
Midlands Family Medicine

611 West Francis St. Suite 100
North Platte, NE 69101
Phone: (308) 534-2532

Fax: (308) 534-6615

Education

Drug, Alcohol, and Tobacco Use During Pregnancy

What is substance abuse during pregnancy?

Drugs, alcohol, and tobacco can harm your body and mind. If you are pregnant, these substances can also hurt your
baby. They enter the baby's blood through the placenta. They can cause mental problems, birth defects, and
problems before, during, and after birth.

What about street drugs?

Any street drug, especially one that can cause addiction, is dangerous. You are addicted if you cannot carry out your
usual daily activities without it. If you are addicted to heroin or cocaine, your baby can become addicted. The baby
will then have withdrawal symptoms after birth. You may neglect your own health care, increasing your unborn
baby's risk.

Even if you just use drugs sometimes, you are at risk because the effects of drugs can be so harmful. Street drugs
can cause you to have flashbacks, convulsions, heart attacks, seizures, violent behavior, and lung failure causing
death. Use of street drugs can increase the risk of losing the baby, delivering the baby too soon, and having a small
baby. Some babies may die while inside the uterus, and others may die after delivery. The babies who survive may
have lifelong physical, behavioral, and emotional problems. They may have brain, liver, kidney, or bone marrow
damage. They may be unusually fussy and may have uncontrollable body movements. Drugs can also cause
premature separation of the placenta, which can cause sudden massive bleeding (hemorrhage). This bleeding can
put the lives of you and your baby in danger.

If you are hooked on street drugs (angel dust, hashish, speed, LSD, peyote, cocaine, or marijuana), get help for
your drug use before you become pregnant. If you are already pregnant, get help now. Ask your health care
provider for advice and a possible referral to a treatment program.

What about prescription drugs?

Make sure you discuss the use of prescription drugs with your health care provider at your first prenatal visit. Some
prescription drugs can harm an unborn baby. Be sure to tell anyone who prescribes medicine for you that you are
pregnant.

If you have an infection that may need an antibiotic, check with your health care provider. Some antibiotics are
harmless. Others could hurt your baby. For example, tetracycline should be avoided during pregnancy. It may cause
your child's teeth to be discolored and may affect growth of the child's bones. Avoid sulfa drugs near the end of your
pregnancy. They may cause the baby's skin to become yellowed (jaundiced) in the first days of life.

What about nonprescription medicines?

Check with your health care provider before you use any medicine or natural remedy. Some nonprescription
medicines and herbs are safe. Others can cause problems during pregnancy.

If you have a fever, you can safely take acetaminophen (Tylenol) in the doses recommended on the package. Do not
take it for more than 3 days without consulting your health care provider. Do not take aspirin.

For heartburn, ask your health care provider what antacids you are allowed to take. Most antacids are safe. Don't
take too much of these drugs. Antacids that contain magnesium can cause diarrhea and aluminum-containing
antacids can cause constipation.

To relieve hemorrhoids, you can use Preparation H if approved by your health care provider.

Ask your health care provider before you take sleeping pills, or any drug for a headache, cold, cough, or diarrhea.

        
     



He or she can tell you what is most likely to be safe and effective for you and your baby.

What about alcohol?

While you are pregnant, drinking any amount of alcohol is not a safe choice for your baby. Everything you eat and
drink goes to the baby. Because of the baby's small size, an alcoholic drink that makes you feel relaxed is dangerous
to your baby.

Pregnant women who drink alcohol risk having a child with birth defects. Fetal alcohol syndrome (FAS) is the term
used for certain problems that a child may have if the mother drinks too much alcohol when she is pregnant. FAS
affects a child's growth and can cause heart defects, malformed facial features, slowed growth, mental retardation,
and nervous system problems.

The more you drink during pregnancy, the greater the danger to your baby. Frequent alcohol users (one or more
drinks every week) are much more likely to have children with FAS than women who drink less frequently during
pregnancy. However, because we do not know what level of alcohol becomes dangerous, drinking no alcohol at all
during pregnancy is the only sure way to avoid any risk of problems from alcohol.

The best time to stop drinking alcoholic beverages is before you become pregnant. If you are pregnant and are still
drinking, the time to stop is now. If you usually drink alcohol at social events, ask for soda, fruit juice, water, or
alcohol-free beer or wine. Mixed drinks can be made without alcohol. Do not celebrate anything with alcohol. Do not
hesitate to ask for support from your family, friends, or health care provider to help stop drinking during your
pregnancy.

What about smoking?

Pregnant women who smoke, or who are exposed to secondhand smoke are more likely to have small babies.
These babies are more likely to have problems during labor and delivery. They also have a greater risk of
developing health problems within a few months after birth. Smoking increases the risk of miscarriage, premature
labor, stillbirth, sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS), and lifelong disabilities. In addition, there is a possible link
between smoking by a mother and attention deficit disorder (hyperactivity) in children.

If you are a smoker, stop now. If you cannot quit completely, try to cut down to fewer than 10 cigarettes a day.
Cutting down or stopping smoking during pregnancy reduces the risks. The risks are about the same for women who
stop early in pregnancy as for women who are nonsmokers.

What about caffeine?

Coffee, tea, chocolate, some soft drinks, and some medicines contain caffeine. Drinking caffeine during pregnancy is
generally safe. However, women who drink more than five or six cups of coffee a day (600 milligrams of caffeine)
are more likely to have low-birth-weight babies and stillbirth. There are some reported cases of increased
miscarriages. To be on the safe side, limit the caffeine you have each day to less than 200 milligrams (1 or 2 cups of
coffee).
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