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Every expectant parent 
faces big challenges.

What’s a mama to do? 
               Control what you can. 

Hopeful parents want to greet  a baby who is developmentally on track at the end of a nine-
month wait. But there are obstacles at every turn — including unhealthy food, hidden toxins, 
high stress levels, immune challenges, and difficulty sleeping — that can negatively impact 
your baby’s health. 

It’s not a coincidence that neurological disorders such as ADHD1, autism2, and learning 
disabilities are increasing among children, as are allergies3, asthma4, eczema5, anxiety 
and depression6, obesity7, and cancer.8 Our world has made it more difficult to be 
developmentally on target, and our children are showing the effects. 

The three most important areas to consider when you’re trying to conceive and once 
pregnant are: good nutrition, avoiding toxins, and making healthy lifestyle choices.
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1. Eat a clean diet.
Drinking filtered water and eating minimally processed, whole organic foods is an excellent 
way to protect your health and support your baby’s optimal development. This guidebook 
will cover the most important nutrients for pregnancy, such as calcium, folate, vitamin D, 
iron, and protein. We’ll also help you understand what to eat to help meet your nutritional 
requirements — and what to avoid. 

Experts agree that relying on diet alone to fulfill the nutritional demands of making a baby 
isn’t enough. The Mayo Clinic advises that women of reproductive age regularly take a 
prenatal multivitamin, whether they’re planning to get pregnant or not. “The baby’s neural 
tube, which becomes the brain and spinal cord, develops during the first month of pregnancy 
— perhaps before you even know that you’re pregnant,” the organization states.9 

We’ll guide you through the process of which nutrient levels to have tested before and during 
pregnancy, and how to choose the best, most bioavailable forms of supplemental vitamins 
and minerals.

The Mayo Clinic advises that 
women of reproductive age
regularly take a prenatal 
multivitamin, whether they’re 
planning to get pregnant or not.
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2. Avoid hidden toxins. 

3. Live your best lifestyle.

Vegetable protein Animal protein

You probably already know that if you’re planning to conceive or are already pregnant, you 
need to quit smoking and avoid alcohol altogether. But cookware, cleaning products, and 
personal care products can all deliver hidden toxins. According to the Centers for Disease 
Control, exposure to even small amounts during pregnancy, infancy, childhood, or puberty 
can lead to diseases.10

The key here is to be aware without getting overwhelmed. We’ll help you identify the most 
pressing risks — from mercury in fish to phthalates in personal care products to triclosan in 
household cleaning products — and teach you how to mitigate them.

This means exercising regularly, maintaining a healthy weight, reducing stress when you can, 
taking steps to bolster your immunity, and getting enough sleep. There’s no better motivation 
than growing a little one inside of you to inspire better lifestyle choices! 

Bonus: Making healthy changes also benefits you, mama. Take diet, for example. According to 
the National Institutes of Health, “Studies have shown that substituting vegetable protein for 
animal protein before pregnancy can decrease risk of gestational diabetes by about half.”11

Here’s to a healthy baby & a healthy you.
                                                       You’ve got this!

D E C R E A S E  Y O U R  R I S K  O F  G E S T A T I O N A L  D I A B E T E S  B Y  H A L F



Preconception Overview: 

Laying a Healthy Foundation

Good health Less complications

The foundation for your baby’s health is set before you even get pregnant. According to a 
recent paper published in the journal The Lancet, women who are in good health before 
becoming pregnant are more likely to avoid pregnancy complications and give birth to a 
healthy baby.12 Being pregnant is hard work, but there are steps you can take to make sure 
your body is up for the challenge.

5

1. Upgrade your diet.
Now’s the time to eat clean. Drink filtered water and buy organic foods when you can to avoid 
pesticide exposure. Eat plenty of fruits, vegetables, protein, and healthy fats. Stay away from 
junk food and highly processed foods. One of the best ways to control what’s in the food you 
eat is to cook it yourself. If you’re pressed for time, using a meal preparation kit service that 
focuses on healthy ingredients may help make cooking from scratch more realistic. If you’re 
not able to go completely organic, check the “Dirty Dozen” and “Clean 15” lists from the 
Environmental Working Group to help you prioritize which items to buy organic.
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2. Take a prenatal vitamin, calcium, probiotics & DHA.

3. Reduce toxin exposure.

4. Seek medical care.

Eating well is a must, but even the healthiest diets have gaps. Taking a high-quality prenatal 
multivitamin for at least three months before you conceive ensures your body has sufficient 
nutrients for the crucial first few weeks — which typically occur before you even know you’re 
pregnant. You’ll need to take a separate calcium product because this bone-building 
mineral is often too bulky to fit into a multivitamin. Supplementing with probiotics during the 
preconception period can improve the composition of your gut bacteria, which has benefits 
for both you and your little one. You’ll also want a separate DHA as prenatal multivitamins 
don’t include the recommended amount and often are made with ethyl ester which becomes 
an alcohol derivative.  DHA will shore up your reserve of this omega-3 fatty acid, which is 
needed to support the proper development of your baby’s brain and eyes.

Growing babies are extra-sensitive to toxins. Obviously, if you smoke or take recreational 
drugs, stop now. Same goes for avoiding second-hand smoke and quitting drinking while 
you’re trying to conceive. But you’ll also want to minimize your exposure to harmful chemicals 
by using green cleaning products in your home and safe cookware and personal care 
products. We’ll give you more detailed advice on that front later in this booklet.

Your first appointment with your doctor, nurse practitioner, or midwife should be before 
you start trying to get pregnant. This is a good time to discuss any health concerns you may 
have, request tests, and discuss any prescription or over-the-counter medications as well as 
supplements you may be taking. 



5. Reduce stress.

3 18 39

6. Exercise.

7. Space births.

8. Wait after going off birth control.

months months weeks

Everyone does better with a support system. Discuss your pregnancy plans with family and 
close friends. If you already de-stress with yoga or meditation, keep it up. If you don’t, give 
these practices a try, and see what works for you. Establish good sleep habits if you’re not 
already getting eight hours of sleep per night.

Moving is one of the most natural things for a human body to do, and yet most of us don’t do 
it enough. Exercising daily can reduce stress and build physical strength for your pregnancy. 
Aim for 150 minutes of moderate aerobic exercise a week (or 75 minutes of intense aerobic 
exercise), plus strength training two times weekly. If that sounds daunting, start small, and 
build up to it in ten-minute increments. 

Pregnancy can deplete your stores of nutrients, particularly folate. That’s why closely spaced 
pregnancies can lead to premature birth and low birth weight. Waiting at least 18 months 
after your last child was born before conceiving the next one ensures your body is ready to 
be pregnant again.13 It’s not necessary to wait this long after a miscarriage, though. Try again 
when you feel ready.

It’s a good idea to wait three months after discontinuing oral contraceptives before trying to 
conceive. That’s because birth control can deplete your stores of B vitamins (specifically, B1, 
B6, B12, and folate), vitamin C, magnesium, and zinc.14 Contrary to what many people think, 
your fertility returns almost immediately after going off the pill, so use a barrier method while 
you wait.15 Also, it’s a good idea to finish your birth control pack and let your body finish a 
menstrual cycle rather than stopping mid-cycle.16

after discontinuing oral 
contraceptives before 

trying to conceive

after your last child was 
born before conceiving 

the next one

before having a 
scheduled C-section
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Pregnancy Overview: 

Healthy Mama, 
Healthy Baby

Pregnancy can be a miraculous time in a woman’s life. Incredible things are happening in your 
body every day. You are growing a whole new person! No two pregnancies are the same, 
though. Don’t worry if you have symptoms your sister or friends didn’t have — or if you don’t 
have the ones they did. Taking good care of yourself is the best way to increase the odds of 
having a healthy pregnancy and a healthy baby.

8



1. Get prenatal care.

2. Attend childbirth classes.

4. Keep taking your supplements.

3. Eat well, drink well.

Now’s the time to get to know your health care provider better. Regular prenatal visits are 
important for a healthy pregnancy, so schedule one as soon as you know you’re pregnant. 
These visits are a good time to discuss any medications or supplements you’re taking 
or concerns you may have. Your appointments will be monthly at the beginning of your 
pregnancy, then progress to every two weeks, and finally weekly. At most visits, your 
healthcare provider will check your blood pressure and weight gain, measure your abdomen, 
and listen to your baby’s heartbeat. At some appointments, there will be blood tests (for 
anemia or gestational diabetes) or ultrasounds.

