated. Pasteurization is defined
as a process in which both packaged and non-packaged foods (such as cheese and milk) are treated with moderate
heat, usually up to 212 °F, to eliminate pathogens and extend shelf life. If the cheese has gone through pasteurization,
then any increased risk for bacteria or other pathogens is very small, and the product isn’t considered to increase risks
if eaten during pregnancy and breastfeeding. Of course, keep an eye on the fresh or sell-by date, and keep the product
properly refrigerated. Cheese that has not been pasteurized has an increased risk for bacteria such as Listeria. See our
fact sheet at Listeria Infection (Listeriosis) – MotherToBaby for more information. If the cheese has not been
pasteurized, but has been cooked or heated prior to eating, then there also is little increased risk. Plus, cheese that
has been dried, such as parmesan cheese, has a longer shelf life and no known increased risk for bacteria.

One of the most common questions about cheese when pregnant and breastfeeding is about the difference between
hard and soft cheese. Hard cheese has been ripened longer and is drier, having a lower water content. Whereas soft
cheese is younger or fresher, with a higher moisture content. The higher moisture content in soft cheese can allow for
more growth of bacteria. That is why it is a good idea to be sure that soft cheeses are either heated prior to eating or
have been pasteurized at the time of production (again, pasteurization is a process to kill bacteria). Most soft cheeses
in the U.S. have undergone this process by FDA pasteurization law — so look at the label to be sure and be aware of
any possible increased risks if unpasteurized!

Cheese is rich in protein and minerals such as calcium and phosphorus. During pregnancy and while breastfeeding,
cheese can be part of your good diet. Some cheese types, such as hard cheese, are higher in fat. So, do watch the fat
content if cheese is part of your daily diet! Just follow a few simple rules about checking for pasteurization and being
sure the cheese product is heated or has been cooked prior to eating if it was not pasteurized. And then, enjoy eating
cheese without worry during pregnancy and breastfeeding! If you have any cheese related questions during
pregnancy, or any other exposure questions, be sure to contact MotherToBaby! We will be happy to help you!

Originally Published 5/11/22. Updated 9/30/25.

https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/listeriosis-pregnancy/
https://www.ecfr.gov/
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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, September 30, 2025.

For the Love of Cheese! Why Are Pregnant
Women Told to Avoid Soft Cheese?

Holiday festivities sometimes include eating foods and drinks that might not be part of our everyday diet. During
pregnancy and breastfeeding, we need to give a little more thought to what we should eat and drink. “Is it ok for the
baby?” often goes through our minds during these times. As a teratogen information specialist at MotherToBaby who
answers a lot of the questions we get via our texting service (855-999-3525), these types of questions ramp up during
this time of year! So, here’s some insight…

Popular Holiday Food & Drinks

Eggnog & Other Holiday Beverages

Eggnog seems to be a part of many holiday parties. Always be sure to check if the eggnog is homemade or not. Does it
contain raw eggs, which can carry bacteria such as salmonella? If the eggnog was commercially made and packaged,
then usually the eggs have been pasteurized, and the product may even have been heated prior to packaging. Also,
always remember to check if the eggnog contains a little “holiday cheer” (i.e., alcohol) or not. It is common to add rum
to eggnog, and we want to avoid alcohol when pregnant or breastfeeding (see our Alcohol Fact Sheet for more info).
Other common holiday beverages include mulled wine, wassail, hot buttered rum, and of course wine and champagne.
All of these contain alcohol as well, so it is best to avoid them and just stick with mocktails and non-alcoholic punch.

Smoked Salmon & Fruit

“Smoked salmon tastes wonderful on crackers with cream cheese! But is it ok during pregnancy?” one woman texted
me. Here’s what I told her. Smoked salmon is still considered raw fish as it is cured rather than cooked, so should be
avoided during pregnancy due to the risk of foodborne illnesses. If the salmon has been heated to steaming, any
concern for bacteria has been reduced. See our Fact Sheet on Eating Raw, Undercooked, or Cold Meats and Seafood
for more info. Sometimes you will find foods that contain meats that have been dried, such as beef jerky. Although
beef jerky is high in salt, there are not any other known risks to eating this tasty food during pregnancy.

“What about a fruit plate containing papaya and pineapple? Are there some worries about eating those fruits during

https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/salmonella-pregnancy/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/alcohol-pregnancy/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/alcohol-pregnancy/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/eating-raw-undercooked-or-cold-meats-and-seafood
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/eating-raw-undercooked-or-cold-meats-and-seafood/
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pregnancy?” another texter wrote. Both fruits do contain enzymes that have been thought to induce labor. Papaya
contains papain, while pineapple contains bromelain. Yet when eaten at normal levels (not daily!), these delicious
fruits have not been shown to have any negative effect on a pregnancy. Of course, we hope the fruit has been well-
washed before cutting and serving!

