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Every expectant 
woman needs to be a 
“Mother Bear,” 
guarding her unborn 
baby from the 
dangers of 
teratogens.

Teratogens are substances that can cause malformations and damage, either obvious 
or subtle, to an unborn baby. The word is pronounced ter-RAT-o-gen. Notice the RAT 
in the middle of the word. Many substances are sneaky rats that can invade your 
pregnancy and hurt your baby by crossing the placenta. 
 
Some prescription drugs are teratogens. If you are taking a prescription drug and are 
pregnant or contemplating a pregnancy, please carefully study the side effects of that drug 
and ask your midwife, doctor, and pharmacist about its effect on an unborn baby. It’s easy 
to imagine that powerful drugs like anticonvulsants, antidepressants, or antipsychotics 
have teratogenic effects, but be a “mother bear” and be suspicious of any drug. Even drugs 
as common as antihistamines and some antibiotics like streptomycin and tetracycline are 
teratogens. Another dangerous drug during pregnancy is Isotretinoin (Acutane), a 
synthetic form of Vitamin A, which is an acne/psoriasis medication. This drug causes 
miscarriages and malformations of the fetus. 

Over the counter drugs to avoid during pregnancy include Vitamin A in large doses, 
ibuprofen, aspirin, antihistamines, and many others. Before taking any medicine, study its 
effects and ask questions. 

Illicit drugs including heroin, amphetamines, angel dust, cocaine, LSD, marijuana, and 
every other recreational drug should be avoided completely and especially during 
pregnancy. Their effects on pregnancy and unborn babies can be severe. For example, 
cocaine’s effects on pregnancy include placenta abruption, pre-term birth, low birth 
weight, neonatal irritability, sudden infant death syndrome, congenital heart defects, limb 



defects, central nervous system anomalies, heart failure and sudden death of the mother. 
Many habit-forming drugs may not be known teratogens, but the baby will experience 
symptoms of withdrawals when the drug is withheld. 

Tobacco use during pregnancy needs special mention because of its dangerous effects on 
an unborn baby, which include low birth weight infants, spontaneous abortion, 
intrauterine growth retardation, placenta previa, placenta abruption, premature rupture of 
membranes, preterm birth, cleft lip and palate, sudden infant death syndrome, and more. 
Toxic ingredients in cigarette smoke include carbon monoxide (interferes with fetal 
oxygen uptake) nicotine, lead, and cotinine. 

Alcohol should not be used during pregnancy because of the devastating effects of fetal 
alcohol syndrome, which are growth restriction, behavioral disturbances, craniofacial 
abnormalities, brain defects, cardiac defects, spinal defects, mental retardation, and 
attention deficit disorder. 

Although caffeine is not a known teratogen, it is detrimental to pregnancy and can cause 
spontaneous abortion and low birth weight babies.  

Environmental pollutants like pesticides, carbon monoxide, radiation, and lead, to name 
only a very few, can have serious teratogenic effects on your baby. 

Some infections can cause birth defects: rubella, cytomegalovirus, syphilis, herpes virus 
2, toxoplasmosis (don’t touch cat feces or the litter box while pregnant), and AIDS. 

Pregnancy is a good time to think about the purity of drinking water. Unfortunately, just 
because water comes from the tap and looks clean doesn’t mean it is free of 
contaminants. An ominous array of chemicals are added to water during treatment like 
chlorine, carbon, fluorine, lime, phosphates, soda ash, and sodium aluminates.  

Some occupations have work environments that might expose workers to teratogens: 
health care workers, dental hygienists, farm workers, cosmetologists, dry cleaners, 
domestic workers, transportation operators, painters, opticians, plastic workers, printers, 
textile workers, electronic assemblers, and photographic processors, to name only a few. 

http://www.otispregnancy.org/otis-fact-sheets-s13037  

This website presents concise, well written and researched information about teratogenic 
medications, maternal medical conditions, herbal products, illicit substances, infections 
and vaccines, and other common exposures. Please take some time to study it. 

Think like a mother bear in protecting your precious cub. Be always vigilant and 
suspicious. Ask questions! 
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