Giving birth seems like it should come naturally, but there’s a lot to discover, especially if 
this is your first pregnancy! You’ll learn about your birthing options, pain management, and 
newborn care. Perhaps most valuably, you’ll meet other expectant mamas who may turn into 
friends. Childbirth classes are also valuable to help your partner or labor coach understand 
the birth process and how to best support you. Look for a class taught by a certified childbirth 
educator. Ten couples or fewer is the best size to allow for discussion, according to the Mayo 
Clinic.17

Preconception lays the foundation for a healthy pregnancy, but once you’re pregnant, 
you’ll need a constant supply of nutrients to meet the needs of your changing body and 
developing child. Continue with your prenatal multivitamin, calcium, probiotics, and DHA.

Keep eating a healthy diet — including as much organic food as possible. The American 
Pediatrics Association tested various fruits and vegetables for pesticide residue and 
concluded that conventional produce contains higher levels than organic. “At this point, 
we simply do not have the scientific evidence to know whether the difference in pesticide 
levels will impact a person’s health over a lifetime, though we do know that children – 
especially young children whose brains are developing – are uniquely vulnerable to chemical 
exposures,” stated Joel Forman, MD, FAAP, one of the report’s lead authors.18

Make sure to drink plenty of water. Water helps flush toxins out of your system and keeps your 
amniotic fluid at healthy levels. Pass on heavy meals late in the day to avoid reflux. If you’ve 
had gestational diabetes in the past, see a registered dietician to help you craft a diet plan. 
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5. Reduce toxins.

6. Manage stress.

7. Keep exercising.

8. Don’t schedule a C-section before 39 weeks.

9. Give your baby colostrum

The same advice for reducing your toxic burden in the preconception phase applies here 
as well, with one more caution: Limit ultrasounds in pregnancy to medical purposes, and 
don’t use them for the production of images and videos, unless these are created during 
a medical exam.19 That’s the advice of the American Institute of Ultrasound in Medicine. 
While ultrasounds are generally considered safe, any medical procedure contains some risk. 
Concerns have been raised about the heating of tissues and the creation of gas bubbles 
during ultrasounds. 

Continue to practice whichever stress-reduction methods you were using before you got 
pregnant, or try some new ones, like keeping a journal. Many studies have shown that 
journaling through tough times can be a balm to our mental health.20 Reach out and talk to 
your support people if you feel overwhelmed. Prioritize sleep. You may find you need more 
than you did before you were pregnant. The first trimester can really wipe some women out 
as their bodies adjust to pregnancy hormones. Take naps if you can. 

It’s normal to worry that exercise will jostle the baby too much, but most healthy women can 
continue to exercise throughout their pregnancies. If you haven’t been exercising regularly, 
gradually work your way up to 150 minutes of moderate aerobic exercise a week. Try an 
exercise class designed for pregnant women. A lot of mamas enjoy water aerobics because 
the water supports your belly and allows for a gentle, fun workout.

Two of the most common reasons to schedule a C-section are if you have already had one 
or if the baby is not well positioned for birth. But remember: Your little one needs time to 
develop, so don’t jump the gun on a C-section. The American College of Obstetrics and 
Gynecology recommends choosing a date no sooner than a week before your due date.21

During the first one to three days after your baby is born, your body will make colostrum, a 
sticky yellowish milk. This superfood contains highly concentrated nutrients, immunoglobin, 
and other immune cells. Even if you’re not planning to breastfeed, nursing for three days after 
birth can jumpstart your baby’s immune system.22 Colostrum also has a mild laxative effect 
that facilitates your baby’s first bowel movement.
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Diet and Nutrition Checklist 

 Yes, Please!
Homemade, organic food: Cook as much of your own food as possible so you can control 
what goes into it. Eat organic as much as you can to avoid herbicides and pesticides.

Fruits and vegetables:  Eat a wide variety and aim for seven servings a day. One serving = 
½ cup, except for leafy greens, where one serving = 1 cup. Fill half your plate with fruits and 
vegetables at each meal.

High-fiber foods: Get 25 grams of fiber a day from fruits, vegetables, beans, legumes, and 
whole grains. 

Protein: Consume at least 60 grams a day from meat, fish, seafood, eggs, beans, legumes, 
nuts, seeds, tofu, and tempeh. 

Omega-3-rich foods: Eat fatty fish, nuts, seeds, avocados, and seaweed to build up your 
stores of omega-3s. 

Fermented foods: Increase populations of beneficial bacteria in your gut by eating miso, 
sauerkraut, or yogurt.

Filtered water: Purify your tap water with a filter. Water filter pitchers are inexpensive and 
filter out toxins such as heavy metals, chlorine, and pesticides.23

A high-quality prenatal vitamin: Look for one with vitamins and minerals in the most 
bioavailable forms, such as L-methylfolate (folate) and vitamin B12.

A calcium product: Make sure to take your calcium separately from your multivitamin, as iron 
competes with calcium for absorption. 

A probiotic supplement: Optimize your beneficial gut bacteria, with a supplement that 
contains a range of Lactobacilli and Bifidobacteria species.

A DHA supplement: Opt for one made from fish oil or algae; flax, chia, and hemp seed oils 
do not contain DHA.

A vitamin D supplement: Retain and restore levels with a vitamin D3 supplement that 
contains no vitamin K2.

Iron supplement: Be sure to get your recommended amount as deficiency rates are highest 
for young women, infants, and children under the age of two.
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Diet and Nutrition Checklist 

 No, Thank You!
Neurotoxins, such as alcohol, cigarettes, and recreational drugs

Food toxins, from charred or blackened foods, non-organic meat, and food packaged in 
BPA-lined cans

Bacteria risks, such as unpasteurized dairy products, soft cheeses, processed meats, and raw 
or undercooked eggs, meat, and seafood

High-mercury fish, such as bigeye tuna, king mackerel, marlin, orange roughy, shark, and 
swordfish

Excessive caffeine, from coffee, tea, soda, energy drinks, or pills 

High-glycemic foods, such as refined sugar, white bread, white pasta, and white rice

Sweetened beverages, particularly soda (whether sugar-sweetened or artificially sweetened)

Fake stuff, including artificial sweeteners, colors, flavors, and preservatives, and other food 
additives like MSG

Bad fats, including hydrogenated fats, partially hydrogenated fats, and trans fats

GMOs, present in 80 percent of processed foods

Soy, as tofu, tempeh, soy milk, soy burgers, edamame, and other soy products



Eating for two

The importance of starting early

If you’re pregnant, you’ve doubtless already heard someone encourage you to eat more 
because you’re eating for two. Don’t take this well-intentioned advice literally. It doesn’t mean 
you should consume twice the calories you previously were. (According to the U.S. National 
Library of Medicine, you should bump up your calorie intake by just 300 calories per day.)24

Rather, eating for two means you need to make sure you’re getting all the nutrients you and 
your rapidly growing baby need. Building another person is hard work, and you need to be 
well nourished to do it. Six of the most important nutrients for pregnancy are folate, vitamin D, 
calcium, iron, protein, and DHA.

Many of your baby’s organs — including  the brain and spinal cord — are formed early in 
pregnancy before you may even know you’re pregnant. The spinal cord closes during the 
sixth week. The following week, the baby’s head and brain begin to develop.25 Because weeks 
of pregnancy are counted from the last menstrual period, this means these crucial organs are 
forming in the third and fourth week after conception.