Eggplant Parmesan

“When the main dish is served, can we enjoy the amazing eggplant parmesan? Or what about eggplant ratatouille?”
Eggplant is low in calories and high in fiber. Do avoid eating it raw, but cooked eggplant can be an occasional part of
your diet. The concern is that eggplant is part of the Nightshade family and contains alkaloids in the leaves and tubers
that can be toxic. But eating the fruit alone has not been shown to have any risks during pregnancy, especially when
cooked.

Tiramisu

“Will rounding out our holiday meal with a delicious dessert such as tiramisu need to wait until after pregnancy and
breastfeeding?” Traditional tiramisu contains two forms of alcohol, both Marsala wine and rum. Plus, liberal amounts of
caffeine in the form of coffee and espresso. We have already mentioned that alcohol should be avoided if pregnant or
breastfeeding, but what about the caffeine? Low to moderate levels of caffeine use (200 to 300 mg per day) has not
been shown to increase any risks during pregnancy. See our Caffeine Fact Sheet for more info.

Who knew that holiday menus could need extra thought and consideration during pregnancy and breastfeeding?! Plus,
with the added stress of COVID-19 this year, and the warnings to avoid large gatherings, you may have even more
questions now than ever. Hopefully, this information will equip you to sit back, relax, and enjoy the festivities!

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, September 30, 2025.

https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/listeriosis-pregnancy/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/listeriosis-pregnancy/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/caffeine-pregnancy/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/caffeine-pregnancy/
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For the Love of Cheese! Why Are Pregnant
Women Told to Avoid Soft Cheese?
By MotherToBaby’s Kirstie Perrotta, MPH, Lorrie Harris-Sagaribay, MPH, Robert Felix and Susan Sherman
of the Organization of Teratology Information Specialists (OTIS) Zika Task Force

***This blog has been archived. For more up-to-date information, please visit: 
Zika Virus Fact Sheet

Listeria Fact Sheet

Toxoplasmosis Fact Sheet

Syphilis Fact Sheet

CMV Fact Sheet

——————————————————————————–

“It’s 2018! I didn’t even know you could get syphilis nowadays!” Yes, I mentioned the stats about syphilis and other
infections that can affect pregnancy to the caller who had contacted me through our free MotherToBaby helpline. I
thought, this is a great time to educate her as well as others about a variety of infections. Some infections, like Zika,
seem to make headlines every week, while others tend to be discussed much less frequently. January is National Birth
Defects Prevention Month, and this year’s focus is on infection prevention.

In keeping with the theme Prevent to Protect: Prevent Infections for Baby’s Protection, read on to learn more
about the top five preventable infectious diseases that we get questions about here at MotherToBaby, and what you
can do to prevent exposure during pregnancy.

#1: Zika Virus
One of our most common Zika questions comes from couples who have just returned home after a
tropical vacation: How long do we need to wait to get pregnant after returning from a country with Zika,
and what should we do in the meantime to minimize risk? Can we be tested?

Many countries continue to see active transmission of Zika virus from infected mosquitoes. If a woman is infected with
Zika during pregnancy, it can increase the risk of microcephaly (small head and brain) and other severe brain defects.
It may also cause eye defects, hearing loss, seizures, and problems with the joints and limb movement. That’s why it’s
so important for couples who are planning a pregnancy to make sure the virus is completely out of their bodies before
they attempt to conceive.

So, how long do couples need to wait? The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) recommends that women
who travel to a country with Zika wait at least two months before attempting to get pregnant. If a male partner
travels, the CDC recommends waiting six months. Some callers ask, “Why so long? We’re ready to get pregnant
now!” Although the virus is expected to leave most people’s blood in about two weeks, this could vary depending on a
number of factors including their own immunity. The CDC considers 2 months to be a long enough wait time for
women. As for men? Zika has been found in the semen for up to 6 months after a man is first infected. The six-month
wait time ensures that men do not pass the virus to their partners during intercourse if it is still present in their semen.

