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Birth defects are structural changes that a baby is born 
with, ranging from mild to severe depending on which 
part of the body is affected. Sometimes these defects 
can be found while the mother is pregnant (in utero), 
others are not known until the baby is born and you may 
actually see something abnormal, and still others might 
go unnoticed for up to a year after delivery. Birth defects 
are very common and can affect the abilities or even 
lifespan of this new child. Depending on the severity, 
these can be devastating to families.

Not all birth defects can be prevented and sadly, 
scientists do not know what causes all of them. There are 
some known causes related to certain birth defects, such 
as alcohol leading to fetal alcohol syndrome. Others are 
gene mutations causing defects such as Down syndrome; 
or missing certain nutrients, such as folic acid, resulting 
in spina bifida.

OTHER KNOWN RISK FACTORS INCLUDE:

 » Smoking, drinking alcohol, or using illegal drugs

 » Certain prescription medications

 » Certain medical conditions of the mother, such as 
diabetes or obesity

 » Being an older mother, specifically over 34 years 
of age

 » Having a family history of birth defects

• If you do have someone in the family with a birth 
defect, it is a good idea to meet with a genetic 
counselor before pregnancy. They can help you 
understand your chances of having a baby with a 
birth defect and help come up with a plan for the 
future.

Even though some birth defects cannot be prevented, 
there are some things women can do to ensure they 
have a healthy pregnancy and lower the chances of 
complications.

 » Always talk with your doctor about medications 
you are on before becoming pregnant. And always 
discuss the safety of new medications that you may 
need during the pregnancy.
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 » Don’t smoke, drink alcohol, or use drugs.

• There is no safe amount of alcohol during any 
time of pregnancy. Drinking alcohol can result 
in miscarriage, stillbirth, or many disabilities 
referred to as fetal alcohol spectrum disorders.

• Smoking cigarettes puts your baby at risk of 
having low birth weight, being born prematurely, 
and having certain birth defects such as cleft lip 
or palate. It also increases your baby’s chance 
of dying from SIDS (Sudden Infant Death 
Syndrome). 

 » Begin prenatal care as soon as you become pregnant 
and follow your doctor’s recommendations on how 
often the visits should be.

 » As you start planning your family, begin taking folic 
acid for at least one month before you get pregnant. 
400 micrograms daily is the recommended dose. 

• This can help prevent major birth defects of the 
brain and spine, such as spina bifida.

• More than half of pregnancies are unplanned. 
Because of this, it is recommended that any 
sexually active woman of childbearing age should 
take folic acid daily.

 » Make sure any medical conditions are controlled 
before pregnancy, such as high blood pressure, 
diabetes, or obesity.

• Obesity can result in having a baby with brain or 
spine defects, and heart defects.

• Uncontrolled diabetes can result in birth defects 
as well as complications for the mother and 
uncontrolled blood sugar levels in the baby.

 » Remain up-to-date on vaccinations. Most vaccines 
are safe to take during pregnancy and some are 
highly recommended to keep you and your baby 
safe. Talk with your doctor about which vaccines 
you may need.

 » Maintain a healthy diet.

 » Exercise regularly.

There are many tracking systems in place so research 
can be done on babies born with birth defects. Scientists 
can then track which birth defects affect certain ethnic 
groups, which medications are involved, environmental 
factors, etc. With this information, they are able to 
identify risk factors, find opportunities to prevent defects, 
and help those living with birth defects live up to their 
full potential.