It’s vitally important to have enough folate and DHA, which are involved in 
neurodevelopment, in this small window of early pregnancy. That’s why you need to start 
taking them before you start trying to conceive. Just remember, not all forms of nutrients are 
the same. 
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Absorption and Bioavailability: 

Why They Matter

You’ve probably heard the terms “absorption” and “bioavailability” used interchangeably. 
They’re related but different. Absorption refers to how much of an ingested substance is 
absorbed by your intestines. Bioavailability is how much of the absorbed substance actually 
makes it into your bloodstream. The better absorbed and more bioavailable a nutrient is, the 
more of it will end up circulating in your system. For example, though both are forms of folate, 
L-methylfolate has up to seven times the bioavailability of folic acid.26

Nutrients interact with each other, and this can also affect absorption. You can maximize 
the efficacy of nutrients in your food and supplements by knowing which combinations to 
shoot for and which ones to avoid. For instance, vitamin C and iron are friends and help the 
absorption of the other; take them together. Iron and calcium are rivals and can block each 
other; space them apart.
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Key Nutrients 
for You & Your 
Growing Baby



Folate
What it is:
Folate is a B vitamin found in leafy green vegetables like spinach, 
Brussels sprouts, romaine lettuce, broccoli, and other greens. Its 
name comes from the Latin word folium, which means leaf. But 
you can also get this mighty B from less leafy foods like black-eyed 
peas, asparagus, avocado, green peas, kidney beans, and wheat 
germ. 

Because of folate’s crucial role in the first few weeks of pregnancy, 
the Food and Drug Administration requires that certain grain 
products be fortified with folic acid, a synthetic form of folate.27 
Folate is water-soluble, which means your body excretes what it 
doesn’t use every day, so it needs to be continually replenished.

Why it’s important:
Diets with adequate folate may reduce the risk of having a baby with a brain or spinal cord-related 
disability, such as spina bifida, in which the spine does not close completely. According to the 
National Institutes of Health, it may also help prevent cleft lip and cleft palate, conditions in which 
parts of the mouth and lips don’t form properly.28 Because the brain, spinal cord, lips, and mouth form 
in the early weeks of pregnancy, it’s crucial to eat folate-rich foods and take a supplement before you 
get pregnant.

How much you need:
The RDA for folate is 400 mcg per day for women of childbearing age and 600 mcg for pregnant 
women. However, many healthcare professionals and organizations, such as the US Preventive 
Services Task Force, recommend up to 800 mcg a day before and during pregnancy.29 “It’s hard to 
get all of the folic acid you need from food,” cautions the March of Dimes. “Even if you eat foods that 
have folic acid in them, take your vitamin supplement each day, too.”30

Best form:
L-Methylfolate is the most bioavailable form of folate, with bioavailability up to seven times that of 
folic acid.31 That’s because it bypasses the cycle of converting folic acid to methylfolate, which is 
the form the body uses. Many people — possibly half — lack the gene that allows them to make this 
conversion.32 For them, folic acid supplements are inefficient. 
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Vitamin D
What it is:
It may surprise you to discover that vitamin D is actually a hormone. 
That means it regulates multiple aspects of your physiology and 
behavior. Unlike other vitamins, it’s not found in high quantities in 
very many foods. Cod liver oil and fatty fish like trout and salmon 
are exceptions.33

Your body can make its own vitamin D when your skin comes into 
contact with sunlight. But because we spend more time inside 
than our ancestors and cover ourselves with sunscreen when we 
do go out, it’s challenging to get enough vitamin D from sunlight 
alone. That’s doubly true if you have dark skin, which reduces your 
body’s ability to manufacture the sunshine vitamin. As an American, 
chances are one in three that you’re deficient in vitamin D.34

Why it’s important:
Vitamin D helps build your baby’s bones and teeth because it aids calcium absorption. That’s important 
enough by itself, but there are other reasons to keep your levels of D up. Pregnant women who 
have higher levels of vitamin D tend to have healthy blood sugar and blood pressure, have full-term 
pregnancies, and give birth to babies with healthy birth weights and strong respiratory systems.35, 36

How much you need:
The RDA for pregnant and breastfeeding women is 600 IU, but this amount is widely considered 
much too low. Dr. Michael Holick, preeminent vitamin D researcher and professor at Boston 
University, stated in a 2010 interview, “I think we’ve been off by a factor of 5 to 10 for the amount of 
vitamin D that everybody needs. Children need at least 400 IU and up to 1,000 IU daily is preferred. 
Teenagers and all adults need at least 1,500-2,000 IU of vitamin D daily.”37 The Vitamin D Council 
agrees, recommending 6,000 IU per day — ten times the RDA — during this crucial time.

Best form:
Vitamin D3 is the most bioavailable form. A study published in the Journal of Clinical Endocrinology 
& Metabolism found that vitamin D3 was 83 percent more potent than vitamin D2.38
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Calcium
What it is:
Calcium is the most plentiful mineral in the human body. It 
accounts for 1 to 2 percent of your body weight, with 99 percent 
occurring in your teeth and bones.39 Dairy products are the most 
common source of calcium in the American diet, but that doesn’t 
mean they’re the best. Many people are lactose intolerant, and the 
calcium in dairy may not be well absorbed.40 

You can get calcium instead from sardines (with the bones 
included), fortified fruit juice and plant milks, salmon, fortified 
cereals, and seeds.41 Greens are full of calcium too. (That’s where 
cows get theirs.) Kale is a particularly well-absorbed source, 
showing more than twice the absorption rate of milk in one study.42

Why it’s important:
Calcium builds strong bones and teeth — both yours and your baby’s. It’s especially important to get 
enough calcium from mid-late pregnancy, because that’s when the majority of your baby’s skeleton is 
formed.43 At 35 weeks, your body will transfer up to 330 mg of calcium per day to your baby.44

But calcium does more than add structure to bones and teeth. It also helps your circulatory, muscular, and 
nervous systems function well and helps these same systems develop properly in your baby. Women who 
consume plenty of calcium during pregnancy are more likely to enjoy healthy blood pressure than those 
who don’t.45 They also have a greater chance of carrying their pregnancies to term.46

How much you need:
For pregnant women age 19 and older, the RDA for calcium is 1,000 milligrams a day. Other 
organizations, such as the World Health Organization and the Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the United Nations, recommend 1,200 mg per day during pregnancy.47

Best form:
Inorganic forms of calcium, such as calcium phosphate, are well-absorbed in the presence of 
gastric acid. Organic forms of the mineral, such as calcium malate and calcium ascorbate, are easily 
absorbed with or without gastric acid. Organic calcium forms are recommended for seniors, since 
gastric acid production declines with age. However, women of childbearing age make enough gastric 
acid to absorb inorganic calcium forms just fine.
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Iron
What it is:
Iron is a mineral found in red meat, seafood, white beans, dark 
chocolate, lentils, spinach, chickpeas, potatoes, and cashews. You 
can also add iron to your diet by cooking in cast-iron skillets. To 
increase absorption, take iron with foods rich in vitamin C. You’ll 
also want to avoid supplementing with calcium and iron at the 
same time of day, as calcium interferes with iron absorption.48,49 
So does caffeine.50

Why it’s important:
You and your baby have separate circulatory systems. What connects them is the placenta and 
umbilical cord. The placenta needs a constant supply of blood to bring oxygen and nutrients to your 
developing child through the umbilical cord. During pregnancy, the blood volume in your body 
expands anywhere from 20 to 100 percent above pre-pregnancy levels.51 What do you need to make 
all that extra blood? Iron! 

Iron is needed to manufacture hemoglobin, the protein in red blood cells that brings oxygen to your 
tissues. If you don’t consume sufficient iron during pregnancy, you may develop anemia, leaving you 
feeling exhausted and depleted. This condition is surprisingly common, affecting one in six pregnant 
women.52 Don’t let that be you! Having sufficient iron not only keeps your energy up, it makes you 
more likely to give birth to a healthy-weight baby and helps you maintain a positive mood after giving 
birth.53

How much you need:
The RDA for iron doubles during pregnancy to 27 milligrams a day. If you become deficient, you may 
be prescribed more. 

Best form:
In supplement form, iron comes as either ferric or ferrous salts. Of the two, it’s generally agreed that 
ferrous salts are better absorbed. But even then, absorption is only 10-15 percent, according to a 
small but randomized controlled study.54 Additionally, both types of iron can irritate the gut. 

A newly developed form of iron called Ferrochel® solves both these problems. A head-to-head study 
found that Ferrochel® was as effective at preventing iron deficiency and anemia in pregnant women 
as ferrous sulfate — at half the dose.55 The women taking Ferrochel® also experienced less GI upset 
than those taking ferrous sulfate.
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Protien
What it is:
Proteins are complex molecules that provide structure to bones, 
muscles, organs, and skin. Red meat, fish, and dairy provide 
protein, but there are plenty of vegetarian and vegan sources too, 
such as lentils, beans, nuts and nut butters, seeds, quinoa, and 
eggs. 