Practicing safe sex is important during these wait times! Since Zika can spread through sexual contact, using condoms
or dental dams is recommended every time a couple has intercourse. Don’t want to use protection? 100% abstinence
is another option. These safe sex precautions significantly reduce the risk of transferring the virus from one partner to
another during these important wait times.

https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/zika-virus-pregnancy/__;!!LLK065n_VXAQ!kyd9HDl2xS9i3A1zXqY6Nrq9J1q0egouhipC_P4jpn6QpA07XbMOhC1tJHt0wfeUQBnSiAYKoZ78efVWmpPMIOpY$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/listeriosis-pregnancy/__;!!LLK065n_VXAQ!kyd9HDl2xS9i3A1zXqY6Nrq9J1q0egouhipC_P4jpn6QpA07XbMOhC1tJHt0wfeUQBnSiAYKoZ78efVWmkjFvuGE$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/toxoplasmosis-pregnancy/__;!!LLK065n_VXAQ!kyd9HDl2xS9i3A1zXqY6Nrq9J1q0egouhipC_P4jpn6QpA07XbMOhC1tJHt0wfeUQBnSiAYKoZ78efVWmmcLlxJp$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/syphilis/__;!!LLK065n_VXAQ!kyd9HDl2xS9i3A1zXqY6Nrq9J1q0egouhipC_P4jpn6QpA07XbMOhC1tJHt0wfeUQBnSiAYKoZ78efVWmnAi_yj1$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/cytomegalovirus-cmv-pregnancy/__;!!LLK065n_VXAQ!kyd9HDl2xS9i3A1zXqY6Nrq9J1q0egouhipC_P4jpn6QpA07XbMOhC1tJHt0wfeUQBnSiAYKoZ78efVWmhzW3Ga5$
https://wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel/page/zika-information
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/zika-virus-pregnancy/
https://www.cdc.gov/pregnancy/zika/women-and-their-partners.html
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Couples who want to get pregnant right away will often ask, “Instead of waiting, isn’t there a way my doctor can just
test me for the virus?” Unfortunately, the answer to that question is not so simple. The CDC does not recommend
testing as a way to know if it’s “safe” to get pregnant. For one reason, the virus could have already left your blood, but
could still be hanging out in other areas of the body (like semen). In this case, you could get a negative blood test
result, but still have the virus. Second, no test is 100% accurate. There’s always a chance that your result could be a
false negative, especially if you are tested too soon or too late after returning home from a country with Zika.

So, the bottom line? It’s a waiting game. Couples should follow the CDC’s official recommendations to make sure their
pregnancy has the healthiest start possible. Still have questions or concerns about Zika? Check out Zika Central on
MotherToBaby.org or call us at 866-626-6847 to speak with a specialist who can assess your specific exposure.

#2 Listeria
I just ate unpasteurized cheese and I’m worried I have Listeria. What symptoms should I watch for? Do I
need to be tested?

Eating unpasteurized cheese does put you at risk for a Listeria infection (called listeriosis). So during your pregnancy
it’s important to avoid unpasteurized cheeses and other foods made with unpasteurized milk. The US Food and Drug
Administration has developed additional food safety guidelines specific to pregnancy.

While listeriosis has not been found to cause birth defects, it can increase the risk for miscarriage, preterm delivery,
and still birth. It also increases the risk of infection in newborns which can result in very serious long-term
complications for baby.

Not everyone who is infected with Listeria will have symptoms, but some will have mild to severe symptoms that
appear a few days or even weeks after eating contaminated food. Symptoms of a Listeria infection to watch for may
include: diarrhea, fever, muscle aches, joint pain, headache, backache, chills, sore throat, swollen glands, and
sensitivity to light.

Since not everyone has symptoms, it is important to be tested if you think you might have listeriosis. Your health care
provider can order a simple blood test to confirm a Listeria infection. Treatment will reduce the risks of infection for
you and your baby.

#3: Toxoplasmosis
I didn’t find out I was pregnant until 12 weeks, and I’ve been changing my cat’s litter box this whole
time. Am I at risk for toxoplasmosis?

Toxoplasmosis infection is caused by the parasite Toxoplasma gondii. You can get it from handling cat feces or soil, or
eating undercooked, infected meat that contains the parasite. Eating raw eggs or drinking unpasteurized milk are also
possible sources.

Most adults with toxoplasmosis don’t have symptoms, but some have symptoms similar to the flu or mononucleosis,
with swelling of the lymph nodes, fever, headache or muscle pain. In most cases, once a person gets toxoplasmosis,
they cannot get it again. If a woman has an active toxoplasmosis infection during pregnancy, it can pass to the
developing baby (called congenital toxoplasmosis infection). Not every infected baby will have problems, but the
infection could cause a variety of developmental problems for the infant.

Up to 85% of pregnant women in the U.S. are at risk for toxoplasmosis infection. Generally, women who have recently
acquired a cat or care for an outdoor cat may be at an increased risk for toxoplasmosis. Ask yourself: Have you ever
been diagnosed with toxoplasmosis? How long have you had your cat? Is your cat indoor only, outdoor only, or both?
Do you feed the cat raw meat? Talk to your healthcare provider if you have concerns and want to learn more about a
blood test that can determine if you have ever had toxoplasmosis.

