
 

 1

Prenatal Care Questions 
 
What is prenatal care? 
 
Prenatal care is the health care you get while you are pregnant. Take care of yourself and 
your baby by: 
 

• Getting early prenatal care. If you know you're pregnant, or think you might be, 
call your doctor to schedule a visit.  

• Getting regular prenatal care. Your doctor will schedule you for many checkups 
over the course of your pregnancy. Don't miss any — they are all important.  

• Following your doctor's advice.  
 
Why do I need prenatal care?  
Prenatal care can help keep you and your baby healthy. Babies of mothers who do not get 
prenatal care are three times more likely to have a low birth weight and five times more 
likely to die than those born to mothers who do get care. 
 
Doctors can spot health problems early when they see mothers regularly. This allows 
doctors to treat them early. Early treatment can cure many problems and prevent others. 
Doctors also can talk to pregnant women about things they can do to give their unborn 
babies a healthy start to life. 
 
I am thinking about getting pregnant. How can I take care of myself? 
You should start taking care of yourself before you start trying to get pregnant. This is 
called preconception health. It means knowing how health conditions and risk factors 
could affect you or your unborn baby if you become pregnant. For example, some foods, 
habits, and medicines can harm your baby — even before he or she is conceived. Some 
health problems also can affect pregnancy. 
 
Talk to your doctor before pregnancy to learn what you can do to prepare your body. 
Women should prepare for pregnancy before becoming sexually active. Ideally, women 
should give themselves at least 3 months to prepare before getting pregnant.  
 
The five most important things you can do before becoming pregnant are:  
 

1. Take 400 micrograms (400 mcg or 0.4 mg) of folic acid every day for at least 3 
months before getting pregnant to lower your risk of some birth defects of the 
brain and spine. You can get folic acid from some foods. But it's hard to get all 
the folic acid you need from foods alone. Taking a vitamin with folic acid is the 
best and easiest way to be sure you're getting enough. 

2. Stop smoking and drinking alcohol. Ask your doctor for help.  
3. If you have a medical condition, be sure it is under control. Some conditions 

include asthma, diabetes, depression, high blood pressure, obesity, thyroid 
disease, or epilepsy. Be sure your vaccinations are up to date. 

4. Talk to your doctor about any over-the-counter and prescription medicines you 
are using. These include dietary or herbal supplements. Some medicines are not 
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safe during pregnancy. At the same time, stopping medicines you need also can 
be harmful.  

5. Avoid contact with toxic substances or materials at work and at home that could 
be harmful. Stay away from chemicals and cat or rodent feces. 

 
I'm pregnant. What should I do — or not do — to take care of myself and my 
unborn baby? 
Follow these dos and don’ts to take care of yourself and the precious life growing inside 
you: 
 
Health Care Dos and Don’ts 
 

• Get early and regular prenatal care. Whether this is your first pregnancy or 
third, health care is extremely important. Your doctor will check to make sure you 
and the baby are healthy at each visit. If there are any problems, early action will 
help you and the baby.  

• Take a multivitamin or prenatal vitamin with 400 micrograms (mcg or 0.4 mg) of 
folic acid every day.  

• Ask your doctor before stopping any medicines or starting any new medicines. 
Some medicines are not safe during pregnancy. Keep in mind that even over-the-
counter medicines and herbal products may cause side effects or other problems. 
But not using medicines you need could also be harmful. 

• Avoid x-rays. If you must have dental work or diagnostic tests, tell your dentist or 
doctor that you are pregnant so that extra care can be taken.  

• Get a flu shot if your baby’s due date is between March and July. Pregnant 
women can get very sick from the flu and may need hospital care. 

 
Food Dos and Don’ts 
 

• Eat a variety of healthy foods. Choose fruits, vegetables, whole grains, calcium-
rich foods, and foods low in saturated fat. Also, make sure to drink plenty of 
fluids, especially water. 

• Get all the nutrients you need each day, including iron. Getting enough iron 
prevents you from getting anemia, which is linked to preterm birth and low birth 
weight. Eating a variety of healthy foods will help you get the nutrients your baby 
needs. But ask your doctor if you need to take a daily prenatal vitamin or iron 
supplement to be sure you are getting enough. 

• Protect yourself and your baby from food-borne illnesses, including 
toxoplasmosis (TOK-soh-plaz-MOH-suhss) and listeria (lih-STEER-ee-uh). Wash 
fruits and vegetables before eating. Don’t eat uncooked or undercooked meats or 
fish. Always handle, clean, cook, eat, and store foods properly. 

• Don’t eat fish with lots of mercury, including swordfish, king mackerel, shark, 
and tilefish. 