If you eat red meat, choose grass-fed beef that’s free of hormones 
and antibiotics. Grass-fed meat has higher levels of omega-3 fatty 
acids — anywhere from two to six times — and less saturated fat 
than grain-fed beef. It also has mo ore antioxidants, vitamins, and 
conjugated linoleic acid (CLA), which supports heart health.56, 57

Why it’s important:
Your body uses protein to build and repair cells, so it makes sense that when you’re building a 
human, you need sufficient protein. It’s especially important in the second and third trimesters, when 
your baby is growing quickly.

How much you need:
The RDA for protein during pregnancy is 60 grams a day. That doesn’t take into account the fact that 
your body needs more protein as you progress through your pregnancy, though. Two Canadian 
researchers calculated that protein requirements are, on average, 1.2 grams per kilogram (g/kg) of 
body weight during early pregnancy (82 grams for a 150-pound woman) and 1.52 g/kg during late 
pregnancy (103 grams for the same sized woman).58

Best form:
As with many nutrients, all forms of protein are not equal. The Digestible Indispensable Amino Acid 
Score (DIAAS) ranks proteins by quality. Scores over 100 indicate that if a person were to fulfill their 
entire day’s protein needs with that food, 100 percent of their amino acid requirements would be 
met. Because vegan proteins tend to have lower DIAAS values than animal proteins, vegans may 
need to eat more protein than other folks. 
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Protein: DIAAS Scores for Different Foods59
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D I A A S  S C O R E V E G A N  P R O T I E N D I A A S  S C O R EA N I M A L  P R O T E I N

Goat milk

Cow milk

Pork

Hardboiled egg

Beef

Chicken breast

Tilapia (fish)

Whey protein isolate

Soy protein isolate

Pea protein concentrate

Cooked kidney beans

Cooked peas

Cooked rice

Cooked rolled oats

Rye

Barley
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100

100

84
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60

54

48
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DHA
What it is:
DHA, short for docosahexanoic acid, is an omega-3 fatty acid 
that plays many physiological roles. While theoretically it can be 
synthesized by the body from ALA, an omega-3 found in flax and 
chia seeds, most people do not efficiently convert ALA to DHA.

You can get DHA by eating fatty fish such as salmon or tuna. 
However, you should not consume more than two 6-oz. servings 
of fish per week when pregnant, as it can be contaminated with 
mercury, a neurotoxin. Larger fish can have more mercury because 
it accumulates in their bodies.

Why it’s important:
DHA is a key nutrient during pregnancy (and really, all the time). It is highly concentrated in the cell 
membranes of the retina and brain, so it’s not surprising that it’s necessary for visual and cognitive 
development. Your baby depends on you to supply adequate DHA during pregnancy and while 
nursing. In fact, every day during the last trimester, you pass about 50 to 70 mg of DHA to your 
developing child.60

Research shows that expectant mothers who supplement with DHA enjoy longer gestation times 
and give birth to higher-weight babies. Their kids benefit as they get older, too. Clinical research has 
found that children of moms who took fish oil (which is rich in DHA and EPA) while pregnant and 
nursing had better developmental outcomes as toddlers than kids whose moms took vegetable oil, 
including higher mental processing scores and better eye-hand coordination.61, 62 And a study of 60-
day infants discovered that those whose mothers had taken placebos during pregnancy were three 
times more likely to have low visual acuity scores than those whose moms had taken DHA.63

How much you need:
“During pregnancy, the dietary goal for omega-3 fatty acids is 650 mg, of which 300 is DHA,” 
wrote the authors of a review paper published in the scientific journal Reviews in Obstetrics 
and Gynecology. It is impossible to get this amount through the weekly two servings of fish 
recommended to pregnant women, which is why purified fish oil or algae  supplements are 
recommended during pregnancy and while nursing.
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Best form:
DHA in multivitamins is usually a synthetic ethyl ester, which can produce an alcohol derivative in 
your body. But your job is to avoid alcohol in pregnancy! You’re better off getting DHA in a separate 
supplement made from fish oil (in triglyceride form) or algae.



What to Eat
Nutrients from the foods you eat cross through the placenta and nourish your child. 
What you eat, your baby eats. That can be a sobering thought, but eating a healthy 
diet in pregnancy doesn’t have to be complicated. If you eat organic, stick to whole, 
unprocessed foods for the most part, cook most of your meals at home, and stay 
away from highly processed foods, you’ll be well on your way to providing a good 
nutritional base for your baby. Just follow these nutritional basics:
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Eat a lot of fruits and vegetables.
That’s good advice for any life stage, but never more true than when you’re making a baby. Fruits 
and vegetables are chock full of vitamins and minerals, including folate and iron, as well as fiber. 
Different colored fruits and vegetables have different nutrients. Eat the rainbow to get them all. 

Fill up on fiber.
High-fiber foods keep you regular. That’s important, because pregnant women are more prone 
to constipation since the digestive tract is slower during pregnancy. Beans are a great fiber 
source and also supply protein, calcium, and iron.

Get enough protein.
Proteins serve as building blocks for new cells, and Mama, you are building a lot of new cells! 

Superfood vegetables:
Dark, green leafy vegetables like collards, kale, mustard greens, chard, 
and turnip greens, and crucifers such as broccoli and Brussels sprouts

Superfoods with fiber:
Beans, legumes, and whole grains

Superfoods with protein:
Low-mercury species of fish (small fish), eggs, beans, nuts, seeds, & quinoa
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Include omega-3s.
Omega-3s aid your baby’s brain development by helping construct the protective myelin 
sheath that surrounds nerves. Children whose moms ate more seafood during pregnancy 
have better verbal fluency, communication skills, and social development than kids whose 
moms passed on fish.64

Try fermented foods.
The process of fermentation creates active cultures with probiotic bacteria, which is why 
fermented foods aid in digestion and help keep your intestinal bacteria in balance.

Superfoods with omega-3s.
Fatty species of fish (like salmon and sardines) are the best source, but 
you can also get omega-3s from nuts, seeds, avocados, and seaweed if 
you’re vegan.  

Fermented superfoods:
Kefir, kimchee, sauerkraut, tempeh, and yogurt
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What to Drink
It’s important to stay hydrated while you’re pregnant and after you have your baby, 
especially if you’re breastfeeding. The best thing to drink is pure, filtered water. 
Water helps flush waste products from cells and supports your liver and kidneys 
in functioning properly. It also helps you make the extra blood your body requires 
during pregnancy and sufficient milk after your baby is born. Dehydration can lead to 
fatigue and constipation — just what you don’t need. It can also contribute to urinary 
tract infections.65
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1.         Flushes waste products from your cells
2.         Supports your liver and kidneys
3.         Aids blood and milk production
4.         Prevents fatigue and constipation

H O W  W A T E R  H E L P S  P R E G N A N T  W O M E N

Drink at least eight to ten glasses of water a day. Start by drinking a glass 
of water as soon as you wake up.

Eat foods with high water content, like fruits, vegetables, soups, 
stews, and smoothies.

Take small, frequent drinks throughout the day.

Keep a glass of water or a stainless steel water bottle nearby to remind yourself to 
drink. (Plastic may leach toxic chemicals into your water.)

Some women have trouble drinking plain water, though, especially if they struggle with nausea 
during the first trimester. If this is the case for you, try seltzer or add a splash of fruit juice to 
water. (Lemon or other sour juices may help settle your stomach.) 

Just beware: Some tap water contains impurities — anything from disease-causing microscopic 
organisms to heavy metals from old pipes to chemicals like chlorine used to treat water.66 
That’s why we recommend getting a water filter. (A simple pitcher filter can do the trick.) It’s a 
cleaner solution than drinking bottled water because plastic from the bottle can leach into the 
water. Plus, label claims such as “pure” or “filtered” may be false. Bottled water is actually less 
regulated than tap water.67 There’s also the cost and waste involved in buying bottled water 
and disposing of the bottles.

Tips for Staying Hydrated



What to
          Avoid
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Neurotoxins
Don’t drink alcohol, smoke, or do recreational drugs while trying to conceive, pregnant, or 
breastfeeding. There is no known safe level of alcohol consumption during pregnancy. 

