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a whole new human being inside you. Your body is doing 
something incredible, so treat it right by following these few 

simple tips for having the healthiest pregnancy possible. As well as 
looking after your own health, with this advice you’ll also be helping  
give your precious little person the perfect start. ›
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Here’s to your health!
CAROLINE JAMES finds this 

advice for having a happy and 
healthy bub-on-board experience

PREGNANCY
healthy



32    practical parenting september 2013

PREGNANCY wellbeing

ON THE MOVE
Why keep active? While 
high-impact kung-fu boot 
camp may be out as your 
belly bourgeons, maternal 

health experts say moderate exercise 
during pregnancy delivers big health perks 
for both you and your bun in the oven. 
Mums-to-be who keep active are more 
physically prepared for the big birthing 
adventure ahead, says Sydney-based 
obstetrician Dr Rachael Hickinbotham, 
and this can also aid in a speedier recovery 
afterwards. Regular exercise can reduce the 
risk of pregnancy complications including 
gestational diabetes, high blood pressure 
and pre-eclampsia, too, and help with 
niggles including swelling and aches and 
pains. Keeping active is also great for your 
mood, managing stress, perking up your 
energy levels and even promoting sleep  
– all important during pregnancy!

How do I do it? If you can squeeze it in, 
30 minutes of daily exercise is recommended, 
but if life’s too busy try to at least aim for  
30 minutes three times a week. Be guided  
by your body during exercise and stick with 
low-impact exercises you feel comfortable 
doing, especially if you weren’t too fit before 
falling pregnant. Great choices include 
walking, swimming and pregnancy yoga and 
pilates. “The hormones in our bodies that 

prepare us for birth can also make us more 
injury prone, so stop immediately if you 
have any pain,” Dr Hickinbotham advises.
How does it help bub? Babies  
born to mums who have enjoyed regular 
exercise during pregnancy are more likely 
to have healthier birth weights, improved 
heart health and to have benefited in other 
ways from being in an environment with 
improved blood flow.

keeping a healthy pregnancy weight can 
mean you’re less likely to develop issues 
including back pain, gestational diabetes and 
pre-eclampsia. It can also help when it comes 
to keeping your weight in check later on.
How do I do it? Keep in mind that while 
you’re now technically ‘eating for two’, this 
doesn’t mean you double your portions! 
It’s about eating for one with a little extra 
to meet your energy and nutrient needs, 
Melanie says, and about placing greater 
focus on the nutritional content of every 
mouthful. The Australian Dietary Guidelines 
recommend a daily antenatal diet including:

 Five serves of vegetables and legumes
 Two serves of fruit
 Eight and a half serves of grain foods
 Three and a half serves of lean meat, 

poultry, fish, eggs, tofu, nuts and seeds
 Two and half serves of milk, yoghurt, 

cheese or alternatives.
“If possible, adopt a diet of regular small 

meals to help avoid fast, nutrient-poor meals 
and to meet your daily requirements,” 
Melanie advises. Antenatal supplements, 
particularly for folic acid, iodine and fish oils, 
as well vitamin D and iron in some cases, are 

also recommended for optimal pregnancy 
nourishment. Chat to your healthcare 
provider about these.

When it comes to your pregnancy weight, 
most women should aim to gain between 
10 and 15kg overall, Dr Hickinbotham says, 
but this will depend on your body mass 
index (BMI) starting out. Talk to your GP, 
midwife or obstetrician about a personal 
target and to learn more about making your 
gains sensibly and steadily.
How does it help bub? Eating a well- 
balanced antenatal diet and maintaining  
a sensible pregnancy weight can increase 
the likelihood of bub having a healthy  
birth weight and boost his physical and 
neurological development. It can also reduce 
his chances of obesity and associated health 
problems later in life, as well as certain birth 
defects. Another fun fact: your littlie may  
be primed to like the foods you eat during 
pregnancy as they can flavour the amniotic 
fluid. A healthy diet now can mean a healthy 
little eater in the future, whereas research 
shows mums who chow down on junk food 
are more likely to have littlies who favour 
high fat, high salt foods later in life.

YOU ARE WHAT 
YOU EAT
Why is diet important? 
Pregnancy is a physically 

taxing job and it’s important to fuel your 
body and baby with plenty of nutritious 
food. And with two out of three Aussie 
mums-to-be gaining too much or too little 
weight according to Queensland University 
of Technology research, a healthy diet is 
also one of the keys to maintaining sensible 
pregnancy weight gains. Dietitian Melanie 
McGrice, author of The Pregnancy Weight 
Plan (Macmillan Australia, $29.99), says 
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MOUTHY 
MATTERS
Why keep teeth and 
gums squeaky clean? 