 
Lifestyle Dos and Don’ts 
 

• Gain a healthy amount of weight. Your doctor can tell you how much weight gain 
you should aim for during pregnancy. 
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• Don’t smoke, drink alcohol, or use drugs. These can cause long-term harm or 
death to your baby. Ask your doctor for help quitting. 

• Unless your doctor tells you not to, try to get at least 2 hours and 30 minutes of 
moderate-intensity aerobic activity a week. It’s best to spread out your workouts 
throughout the week. If you worked out regularly before pregnancy, you can keep 
up your activity level as long as your health does not change and you talk to your 
doctor about your activity level throughout your pregnancy. Learn more about 
how to have a fit pregnancy.  

• Don’t take very hot baths or use hot tubs or saunas. 
• Get plenty of sleep and find ways to control stress. 
• Get informed. Read books, watch videos, go to a childbirth class, and talk with 

moms you know.  
• Ask your doctor about childbirth education classes for you and your partner. 

Classes can help you prepare for the birth of your baby.  
 
Environmental Dos and Don’ts 
 

• Stay away from chemicals like insecticides, solvents (like some cleaners or paint 
thinners), lead, mercury, and paint (including paint fumes). Not all products have 
pregnancy warnings on their labels. If you're unsure if a product is safe, ask your 
doctor before using it. Talk to your doctor if you are worried that chemicals used 
in your workplace might be harmful. 

• If you have a cat, ask your doctor about toxoplasmosis. This infection is caused 
by a parasite sometimes found in cat feces. If not treated, toxoplasmosis can cause 
birth defects. You can lower your risk by avoiding cat litter and wearing gloves 
when gardening.   

• Avoid contact with rodents, including pet rodents, and with their urine, droppings, 
or nesting material. Rodents can carry a virus that can be harmful or even deadly 
to your unborn baby. 

• Take steps to avoid illness, such as washing hands frequently. 
• Stay away from secondhand smoke. 

 
I don't want to get pregnant right now. But should I still take folic acid every day?  
All sexually active women should get 400 micrograms (mcg or 0.4 mg) of folic acid 
every day. Even women with a small chance of getting pregnant should get their daily 
dose of folic acid. This is because many pregnancies are not planned. Often women don't 
know they are pregnant for a number of weeks. And some birth defects happen in the 
very first weeks of pregnancy. 
 
Taking 400 mcg of folic acid every day will lower the risk of some birth defects that 
happen in early pregnancy. If a woman doesn't start taking vitamins until the second or 
third month of pregnancy, it may be too late to prevent birth defects. Folic acid may also 
have other health benefits for women.  
 
How often should I see my doctor during pregnancy?  
Your doctor will give you a schedule of all the doctor's visits you should have while 
pregnant. Most experts suggest you see your doctor: 
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• About once each month for weeks 4 through 28 
• Twice a month for weeks 28 through 36 
• Weekly for weeks 36 to birth  

 
If you are older than 35 or your pregnancy is high risk, you'll probably see your doctor 
more often.  
 
What happens during prenatal visits?  
During the first prenatal visit, you can expect your doctor to: 
 

• Ask about your health history including diseases, operations, or prior pregnancies  
• Ask about your family's health history  
• Do a complete physical exam, including a pelvic exam and Pap test  
• Take your blood and urine for lab work 
• Check your blood pressure, height, and weight  
• Calculate your due date  
• Answer your questions  

 
At the first visit, you should ask questions and discuss any issues related to your 
pregnancy. Find out all you can about how to stay healthy. 
 
Later prenatal visits will probably be shorter. Your doctor will check on your health and 
make sure the baby is growing as expected.  Most prenatal visits will include: 
 

• Checking your blood pressure  
• Measuring your weight gain 
• Measuring your abdomen to check your baby’s growth (once you begin to show) 
• Checking the baby's heart rate  

 
While you're pregnant, you also will have some routine tests. Some tests are suggested 
for all women, such as blood work to check for anemia, your blood type, HIV, and other 
factors. Other tests might be offered based on your age, personal or family health history, 
your ethnic background, or the results of routine tests you have had.  
 
I am in my late 30s and I want to get pregnant. Should I do anything special?  
As you age, you have an increasing chance of having a baby born with a birth defect. Yet 
most women in their late 30s and early 40s have healthy babies. See your doctor regularly 
before you even start trying to get pregnant. She will be able to help you prepare your 
body for pregnancy. She will also be able to tell you about how age can affect pregnancy. 
 
During your pregnancy, seeing your doctor regularly is very important. Because of your 
age, your doctor will probably suggest some extra tests to check on your baby's health. 
 
 
If you have more questions, speak with your doctor or call the Member Services 
number at 1-800-765-3805. 