Carcinogens, hormones, & antibiotics
Stay away from charred or blackened foods, which contain carcinogens, and say no to non-
organic meat, which may be tainted with hormones and antibiotics that were given to the 
animals. Risks of hormones in foods have not been widely studied, but there is concern they 
could be behind the rise in early puberty.68 Overuse of antibiotics leads to the spread of 
antibiotic-resistant bacteria. 

Pesticides & herbicides
Conventional produce frequently contains 
residue of highly toxic pesticides and 
herbicides. These chemicals are toxic by 
design; they are meant to kill pests and weeds. 
According to the World Health Organization, 
pesticides “may induce adverse health effects 
including cancer, effects on reproduction, 
immune or nervous systems.” 69

Bacteria risks
Unpasteurized dairy products and soft cheeses like brie, bleu cheese, camembert, feta, queso 
blanco, and queso fresco can contain bacteria that your baby’s immature immune system can’t 
handle. The same is true for processed meats like cold cuts and hot dogs. Similarly, raw or 
undercooked eggs, meat (pates), or certain seafoods (sushi, lox) are off the menu for now. 

High-mercury fish
Fish can be part of a healthy diet if you’re pregnant. But some species are high in heavy metals 
like mercury, which can damage your baby’s nervous system. Avoid bigeye tuna, king mackerel, 
marlin, orange roughy, shark, swordfish, and tilefish from the Gulf of Mexico.70, 71 Stick to low-
mercury species such as catfish, cod, crab, pollock, salmon, shrimp, tilapia, and canned tuna.72 
The EPA and FDA recommend all adults, including pregnant women, eat two to three servings 
of low-mercury fish a week.73 Choose wild-caught fish over farmed, as farmed fish often contain 
high levels of toxins like PCBs.
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Caffeine
Consuming more than 200 mg of caffeine a day has been linked to a higher risk of miscarriage.74 
That’s about how much is in two small cups of coffee.75 Lower doses of caffeine — 50 to 149 mg — 
have also been linked to low birth weight.76, 77 It’s not a bad idea to avoid all caffeine (from coffee, 
tea, soda, energy drinks, and pills) to be on the safe side. 

High-glycemic foods
Sugar has no nutritive value. Consuming too much can contribute to gestational diabetes and is 
linked to preeclampsia.78 Whenever you eat sugar, your pancreas has to secrete insulin to move 
the sugar out of your bloodstream. Eventually, your body can develop resistance to insulin, 
meaning it just doesn’t respond the way it used to. As a result, blood sugar levels become 
elevated, a dangerous condition known as hyperglycemia. To cut your sugar intake, check labels 
for added sugars. You’ll also want to limit processed foods and refined carbohydrates, like white 
bread, white pasta, and white rice. 

Sweetened beverages
The same advice about avoiding high-glycemic 
foods goes for beverages, with an added caveat. The 
body does not detect liquid calories the same way it 
does solid food.79 That makes it much easier to drink 
nine teaspoons of sugar — the amount in the average 
can of soda — than it would be to eat it. Soda has 
other issues as well. A study of pregnant women 
found that prenatal consumption of soda (both the 
sugar-sweetened and artificially sweetened varieties) 
was inversely correlated with cognition scores in 
mid-childhood. In other words, the more soda moms 
drank while pregnant, the lower their kids’ problem-
solving and memory skills at age seven.80 The 
message is clear: drink water rather than sweetened 
beverages like soda.

Fake stuff
Avoid artificial colors, flavors, preservatives, and sweeteners, such as saccharin (Sweet’N Low®), 
aspartame (Equal®), and sucralose (Splenda®). There’s evidence that food additives such as 
artificial colorings, flavors, and preservatives may affect behavior in children.81 Stay away from the 
food additive MSG (monosodium glutamate), which can cause headaches, dizziness, and nausea. 
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Bad fats
Your brain is 60 percent fat, and your body will use whatever fat is available to repair and make 
new brain cells. Same goes for your baby’s brain. It’s important to avoid hydrogenated fats, 
partially hydrogenated fats, and trans fats because they make brain cell membranes hard and 
rigid, which can slow down the transmission of nerve impulses.82 

GMOs
Genetically modified foods aren’t natural. They are lab-created through the insertion of genes 
where they don’t naturally occur. Some foods have been genetically altered to contain Bt 
toxin to increase their resistance to pests. This toxin is showing up in the bodies of pregnant 
women and fetuses, according to a study published in the journal Reproductive Toxicology.83 
Some researchers have expressed concern about the effects of Bt toxin on the immune system, 
hormonal system, and intestinal microbiome.84 

Soy
For many years, soy was considered a miracle food and it found its way into alternative meats, 
milks, cheeses, ice creams, and protein powders. But soy should be avoided during pregnancy. 
As the researcher Heather Patisaul states in a recent journal article, “Soya can also be endocrine 
disrupting, suggesting that intake has the potential to cause adverse health effects in certain 
circumstances, particularly when exposure occurs during development.” Endocrine disrupters 
are substances that interfere with the body’s hormones, part of the endocrine system. Soy 
phytochemicals are so similar to human estrogen, they can both imitate and block the hormone, 
which could spell trouble for your developing child. 
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Supplements for 
     Preconception 
            & Pregnancy
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Prenatal vitamins
To bring you peace of mind that you’re providing your baby with all the nutritional needs 
necessary, it’s important to include a daily prenatal multivitamin into your diet. Make sure your 
prenatal multivitamin contains folate (as L-methylfolate), vitamin D (as D3), and iron (such as 
Ferrochel®). Look for one made with non-GMO ingredients that has no artificial coloring or 
BHT (a preservative the Environmental Working Group considers a possible carcinogen and 
endocrine disruptor).85 

Calcium
Calcium builds strong bones and teeth — both yours and your baby’s. It’s especially important to 
get enough calcium from mid-late pregnancy, because that’s when the majority of your baby’s 
skeleton is formed. Calcium is a big, bulky mineral. There won’t be room for it in your prenatal 
vitamin, so you’ll have to take a separate calcium product. That works out well, though. Since 
calcium and iron compete with each other for absorption, you wouldn’t want to take them at the 
same time anyway. Try taking your multi in the morning and your calcium at night. 

DHA
DHA is necessary for healthy fetal visual and cognitive development. However, you can’t get 
the recommended 300 mg per day through eating fish and still stay within the limit of two 
6-oz servings during pregnancy. Choose a DHA supplement that provides either fish oil (in 
triglyceride form) or algae oil to make sure you and your baby get enough of this crucial nutrient. 
You’ll want a separate DHA as prenatal multivitamins don’t include the recommended amount 
and often are made with ethyl ester which becomes an alcohol derivative.  

Probiotics
Probiotics are supplements of beneficial bacteria that support gut, brain, and immune health. 
One strain that is particularly important for babies is Bifidobacterium infantis. While this 
bacterium is native to the infant gut, it has all but been eliminated among infants living in 
developed nations, most likely due to the rise of antibiotics, formula feeding, and C-sections. 
Research has shown that infants who are supplemented with B. infantis have better intestinal 
health than those who receive breast milk only.86

To support your baby’s intestinal health, consider taking a probiotic supplement with a range of 
Lactobacilli and Bifidobacteria species, including B. infantis. Beneficial bacteria are transferred 
from mom to baby, both in the womb and through the birth canal, so what you take, your baby 
gets.  

Vitamin D
Vitamin D helps build your baby’s bones and teeth because it aids calcium absorption. That’s 
important enough by itself, but there are other reasons to keep your levels of D up. Pregnant 
women who have higher levels of vitamin D tend to have healthy blood sugar and blood 
pressure, have full-term pregnancies, and give birth to babies with healthy birth weights and 
strong respiratory systems.87, 88 Consider a vitamin D supplement with potent vitamin D3 and no 
vitamin K2, as it can interfere with medications. 
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Nutrient testing
It’s a good idea to have your iron, vitamin D, and omega-3 levels tested before you conceive to 
see if you are low on any of these nutrients. That will allow you to build up to optimal amounts 
before you need to build a little human. 