Pregnancy’s hormonal changes can have 
big impacts on oral health, particularly 
when it comes to our gums. “As many as 
70 per cent of pregnant women experience 
some form of gum problem, often detected 
through swollen, bleeding or tender 
gums,” says dentist Dr Christopher Ho. 
Sensitive gums and also nausea can see 
some mamas-to-be ease up on dental care, 
but with pregnancy hormones potentially 
worsening your body’s response to dental 
plaque, keeping decay at bay is important.
How do I do it? Keep up a good routine 
of brushing for two minutes both morning 
and night, as well as flossing to stop plaque 
build-up. If your gums are sensitive, use  
a soft-bristled brush and work in gentle, 
circular motions. If you’re prone to 
gagging, stick with brushes with smaller 
heads and use steady strokes at the back  
of your mouth, breathing deeply through 
your nose as you do. If you have been 
vomiting with morning sickness, avoid 
brushing straight away as stomach acid 
can soften the surface of your teeth.  
Stick with rinsing and wait at least an 
hour till brushing. Other good tooth 
habits include visiting the dentist for  
a check-up during pregnancy and eating 
plenty of calcium-rich foods.
How does it help bub? Studies  
have shown possible links between 
periodontal disease during pregnancy  
and pre-term babies, premature membrane 
rupture and pre-eclampsia, Tanya says.  
If you have healthier oral health when  
bub is born, you’re also less likely to pass 
on decay-causing bacteria to your littlie  
if sharing spoons or other items (though 
this is best avoided in any case).

SWEET DREAMS
What’s the deal with 
sleep in pregnancy?

A cocktail of pregnancy hormones – 
particularly revved up in the first and third 
trimesters – makes you more fatigued, so 
your body is going to naturally crave those 
nana naps. Unfortunately, there are other 
pregnancy changes that can thwart your 
quest for more rest. These include an 
increased need to pee thanks to more urine 
production and a baby pressing on your 
bladder, pregnancy aches and pains, general 
discomfort as your tummy expands and 
other complaints including heartburn. Yay! 

Fortunately, lack of sleep won’t create specific 
health problems during pregnancy, assures 
Dr Hickinbotham. “There is no solid 
evidence suggesting you must have eight 
hours a night from a physical health 
perspective, but if you are sleeping that much 
it does make it easier to cope,” she says.
How can I boost sleep? Find a good 
sleep routine and stick to it to help get 
yourself in the mood for slumber each 
night. It’s best to avoid your phone, 
computer, tablet and even the TV for  
a time before heading to bed to avoid extra 
stimulation mentally, as well as physically 
from the screen lights, which can mess with 
your sleep cycles. Keep comfy by making 
sure your sleep environment isn’t too hot or 
too cool, invest in an extra pillow or two to 
place around your body, and do what you 
can to head off those niggles that keep you 
awake, such as speaking to your GP about 
treating heartburn and indigestion, and 
avoiding drinking water too close to your 
bedtime to minimise trips to the loo.
How does it help bub? There are  
no direct health bonuses for bubs with 
well-rested mamas, though a small study 

has suggested the possibility that poor  
sleep may be linked to premature birth. 
Importantly, more sleep can help you feel 
better on the hormone-fuelled roller-coaster 
of pregnancy, “and that’s always a good thing 
for bub too,” Dr Hickinbotham says. 

SAY SO LONG, 
VICES
Why should I stop? The 
National Health and Medical 

Research Council advises alcohol and 
cigarettes be avoided altogether during 
pregnancy. “Pregnant smokers have a greater 
risk of miscarriage, placental abruption, 
stillbirth and sudden infant death syndrome,” 
says birth educator Tanya Strusberg. “They 
also often give birth to babies with lower 
birth weights who tend to have health 
problems because of intrauterine growth 
restriction.” When it comes to alcohol 
during pregnancy, there is no evidence  
of a safe drinking level and foetal alcohol 
syndrome can mean hampered intellectual 
and physical development for bub. For you, 
being free from alcohol and cigarettes can 
lead to improved cardiovascular, respiratory 
and physical vigour so you can make the 
most of your pregnancy.

How do I do it? Use your baby as the 
most important motivation you’ll ever 
have and quit! Find support in family and 
friends who can keep you on track, try to 
avoid situations where you’ll be tempted 
and use all the resources at your disposal, 
such as the Quitline program for smoking 
(www.quitnow.gov.au, 13 78 48). You can 
also chat to your GP about additional 
support, such as replacement therapies.
How does it help bub? Saying goodbye 
to alcohol and cigarettes can reduce your 
bub’s chances of developing asthma and 
encountering problems with heart health 
and developmental issues such as speech 
difficulties and lower IQ. It’s never too late 
for you and your littlie to reap the benefits, 
either. While the biggest health gains are 
made by giving up cigarettes before 15 weeks 
of pregnancy (and ideally before falling 
pregnant), don’t think you’re too far into 
your pregnancy for it to matter.