To avoid future infection, here are some precautions you can take: (1) wash your hands carefully after handling raw
meat fruit, vegetables, and soil; (2) do not touch cat feces, or else wear gloves and immediately wash your hands
afterwards if you must change the cat litter; (3) wash all fruits and vegetables; peeling fruits and vegetables can also
help reduce risk of exposure; (4) cook meat until it is no longer pink and the juices run clear; and (5) do not feed your
cat raw meat.

#4 Syphilis
I just found out I have syphilis and my doctor recommended medication to treat it, but I’m worried the
medication will hurt the baby. What should I do?

https://mothertobaby.org/zika-central-your-1-stop-for-the-latest-information/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/listeriosis-pregnancy
https://www.fda.gov/Food/ResourcesForYou/HealthEducators/ucm081785.htm
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/toxoplasmosis-pregnancy/
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Syphilis is a sexually transmitted infection (STI) caused by bacteria that can be treated and cured with antibiotics.
Learning that you have syphilis when you are pregnant is frightening, but the earlier you treat the infection, the better
the outcome for you and your baby.

The syphilis bacteria can spread to the baby during pregnancy (called congenital syphilis or CS). CS can cause
stillbirth, prematurity, or other pregnancy problems, including birth defects of the bones, the brain and other body
systems. If you are diagnosed with syphilis during pregnancy, be sure to talk with your baby’s pediatrician since a
baby might develop symptoms of CS even after being born.

The medications that are used to treat syphilis have been around for many years and are well studied. While there is
always the possibility of side effects with any medication, the antibiotics used to treat syphilis during pregnancy are
very well tolerated by most women.

The MotherToBaby website contains fact sheets on many of the medications doctors prescribe during pregnancy. If you
still have concerns about the medication your doctor has prescribed to treat your syphilis, you can review the fact
sheet and contact a MotherToBaby specialist at 866-626-6847.

#5 CMV (Cytomegalovirus)
I’m pregnant, and my 3-year-old came home from daycare with symptoms of CMV. Should I be worried?
What can I do to prevent getting CMV from her?

CMV is a common virus that spreads through urine, saliva and other body fluids. In pregnancy, CMV can pass from
mom to the developing baby (called congenital CMV infection). This could happen if you already had CMV before you
got pregnant or if you got a new strain of CMV from your daughter, but it might be more likely to happen if you get a
first-time CMV infection from your daughter while you’re pregnant.

Reassuringly, most babies born with congenital CMV infection don’t get sick or have health problems. But about 1 out
of every 5 babies with congenital CMV infection has health problems at birth or complications that develop later in
childhood. These include developmental disability, vision problems, and hearing loss, even in babies with no signs of
congenital CMV infection at birth.

So, how can you prevent getting CMV from your daughter? There is no surefire way to guarantee that you won’t get it,
but the best prevention is the easiest one: wash your hands often. Especially after any contact with your daughter’s
urine or saliva. Kissing her on the cheek or the top of the head instead of the mouth or the hands is another way to
prevent contact with her saliva. And if you are still concerned, talk to your health care provider about blood tests to
detect a current or past CMV infection. For more information, check out our Baby Blog about this topic.

If you have more questions about infections during pregnancy, contact a MotherToBaby expert by phone, email, text
message or chat. During National Birth Defects Prevention Month and every day, moms-to-be have the opportunity to
#prevent2protect, ensuring the healthiest start to life for their new additions!

About MotherToBaby
MotherToBaby is a service of the Organization of Teratology Information Specialists (OTIS), suggested
resources by many agencies including the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). If you have
questions about exposures during pregnancy and breastfeeding, please call MotherToBaby toll-FREE at
866-626-6847 or try out MotherToBaby’s new text information service by texting questions to (855)
999-3525. You can also visit MotherToBaby.org to browse a library of fact sheets about dozens of viruses,
medications, vaccines, alcohol, diseases, or other exposures during pregnancy and breastfeeding or
connect with all of our resources by downloading the new MotherToBaby free app, available on Android
and iOS markets.

https://www.cdc.gov/std/syphilis/stdfact-congenital-syphilis.htm
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets-parent/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/cytomegalovirus-cmv-pregnancy/
https://www.cdc.gov/cmv/congenital-infection.html
https://mothertobaby.org/baby-blog/cmv-during-pregnancy-and-hearing-loss-a-perspective-from-the-sound-booth/
https://mothertobaby.org/
http://simplebooklet.com/textmothertobaby
https://mothertobaby.org/
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=edu.ucsd.mtb&hl=en
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/mothertobaby/id1116292287?mt=8
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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, September 30, 2025.