Preconception nutrition & supplements for men
It takes two to make a baby. Lifestyle and nutritional factors matter for fathers-to-be, too.

Men’s fertility declines after age 35 and can be impacted by exposure to harmful chemicals 
such as heavy metals, pesticides, endocrine disruptors, smoking, excessive drinking, and use of 
recreational drugs. Overheating the testes by holding a laptop on your lap can lower your sperm 
count.

Good nutrition can help improve men’s fertility. The basics are the same as for women. Eat a 
balanced diet of organic foods, with plenty of fruits, vegetables, fiber protein, healthy fats, and 
pure water. Avoid soy products, as research has found that the more soy a man eats, the lower 
his sperm count.89 Take a high-quality multivitamin designed for men’s nutritional needs with 
methylated vitamins, chelated minerals, and antioxidant ingredients. Herbs such as tribulus and 
maca can also promote your vitality as you are trying to conceive.
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Limit canned foods: The toxic plasticizer BPA has been removed from most can linings due to 
consumer pressure. But the replacements are related chemicals that may not be much safer. Eat 
more fresh and frozen foods and limit your use of canned goods.

Use safe cookware and food storage containers: Avoid non-stick cookware like Teflon®. Cast 
iron, stainless steel, ceramic, and glass are safer bets. Don’t put plastic in the microwave or 
dishwasher, even if it says “microwave-safe.” And refrain from storing or buying food in plastic 
containers.

Use green personal care and cleaning products: Check labels, and avoid parabens, triclosan, 
and phthalates (which often show up as “fragrance.”) Consider making your own green cleaning 
products.

Avoid pesticides in your home and yard: If you rent, ask your landlord not to spray inside or out.

Delegate cleaning the litter box. Cat feces can contain a parasite called toxoplasma that poses 
a risk to pregnant women. If there are no other adults in the household, wear gloves and a mask 
when you change the litter.

Redecorate consciously. New furniture, carpets, and mattresses are typically loaded with 
hormone-disrupting chemicals that sometimes take years to off-gas. Preconception and 
pregnancy is not the time to bring that stuff into your home.

Skip the remodel too. Remodeling often involves paint, vinyl, finishes, and other toxic 
substances. Unless you can do it completely non-toxically, let it be for now.

Create a clean atmosphere. Trade regular petroleum-based candles for beeswax,  replace your 
air freshener with an essential oil diffuser, lower your exposure to EMFs (electormagnetic fields), 
and run an air purifier with a HEPA filter plus an adsorbent filter like activated carbon. 

Choose cotton. Don’t dress your little one in clothes that have been treated with flame retardants, 
which can act as a neurotoxin. Instead, choose cotton in snugly fitted styles.90 

Be careful what you bring into the home. Don’t use mercury-containing compact fluorescent 
light bulbs, skip the dry cleaner, and say no to chemical flea collars and shampoos.

Hidden Toxins Avoidance Checklist
In addition to drinking filtered water and eating a mostly organic diet, avoid these sources of 
hidden toxins in your home.



“There is increasing and accelerating evidence that synthetic chemicals commonly found in the 

home contribute to disease and disability,” children’s environmental health expert Dr. Leonardo 

Trasande recently told Business Insider.91

We are constantly exposed to hidden toxins in and around our homes, from the way we store 

and prepare our food, to the personal care and cleaning products we use, to the everyday items 

whose fumes we breathe. In fact, according to the Environmental Protection Agency, the air 

inside your home is likely two to fives times more polluted than the air outside its walls.92

The good news is that with a few simple steps, you can dramatically limit your exposure to 

hidden household toxins.
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 Food Storage & Preparation
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Teflon®:
Non-stick cookware is coated with Teflon, the brand name for the chemical 
polytetrafluoroethylene. Teflon used to contain a hazardous chemical called 
PFOA, which has been linked to liver and kidney problems. It was removed 
in 2013, but older nonstick pans will still have the chemical. Even in its new 
formulation, Teflon can release fumes that cause flu-like symptoms when it is 
overheated.100 Teflon can also flake off when the pan is scratched, meaning it 
ends up in your food.

How to avoid:
People love Teflon for its non-stick qualities, but there’s a safe and effective alternative that’s been 
around for centuries: cast iron. When a cast iron pan is seasoned by spreading a layer of oil and 
heating it, the oil becomes polymerized, creating a beautiful and non-toxic non-stick finish.

Plasticizers:
Many food and drink containers are made with plasticizers such as bisphenol A 
(BPA) and phthalates. 

Until recently, BPA — linked to neurological, cardiovascular, reproductive, and 
endocrine damage — was found in the linings of most food cans and in some 
plastics, including baby bottles!93 According to the Center for Environmental 
Health, low levels of exposure can cause harm “especially when people are 
exposed at critical developmental stages, such as during fetal development or 
puberty.”94 Due to consumer pressure, today about 95 percent of cans are BPA-
free. The trouble is, the replacements, which are often other bisphenols, are not 
well studied and may not be any safer.95, 96

How to avoid:
The safest move is to limit your use of canned foods and eat fresh and frozen produce instead. Use metal, 
ceramic, or glass containers. Don’t put plastic containers in the microwave or dishwasher, as the heat may 
cause chemicals to break down and leach out into food.97 “Microwave-safe” means safe for the container 
— not for you! 

Since plasticizers like BPA can migrate from plastics into food even when not heated, invest in some glass 
storage containers, wrap your leftovers in reusable beeswax covered-cloth instead of plastic wrap, and 
purchase products in glass rather than plastic when you have the choice.98 This is especially important 
for oily foods like nut butters and liquid oils, acidic foods such as orange juice, and salty foods like olives, 
since plasticizers have an affinity for fats, acids, and salt.99



Personal Care Products 
& Cleaning Products

Parabens:
Parabens are synthetic preservatives found in many personal care products, 
such as deodorants, soaps, lotions, shampoos, scrubs, toothpastes and 
makeup. These chemicals are very similar in structure to human estrogen. “Of 
greatest concern is that parabens are known to disrupt hormone function, an 
effect that is linked to increased risk of breast cancer and reproductive toxicity,” 
states the non-profit Campaign for Safe Cosmetics.101

Phthalates:
Phthalates are a family of synthetic chemicals found in cosmetics, lotions, 
shampoos, and air fresheners. Animal research suggests they may cause 
cancer or reproductive and developmental problems. Fetuses are particularly 
vulnerable.

Classified as hormone disruptors, phthalates have been implicated in early 
puberty. A study of Puerto Rican girls with premature breast development 
found 68 percent had “significantly high levels of phthalates” in their blood.102 
Dr. William Rea, director of the Environmental Health Center explains, “Very 
often, it’s not just one phthalate that causes a problem. The chemicals in 
consumer products and food work in combination, just as they do in our 
medications.”103 

How to avoid:
Read labels. Parabens go by many names. The most common parabens are methylparaben and 
propylparaben, but ethylparaben, butylparaben, and isobutylparaben are also used.

How to avoid:
Unlike parabens, phthalates are not usually listed on labels. A good clue that a product contains them 
is the catchall word “fragrance,” since phthalates are often used in fragrances to give scents staying 
power. Use natural, organic, or toxin-free cosmetics and personal care products (such as lotions, creams, 
sunscreen, deodorant, and nail polish) that are either unscented or scented with natural essential oils. Do 
not use air fresheners; they are loaded with phthalates.104
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Personal Care Products 
& Cleaning Products

Triclosan:
Antibacterial soaps and lotions, detergents, deodorants, cosmetics, plastics, 
and fabrics often contain the biocide triclosan. Aside from creating antibiotic-
resistant superbugs, triclosan may lead to disruption of thyroid hormones.105, 106 

Glycol ethers:
Many household cleaning products, such as glass cleaners and all-purpose 
sprays, contain chemical solvents called glycol ethers. Not only do male 
workers exposed to glycol ethers have reduced sperm counts, exposed 
pregnant women have a higher chance of having children with birth defects.107

How to avoid:
You don’t need antibacterial soaps and cleansers to protect yourself from bacteria. Plain soap and water 
will do the trick just fine.

How to avoid:
Use green cleaning products with non-toxic ingredients like castile soap, or consider making your own 
cleansers with baking soda, tea tree oil, and vinegar.
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Home & Garden

Pesticides & Herbicides:
These are inherently toxic substances, designed to kill animals and plants. Children of women exposed 
to gardening pesticides or who live near farms may have a higher risk for oral clefts and disabilities 
related to the neural tube, heart, and limbs.108

How to avoid:
Don’t apply pesticides or herbicides in your home or garden. If you rent, ask your landlord not to spray. 
Use sticky traps for insects and horticultural or neem oil in the garden.109

Toxoplasma:
People infected with this common parasite usually have no symptoms, but it can cause flu-like 
symptoms in pregnant women or eye or brain damage to their developing babies. Toxoplasma is 
spread through eating undercooked meat, touching contaminated soil, or contact with cat feces.110

How to avoid:
Cook your meat well, wear gloves while gardening, and if you have a cat, have someone else in the 
household take charge of litter box duty. If there are no other adults in the home, wear gloves and a 
mask while you clean the box.
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VOCs & Semi-VOCs:
Emitted as gases, volatile organic compounds include a wide range of chemicals, including 
formaldehyde. They’re what you smell when you paint your walls, finish your wood floors, put down 
a new vinyl floor, or hang a new shower curtain. They’re also abundant in upholstered furniture and 
mattresses. Flame retardants like PBDEs, semi-VOCs have also been found in high concentrations in 
human breast milk.111

According to the Environmental Protection Agency, while people are using products containing 
organic chemicals, they can expose themselves and others to very high pollutant levels, and elevated 
concentrations can persist in the air long after the activity is completed.112

How to avoid:
Hold off on a remodel if you’re trying to get or are already pregnant. If you simply must paint the baby’s 
room or refinish the wood floor, choose a no-VOC paint or finish. But skip the vinyl flooring and wall-to-
wall carpet altogether. Those materials can off-gas for years. Stay away from furniture stain guards too. If 
you choose to redecorate, do so consciously. Opt for wool area rugs, non-toxic couches and armchairs, 
and organic mattresses, and steer clear of baby clothes doused in flame retardants. You may also want 
to invest in a good air purifier. While HEPA filters are made to filter particles from the air — such as dust, 
smoke, dander, mold, and pollen — in order to tackle gaseous pollutants like VOCs, you’ll also need 
an adsorbent filter such as activated carbon.113 Finally, air your house out regularly and keep windows 
open when you can. 

Toluene:
Even the seemingly innocuous paraffin candle isn’t safe. Made from petroleum, a byproduct of gasoline, 
paraffin candles release the chemical toluene.114 In high amounts, toluene has been found to cause 
developmental effects, including attention deficits and limb anomalies, in children of pregnant women.115

How to avoid:
Choose beeswax candles instead. Not only are they non-toxic, they smell divine!

Mercury:
Fish isn’t the only way you can be exposed to mercury. It’s also present in compact fluorescent light 
bulbs, or CFLs. Normally, that’s not a problem. But when you drop one and it breaks, the vapor released 
can exceed the amount considered safe for humans, according to researchers from Jackson State 
University in Mississippi.116

How to avoid:
Choose LED, halogen, or ceramic metal halide light bulbs instead of CFLs.
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Perchloroethylene:
There’s a reason your freshly dry-cleaned clothes stink; they’ve been bathed in chemicals. The most 
commonly used dry cleaning chemical is perchloroethylene, which is classified as a likely human 
carcinogen by both the EPA and the National Academy of Sciences. While the biggest risk of perc is to 
dry cleaning workers, scientists have discovered high levels of perc residue on dry cleaned clothes.117

How to avoid:
Try to find a cleaner that uses either liquid carbon dioxide or a process called “wet cleaning,” which uses 
eco-friendly detergents, water, and gentle agitation to remove stains and winkles. If there’s not one in 
your area, don’t despair. Most “dry clean only” clothes can be safely hand-washed by following the right 
directions.

EMFs:
Electromagnetic fields are a topic of hot debate. Power lines, X-rays, appliances, computers, WIFI 
routers, and cell phones all give off EMFs to varying degrees. While the government and industry insist 
EMFs are safe, not all scientists are so sure. In fact, the World Health Organization’s International Agency 
for Research on Cancer (IARC) has stated EMFs are possibly carcinogenic to humans.118 Until we know 
more, it’s best to reduce your exposure.

How to avoid:
Use speaker mode or a headset when talking on your cell phone, and stay away from bluetooth 
headsets altogether. Turn your WIFI router off at night, and put your cell phone on airplane mode. Step 
away from the microwave while it’s on. And avoid unnecessary X-rays.

Flea chemicals:
Have you ever wondered how toxic flea collars must be if they can kill fleas on contact? And what 
happens if Fido decides to roll around on the couch where you and your family watch TV or read each 
night? A landmark study by the Natural Resources Defense Council found that weeks after flea collars 
were placed on cats and dogs, high levels of pesticide residue remained. “Residue levels produced 
by some flea collars are so high that they pose a risk of cancer and damage to the neurological system 
of children up to 1,000 times higher than the EPA’s acceptable levels,” writes NRDC’s Senior Scientist 
Miriam Rotkin-Ellman.119

How to avoid:
The best and safest way to rid your pet of fleas is to use a flea comb daily. Prepare a bowl of hot soapy 
water. Comb through your pet’s fur thoroughly, and each time you find a flea, place it in the soapy 
water. (The soap prevents the flea from jumping out; it will soon sink to the bottom of the bowl.) It’s time 
consuming but effective and toxin-free!
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Exercise 150 minutes a week: While trying to conceive, aim for 150 minutes of moderate aerobic 
exercise or 75 minutes of intense aerobic exercise, plus strength training twice a week. Keep it up 
while pregnant. If you’re not exercising that much now, work up to it.

Know when to rest: If you experience abdominal pain, chest pain, dizziness, headaches, 
shortness of breath, or vaginal bleeding during exercise, stop. If symptoms continue after you 
stop, contact your healthcare provider.

Return to exercise gradually, after the baby comes: Your body just went through a lot! Consult 
with your healthcare provider about the best time to start exercising again. 

Tame stress with yoga and meditation: Yoga gets to the source of tension in the body and helps 
you relax. Meditation can also center you and decrease stress.

Build a support system: Having people on your team makes a huge difference. Identify a 
few friends or family members ahead of time. Then you’ll know who to call if you’re feeling 
overwhelmed and need someone to lend an ear, a shoulder, or a hand.

Eat for stress: Diet has a big impact on mood. Make sure you’re eating a balanced diet with 
protein, complex carbohydrates, and healthy fats. Pay special attention to foods with B vitamins, 
like green leafy vegetables.

Take good care of your immune system: Wash your hands frequently and avoid people who are 
sick. Manage stress, get enough sleep, hydrate, and eat healthy.

Eat for immunity: Immune-supporting nutrients include vitamins C, D, and E, carotenoids, 
bioflavonoids, selenium, zinc, omega-3 fatty acids, and allicin (in garlic).

Sleep at least eight hours a night: You may need more sleep than usual. Try to go to bed earlier, 
and nap if you can.

Avoid caffeine and sleep medications: Caffeine can interfere with sleep, and sleep medications 
can have side effects. If you have a daily cup of coffee, drink it in the morning.

Live Your Best Lifestyle Checklist



Move Your Body
The Benefits of Exercise

Everyone, from the littlest children to seniors, needs exercise. Our bodies are meant to move. 
But there are special reasons to be active while trying to conceive and while pregnant. Exercise 
helps you maintain a healthy weight, which improves fertility and is associated with healthier 
pregnancies and birth outcomes. According to the Mayo Clinic, women who exercise in 
pregnancy may have a lower risk of gestational diabetes, shortened labor, [and] a reduced risk 
of having a C-section.120 Exercise can also reduce some of the discomforts of pregnancy, such as 
backaches and constipation. And it helps you sleep better. 
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Start now.
The best time to start exercising is before you conceive to strengthen your body for the challenges 
of pregnancy. Aim for 150 minutes of moderate aerobic exercise, or 75 minutes of intense aerobic 
exercise, plus strength training two days a week. If you’re not exercising that much right now, work up 
to it in ten-minute increments. But don’t overdo it. You should be able to hold a conversation while you 
work out.

Keep it up.
Once you become pregnant, keep up that same level of activity. Good exercises during pregnancy 
include walking, swimming, water aerobics, using a rowing machine or stationary bicycle, yoga, and 
stretching. If you lift weights, use light ones with more repetitions. Running is probably safe if you were 
already a runner before getting pregnant. If you have any questions about safe exercising, consult your 
healthcare provider.

Be on the lookout.
The following are signs that you need to stop: abdominal pain, chest pain, dizziness, headaches, 
shortness of breath, or vaginal bleeding. If these symptoms continue after you stop exercising, seek 
medical attention.

Ease back in.
After the baby comes, exercise can help you lose the baby weight, restore your abdominal muscles, 
reduce stress, and boost your mood. Talk to your health care provider about the best time to start, and 
when you do, build back up to your previous level of activity gradually. Walks around the neighborhood 
with the baby are a good, gentle first exercise.
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Take Control 
of Stress

Everyone experiences stress in the course of everyday life. But when stress becomes intense or 
chronic, it can have negative effects on your health and your baby’s. Stress in pregnancy can lead 
to preterm labor and low birth weight.121

“Stress is a silent disease,” says Dr. Calvin Hobel, the Miriam Jacobs Chair in Maternal-Fetal 
Medicine at Cedars Sinai Hospital in Los Angeles. He adds that pregnant women benefit from 
learning how to recognize how stress affects them and some of the simple things they can do to 
make a difference.122
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According to the Mayo Clinic, virtually any form of exercise 
from aerobics to yoga, can act as a stress reliever.

Get moving.
To reduce stress, stick to a regular exercise routine. According to the Mayo Clinic, virtually any form of 
exercise from aerobics to yoga, can act as a stress reliever. Exercise boosts endorphins, or feel-good 
chemicals, in your brain and helps you forget the worries of the day.123

Zen out.
Always wanted to try yoga or meditation? Now’s the time to start. Prenatal yoga has lots of benefits 
including reducing stress, improving sleep, and increasing strength. Avoid hot yoga, though, which can 
raise your body temperature too high.124 Many women find meditation boosts their mood and energy, 
keeps them calm, helps them sleep, and even reduces fear of childbirth.125

Assemble your team.
A support system is crucial. Think ahead of time about friends and family you can reach out to if you 
start to feel overwhelmed. Who’s a good listener? Who can pitch in with errands or bring you a meal in 
an emergency? Who will let you cry messy tears on their shoulder? Your healthcare provider is part of 
your team, too. Bring up any worries or concerns you have at your prenatal visits or call if something is 
troubling you

Stabilize your mood with food.
Staying well-nourished is a known way to help stabilize your mood through the ups and downs of 
preconception and pregnancy. A balanced diet of protein, complex carbohydrates (such as fruits, 
vegetables, and whole grains), and healthy fats is key. In fact, researchers in New Zealand discovered 
that no food they studied boosts mood or energy as effectively as fruits and vegetables.126

Get your Bs:
B vitamins can also alleviate occasional stress.*127 To make sure you’re getting plenty of Bs, eat brewer’s 
yeast, eggs, leafy green vegetables, legumes, liver, poultry, seafood, and sunflower seeds.128 (You’ll also 
find them in your prenatal vitamins.)



Strengthen 
your Immunity

Did you know there’s a relationship between your immune health and your risk of preterm labor?  

According to the World Health Organization, preterm birth is the leading cause of death among 
children under five worldwide. What may come as a surprise is that preterm birth, defined as giving 
birth prior to 37 weeks of pregnancy, is not just a pressing problem among developing nations. One 
in every ten births in the United States, for example, is preterm.129 And as it turns out, 40 percent 
of preterm deliveries are linked with the mom having had an infection while pregnant.130 You can’t 
completely control whether you get sick while you’re expecting. But you can take three steps to make 
sure your immune system is as strong as possible.

Practice common sense.
Your best bet to help your immune system function well 
throughout your pregnancy is to take common-sense steps, 
like washing your hands frequently, staying away from sick 
people, and keeping hydrated.
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Take care.
Nutrition plays a big part in maintaining a strong immune response. According to the Harvard School 
of Public Health, a balanced diet consisting of a range of vitamins and minerals, combined with healthy 
lifestyle factors like adequate sleep and exercise and low stress, most effectively primes the body to 
fight infection and disease.131

Get your nutrients. 
The following nutrients are important in keeping your immune system in good working order.132

Vitamin C:
Many vegetables and most fruits — especially cantaloupe, citrus, guava, kiwi, papaya, and strawberries 
— are high in this antioxidant vitamin. Vitamin C protects immune cells from free radical damage.133 

Vitamin D:
Vitamin D can come from the sun, but most people need to supplement, as well. Along with building 
healthy bones, it also boosts mood and immunity. 
 
Vitamin E:
Seeds and whole grains are good sources of this vitamin, another antioxidant.
 
Carotenoids:
Carotenoids are antioxidant pigments that give many fruits and vegetables like apricots, citrus, carrots, 
and squash their golden hues.134 Studies have shown carotenoids enhance immune response.135

 
Bioflavonoids:
These antioxidant phytonutrients help activate the immune system and are found in broccoli, cherries, 
citrus, grapes, green peppers, and onions.136, 137

 
Selenium:
Beef, brazil nuts, brown rice, eggs, mushrooms, oatmeal, pork, poultry, spinach, and sunflower seeds 
all provide selenium, which is necessary for immune cell function.138, 139

 
Zinc:
You can get zinc from beef, crabs, oysters, pecans, seeds, and wheat germ.140 A deficiency in zinc can 
decrease your natural resistance.141

 
Omega-3 fatty acids:
Fatty fish like salmon and tuna are the best sources, but you can also get omega-3s from flax seeds, 
seaweed, and walnuts. Healthy immune cells stockpile omega-3s.142

Allicin:
This sulfur-containing, immune-boosting compound is found in garlic.143
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Get your rest
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But getting a good night’s sleep isn’t always easy while you’re pregnant. Many women sleep more 
in the first trimester, because adjusting to pregnancy hormones can be exhausting. But others find 
nausea or breast tenderness keep them up. Later in pregnancy, your growing uterus can put pressure 
on your diaphragm and your bladder, which means you’re waking up frequently to urinate. Some 
women experience reflux or restless leg syndrome. In the third trimester, estrogen levels can cause 
swelling of the nasal tissues, which may lead to snoring and sleep apnea. And late in pregnancy, it 
can be hard to find a comfortable position. Stress or worry about the pregnancy can also affect your 
sleep.145, 146

If you’re having trouble getting at least eight hours of sleep, try these tips: 

Sleep is a big deal. According to the Johns Hopkins University Sleep 
Center, “Lack of sleep is more than an inconvenience. New research 
suggests that women who don’t get enough sleep during pregnancy 
may have higher risks of developing pregnancy complications 
including preeclampsia, or high blood pressure; gestational 
diabetes; longer labors and higher rates of Cesarean section, 
particularly among women who get fewer than six hours of sleep 
over the course of 24 hours.”144

Allot more than eight hours of time in bed to allow for some disruptions

Nap during the day, if you can

Exercise daily

Make sure you’re getting enough iron — anemia can contribute to restless leg syndrome

Avoid heavy meals or spicy food close to bedtime if you experience reflux

Try writing down your worries in a journal, so you can let go of them before you sleep

Avoid blue light from screens in the hour before bedtime

Make sure your room is quiet, dark, and a comfortable temperature

Try a body pillow to help you get comfortable

Avoid caffeine, sugar, and simple carbohydrates

Don’t rely on sleep medications, as they may have side effects

5 2

L O W E R  Y O U R  R I S K S  B Y  G E T T I N G  A T  L E A S T  6  H O U R S  O F  S L E E P



Conclusion

5 3

It’s common for new mamas and moms-to-be to feel some anxiety around preconception 
and pregnancy. The challenges of proper nutrition, hidden toxins, stress, immune threats, 
and trouble sleeping are real. As your child’s protector, it’s natural to worry about the 
impact of these challenges on your baby. Instead of stressing about the things you can’t 
control, like what you did before you got pregnant, focus on all the ways you can take 
control now. By eating a clean diet, avoiding hidden toxins, and living your best lifestyle, 
you can give your little one the best possible start in life.
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